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Abstract:
When considering sectarian relations in Iraq, we are invariably presented with images of either ecumenical harmony that reduce sectarian identity in Iraqi history to an historical side-note, or of perennial hatreds perpetually seeking an opportunity to manifest themselves in violence or separation. Neither view is satisfactory and both are based on reductions and generalisations that are perhaps inevitable when so complex a subject is reduced to a handful of paragraphs in broader Iraq-focussed works.   

The first step to understanding sectarian identity in Iraq is to treat it is a group identity rather than a religious or political identity. Secondly, to avoid generalisations and reductions, it is necessary to identify the drivers of sectarian relations and sectarian identity and to understand the social factors that animate sectarian identity (here considerations of class and geography are essential). Thirdly, the relationship between sectarian identity and national identity has been sorely misunderstood and commentators have tended to treat the two as mutually antagonistic forms of identity. Finally and perhaps most importantly, is the question of salience: there is no such thing as a fixed and perpetually salient identity. 

The theoretical arguments outlined in chapters 2 and 3 will be used in the remainder of the study to focus on two major turning points in Iraqi sectarian relations: the uprising in southern Iraq of March 1991 (and more importantly the contentious memory of the uprisings) and the fall of the Ba’ath in 2003. Chapters 4-6 deal with the events of 1991, the subsequent sanctions-era and the competing mythologies of the uprisings while chapters 7 and 8 examine the post-2003 era, the politicisation of sectarian identities and, perhaps consequently, the sectarian civil war of 2006-2007. With regards to sectarian relations, I would argue that no other episode in modern Iraqi history have had as polarised a memory as these two events. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY

The prominence of identity politics in post-2003 Iraq and the sectarian violence of recent years have led to countless commentaries on the subject of sectarian identities and sectarian relations in Iraq. Whilst the issue of ‘sectarianism’ in Iraq has been a source of discussion amongst Iraqis and non-Iraqis since the establishment of the Iraqi nation state, it has seldom been the focus of objective debate. The sectarian divide and its socio-political manifestations have in many ways been the proverbial skeleton-in-the-closet of modern Iraqi society: an undeniable fact known to all but one which was seldom discussed beyond the confines of the single sect. In short, sectarian identity and sectarian relations have been taboo subjects for most of modern Iraqi history. However, since the 1970’s, and particularly since the Iranian revolution of 1979, sectarian identities have had to endure externally and internally induced ontological crises that have at times lent sectarian identity political relevance and salience and that ultimately served to tentatively push the subject of ‘sectarianism’ into the public domain. The two most important such turning points in this unshrouding of the subject of ‘sectarianism’ have been the uprisings of March 1991 and the fall of the Ba’ath in 2003. The intervening period, the sanctions-era, is likewise vital in that it shaped the form that the memory of 1991 took, and likewise was instrumental in shaping post-2003 developments. The sanctions-era was in essence the incubator of post-2003 Iraqi society.   

Recent developments have lent the issue an unprecedented degree of political relevancy that, in some cases, has further obscured objective analysis. The extremities of what is a polarised and polarising subject tend to, on the one hand, inflate the importance of sectarian identity in all things Iraqi – in effect reducing Iraqi society to its sect-based element – or, at the other extreme, to reduce the relevance of sectarian identity in Iraq to an historical side-note or, far more detrimentally to objective analysis, to explain ‘sectarianism’ as the result of nefarious foreign plots. As indicated above, traditional Iraqi discourse, whether from above or from below, has struggled to openly address ‘sectarianism’. The negativity of the term, indeed the negativity of publicly airing sectarian identities in and of itself, has resulted in a dearth of serious analysis of what is often a highly divisive, albeit partially obscured, subject. The reason for this intellectual awkwardness towards the issue was/is the belief that sectarian identity is the mutually antagonistic other of national unity. Much western commentary on sectarian identity in Iraq mirrors this line of thinking perhaps as a result of a reliance on Iraqi official and elite discourse on ‘sectarianism’. Consequently, particularly since 2003, we have often been presented with arguments to the effect that sectarian identity undermines Iraqi national identity and, turning the standard Iraqi nationalist line on its head, Iraqi unity is thus portrayed as a house of cards that was only able to survive through the brute force of a strong centralised state. In other words, whilst Iraqi nationalists present ‘Iraqi identity’ as ‘the Real’ that Iraqis strive for against the subversive influence of a barely relevant sectarian identity whose manifestations are intrinsically linked to foreign machinations, western commentary often holds sectarian identities to be an immutable truth against which an ‘artificial’ Iraqi nationalism was feebly constructed. As will be seen throughout this study, both arguments are flawed and overlook the interdependent relationship between Iraqi sectarian and national identities.

Rather than considering sectarian identity in Iraq as either a prime driver of Iraqi history and society or a sociological irrelevancy, the central argument of this study is that sectarian relations defy formulaic generalisations. Without taking into account contextual factors and the salience of sectarian identity at a given time, terms such as ‘sectarianism’, ‘sectarian identity’ and ‘sectarian’ lose meaning. The fact is that the social and political relevance of sectarian identity and the importance of sectarian forms of self-identification advances and recedes according to wider socioeconomic and political conditions. Likewise, sectarian harmony or division is dictated by context which is precisely why both alarmist and reductionist accounts of ‘sectarianism’ in Iraq are able to furnish their arguments with countless historical examples of sectarian hatred or unity depending on the author’s predisposition. However, taking a commendable episode of sectarian unity or an unfortunate example of sectarian strife and constructing our view of Iraqi sectarian relations on the basis of such examples is highly misleading. Perceptions of the sectarian self and other, as indeed with any form identity, are constantly being renegotiated in what is a perpetually fluctuating dynamic that is neither cyclical nor linear. When considering sectarian identity we are dealing with perceptions and emotions and rather than attempting a grand narrative of sectarian relations with clearly defined categories and borders, we should begin by recognising the inherent ambiguity, fuzziness even, of identity.

There has, to date, been no concerted attempt to analyse the nature of sectarian relations and sectarian identities in Iraq. Perhaps reductions, simplifications and generalisations are inevitable when so complex a subject is reduced to a handful of paragraphs, or at most a chapter, in broader Iraq-focussed works which necessarily mention sectarian identities only in passing. The aim of this study is to provide an examination of the dynamics of sectarian identities in Iraqi society and the role that sectarian identity plays in conceptions of self, other and state. To that end, I would argue that sectarian identity must be viewed as a form of group identity whose dynamics are no different from those of ethnicity or race. My interest therefore lies in sectarian identity as a group identity rather than a philosophical or religious category. Theology may provide the canvass against which sectarian identities are constructed; however, the fact is that in the Iraqi context, as will be illustrated, sectarian identity and sectarian strife are firmly rooted in the temporal and are intrinsically, though not exclusively, related to political and economic competition. More importantly, the Sunni-Shi’a divide in Iraq, when inflamed, reveals itself to be, at root, a conflict between contradictory myth-symbol complexes revolving around the symbolism and cultural ownership of the nation state. In that sense, being so intrinsically linked to the nation state, ‘sectarianism’ in Iraq can be regarded as a thoroughly modern phenomenon.

Strictly speaking, this study is not a historical study nor is the purpose to offer a history of sectarian relations in Iraq. The aim, rather, is to present an analytical discussion of how sectarian identities are negotiated in the Iraqi context and how perceptions of self and other are influenced by sectarian group-identification. Whilst this is an ‘Iraq-focussed’ study, the theoretical underpinnings are rooted in theories of identity politics, group identity, theories of nationalism, theories of communal violence and social identity theory. A major shortcoming of commentaries on sectarian relations in Iraq, besides their brevity, is that they lack a theoretical base. Iraqi history in and of itself will not explain the workings of sectarian identities today nor will it shed light on how sectarian identities are imagined beneath the dogmatically defended veneer of ecumenical harmony. It is hoped that this study will finally put to rest both alarmist and reductionist accounts of sectarian identities and sectarian relations in Iraq.

The theoretical arguments outlined in chapters 2 and 3 will be used in the remainder of the study to focus on the two major turning points identified with regards to Iraqi sectarian relations: the uprising in southern Iraq of March 1991 (and more importantly the contentious memory of the uprisings) and the fall of the Ba’ath in 2003. Chapters 4-6 deal with the events of 1991, the subsequent sanctions-era and the competing mythologies of the uprisings; and chapters 7 and 8 examine the post-2003 era, the politicisation of sectarian identities and, perhaps consequently, the sectarian civil war of 2006-2007. With regards to sectarian relations, I would argue that no other episode in modern Iraqi history has had as polarised and contentious a memory as the events of 1991 and 2003 and their aftermath. 

When using terms of reference as broad as ‘Shi’as’ and ‘Sunnis’ there will inevitably be a degree of generalisation; for the purposes of this study, these are linguistically inescapable terms. However, class, geography, degrees of piety, strictness of observance and even the extent of belief in central tenets are all variables that affect the meaning and relevance of the terms ‘Shi’a’ and ‘Sunni’ from person to person. Therefore, to clarify what would otherwise be broad and analytically useless terms, for the purposes of this study sectarian identity is first and foremost a form of group identity rather than a subscription to a metaphysical philosophy. Furthermore, my usage of the terms ‘Shi’as’ and ‘Sunnis’ refers solely to those who identify themselves as such; in other words, those who credit sectarian identity with social and/or political relevance. How large a bracket such a definition encompasses will vary, again, according to context. It should also be noted that this need not necessarily be related to piety or religious observance; to illustrate, it is worth pointing out that cultural religion – the primary reservoir of a sect’s symbolism – is often more emotive and more effective a mobilizer  than, and can even be at odds with, theology or jurisprudence. Finally, there will inevitably be exceptions; no researcher can accurately account for every individual view held by every Sunni and Shi’i. We must therefore identify majority positions and dominant narratives whilst recognising that dissenting and alternate views are always extant.    

Perhaps another reason for the lack of serious analysis in the field of Iraqi sectarian relations is that it defies empirical accuracy. After all, identity is based in the perceptual and emotional; the difficulty therefore is how does one go about measuring and weighing perceptions? I would argue that whatever method chosen, the results cannot be exact as perceptions of neither self nor other are fixed. In the space of a single conversation one’s mode of self-identification can be recalibrated to revolve around any of a number of axes depending on context: from the nation to the neighbourhood to the sect to the tribe and so forth. In my attempt to decipher the symbolism of sect and its relationship to the symbolism of nation and how self and other are imagined I have focussed on ‘low culture’ and sectarian discourse ‘from below’. Elite discourse has been examined in the works of Davis, Musawi, Bashkin, Zeidel and others; however, when it comes to sectarian identity (which was not the specific focus of the above scholars), I would argue that the elites are representative only of the ideals aspired to by Iraqis and do not reveal the nature in which sectarian identity manifests itself on a societal level. In other words, cultural production from above will not tell us much about sectarian myth-symbol complexes and how the other is regarded by the ‘common Iraqi’. This is particularly problematic in Iraq where social convention and political correctness have often meant that rarely have sectarian identities been fully enunciated beyond the confines of the group. In my analysis I have relied on personal observation, interviews and popular culture in the form of poetry and music. Again, one has to scratch the surface and search beyond the commercial mainstream to find unabashed assertions of sectarian identity free from the restraints of Iraqi political correctness and social restraints. Even at the height of the sectarian violence in 2006 and 2007, commercial Iraqi music and poetry were adamantly stressing the unity of all Iraqis and the irrelevance of sectarian identities. 

Many may criticise my reliance on youtube clips, militant anthems and ‘low culture’ generally. Commercial music and poetry are undoubtedly in wider circulation than anything quoted in this study and are consistent in condemning sectarian division. However, I would argue that while this is undoubtedly true, it makes little sense to view high and low cultures as mutually exclusive. My focus on low culture does not negate the fact that high culture resonates with Iraqi society; rather, my argument is that it offers a partial picture that obscures unpleasant realities. Furthermore, people are not so unidimensional as to only be able to appreciate one form of music or poetry to the exclusion of all others: a song emphasising the indivisibility of Iraqis will appeal to Iraqis on one level – after all, as will be shown, a pluralistic and united Iraq is an ideal that enjoys overwhelming popularity; however, on another, perhaps narrower level, a poem disparaging the other or asserting a sect’s myth-symbol complex may appeal to one’s sectarian identity and may be enjoyed in the company of other group-members. What determines the production, circulation and popularity of such cultural assertions of sectarian identity is the salience of sectarian identities at any given time. 

Understanding Iraqi society necessitates, amongst much else, understanding sectarian relations in Iraq. Sectarian identities are neither a defining feature nor an irrelevancy in Iraqi society; rather they are a variable sociological element whose relevance and centrality advances and recedes according to context and by extension salience; hence, to ask if Iraqi society is ‘sectarian’ or if ‘sectarianism’ prevails in Iraq, without specifying which Iraqis and in what time-period, is to ask a non-question.  

CHAPTER 2: APPROACHING A THEORY OF SECTARIANISM
Clearly a variety of disciplines are useful and partially applicable when examining sectarian dynamics in any given context. Sociology, political science, theories of ethnicity, nationalism, social identity theory and identity theory and others can all be relied upon to help explain sectarian dynamics. However, it would be inaccurate to simply transpose a standard theory of ethnicity or nationalism onto sectarian relations in Iraq: whilst the overlap may be considerable, sectarian relations are a unique dynamic that may nestle within Iraqi nationalism whilst retaining its own societal characteristics. Perhaps the most important difference is that sectarian relations are above all a social phenomenon that interacts with and is reflected in the state. Whilst sectarianism in the Iraqi state has been scrutinised,
 my focus is on societal interactions, particularly how sectarian identities play out in Iraqi society. The ramifications on and reflections in the state are a by-product of this societal interaction. I would argue that the relationship between state and society in this regard is cyclical with each mirroring and influencing the other to varying extents. State policy and officially sanctioned discrimination undoubtedly exacerbate sectarian tensions; however, more often than not, the state can only amplify extant fissures and tendencies and is unlikely to be able to create new ones overnight. In other words, in answer to the question of whether the state leads society or vice-a-versa, I would argue that both reflect each other. Even in totalitarian Iraq, the state had to rely on familiar symbols and extant (albeit in some cases long-dormant) sentiments when formulating its narrative. After all, the state is not a completely autonomous actor nor is it composed of people with alien values; it is composed of Iraqi individuals who will reflect their societal background. The only way in which the regime may not have reflected Iraqi society is in the emphasis placed on its chosen primary values rather than in the values themselves. Treating the state as an autonomous actor divorced from and imposed on Iraqi society is misleading and can have grave consequences: Iraq has paid an astronomical cost for the pre-2003 opposition’s insistence that beneath a totalitarian Ba’athi veneer there lay secular and harmonious fields ripe for liberal-democratic tilling.

What will be attempted now is a discussion of sectarian relations in general before then moving onto sectarian relations in the Iraqi context. It is hoped that this will form the beginning of a theory of sectarianism that admittedly borrows from other disciplines and theories but that may form the start of wider analyses that try to address the particulars of sectarian relations in Iraq and beyond.

2.1. Defining Sectarianism

Whether in Iraq, Pakistan, Lebanon or indeed on cyberspace, can we speak of distinct Sunni and Shi’a identities that are condemned to incompatibility? Indeed how useful are the terms Sunni and Shi’a in social and political contexts? Faleh Abdul Jabbar has argued cogently against using such terms to designate sociological categories submitting that they form, “a loose cultural designation, which may differentiate a certain group from another in religious terms but never specifies social, cultural (not to mention political) differentiated aspects within this ‘group’ itself.”
 In other words, ‘Shi’i’ and ‘Sunni’ are not monolithic groups, rather are themselves dissected by various social, economic and political categories that in themselves may unite ‘Sunnis’ and ‘Shi’as’ on the basis of, for example, class or political ideology. Unfortunately one often finds commentaries on Arab Iraqi society reducing Arab Iraqis to Shi’as and Sunnis whose political and social behaviour is completely dictated by these designations. It is this line of logic that facilitates notions of ancient or primordial hatreds. In fact the same logic dictates any notional ‘clash of civilizations’ as it does not allow for significant plurality within any one group. 

Abdul Jabbar’s work was concerned with organised Shi’i political activism and did not venture into the more mundane daily aspects of sectarian relations as felt and acted out by individuals. In fact I am unaware of any work that seeks to examine sectarian relations ‘from below’ – most commonly, the focus is either on state sponsored sectarian discrimination or sectarian political activism. Discourse on the subject, particularly in the Arab world, portrays sectarian difference as a societal feature that is manipulated by elites, regimes and foreign forces into sectarian discord.
 Burhan Ghalioun has addressed sectarian relations in the Arab world on many occasions. Whilst acknowledging the difference between social sectarianism and political sectarianism he fails to assign any linkage between the two. In other words, malign political sectarianism in Ghalioun’s work is presented as completely autonomous from its benevolent and very distant relative, social sectarianism. In fact, Ghalioun defines social sectarianism as little more than the plurality of sects in any one society thereby implying that any discrimination or sectarian tension is a product of political machinations from above.
 Ghalioun’s theory presents society as a silent actor manipulated by political and cultural elites and responds to the charge of overlooking the fact that elites are born of society by saying, “Some may question our insistence on the responsibility of elites [for sectarian discord] objecting that these elites are of society and represent its consciousness. This is incorrect. What makes an elite a national elite is its ability to have the awareness to rise over narrow sectional interests and its ability to project and represent the general good.”
 It is not immediately apparent why national elites should be bestowed with such qualities particularly as Ghalioun himself goes on to say that, “most Arab elites that lifted the banner of nationalism [wataniya] and adopted it as a slogan did not elevate themselves to the level of a national elite.” More importantly, Ghalioun’s argument is contradictory in that he posits sectarian discord as being the product of politics yet urges elites to rise above, “traditional templates,” thereby recognising that sectarian discord is a social phenomenon that is projected onto politics by elites who fail his test of elevation to what he calls a, “truly national elite.” In short, if sectarianism is a political and not a social problem, then what are the elites trying to rise above?   

The fact is that Shi’as and Sunnis (as religious categories) exist in Iraq and elsewhere. The importance of this religious designation will vary from person to person and from time to time depending on wider circumstances. A non-practicing Shi’a, for example, may still fervently identify himself with his/her conception of Shi’ism if it were seen to come under attack or during emotive religious events.
 The obvious point to make is that the relevance of Shi’a or Sunni identity to the individual will vary according to the context. Therefore, whilst the importance of sectarian identity varies from person to person and ‘Shi’a’ and ‘Sunni’ are not precise sociological terms, these identities do gain analytical relevance when they are perceived to be under threat or the subject of a verbal or physical attack; in other words the validity of employing ‘Shi’a’ and ‘Sunni’ as analytical categories depends on the salience of the terms at any given time. To illustrate: one would be hard-pressed to find a Shi’i Iraqi (practicing or not) who was not incensed by the military strikes on the holy shrines in Karbala and Najaf in 1991.
 Perhaps the primary shortcoming in analyses of Iraqi society is the failure to account for the elasticity of sectarian sentiment. This may be due to the fact that, as a religious designation, sectarian identity is viewed as fixed or ascribed. Likewise, this shortcoming may be a reflection of ideological standpoints that, for whatever reason, seek to validate theories of Iraqi unity or division. When considering the works available on sectarian relations in Iraq, I cannot help but be reminded of Kurt Vonnegut’s extraterrestrial Tralfamadorians in Slaughterhouse-Five who see time as one would see a stretch of the Rocky Mountains whilst the simpler Earthlings see time as a single peak or valley of the same stretch. Likewise, our discourse on sectarian dynamics in Iraq often ignores the ‘stretch’ of history opting instead to focus on a particularly gruesome example of sectarian violence or an admirable episode of sectarian coexistence and generalising from there often with the aim of proving preconceptions of hopeless division or unbreakable harmony. 

2.2. Drivers of Sectarian Identity

How is sectarian identity activated? To rephrase, how does sectarian identity gain the salience needed to elicit a shift in levels of self-definition from person to group based identity or from non sectarian group based identity to a sectarian group based identity?  There may be any number of factors that can mobilise sectarian identity: from state policy to conversational stimuli – the oft-heard accusation that all Shi’as are loyal to Iran is likely to elicit a response from most Shi’as regardless of their attachment to their faith. However, it would be more fruitful to focus on group rather than individual mobilization. How is sectarian identity mobilised and how does sectarian identity acquire salience amongst a large cross section of the Shi’i or Sunni populations? Looking at various examples one can identify four key factors:
 external influence, economic competition, competing myth-symbol complexes and contested cultural ownership of nations.
 I would argue that the first two factors are less directly linked to sectarian dynamics but are important as facilitators of the latter two categories.

2.2.1. External Influence

Foreign influence is a crucial factor in understanding sectarian dynamics which is often either overlooked or overemphasised. In an attempt to focus on societal factors and examine the micro-level aspects of sectarian relations, it is easy to ignore the impact of foreign influences. Likewise, a perhaps soothing way to explain sectarian divisions would be to amplify the foreign aspect leading all too commonly to conspiracy theories.
 However, we should be careful not to dismiss the role of foreign powers in the name of avoiding conspiracy theories. The only major incidences of sectarian violence in modern and early modern Iraq have been caused, at least indirectly, by regional/foreign, as opposed to domestic/Iraqi dynamics: 1508, 1623, 1801 and 2006.
 

Foreign influence is of course highly relevant in post-2003 Iraq as a number of processes were unleashed by the invasion of Iraq. Nevertheless, foreign influence should not be understood as a synonym for invasion; events in neighbouring countries can have an effect on sectarian relations as can foreign media that could exacerbate sectarian tensions – this was certainly a feature of post-2003 Iraq as we will come to in chapter 7. Historically, as the battleground between the Persian empires and the Ottoman empire, and given that the two framed their geostrategic competition in terms of sectarian faith, sectarian relations in Iraq were subject to considerable influence from both the Ottoman and the Persian empires.
 

It should also be noted that foreign influence can act as a force for sectarian unity; however, admittedly, history shows that this is rarely the case. The Wahhabi sack of Karbala and raid on Najaf in 1802 were a shock to Iraqis both Sunni and Shi’a as expressed in the poetry of the time.
 More recently, as Iraqi nationalists never tire of recounting, the British presence in Iraq in the early 20th century was a force for unity between Shi’as and Sunnis, a fact commented on with alarm by British officials.
 Even more recently, the Iran-Iraq war was, generally speaking, a source of unity for Iraqis.
 

An illustrative case of foreign influence directly impacting on sectarian relations is Ottoman Mount Lebanon. As Ussama Makdisi argues in his study of sectarianism in 19th century Mount Lebanon, sectarian dynamics were transformed by, “...Ottoman and European discourses of reform that made religion the site of a colonial encounter between a self-styled ‘Christian’ West and what it saw as its perennial adversary, an ‘Islamist’ Ottoman Empire.” A weakened Ottoman authority was increasingly influenced by the wishes of European powers who viewed Mount Lebanon through a sectarian prism: “This encounter profoundly altered the meaning of religion in the multiconfessional society of Mount Lebanon because it emphasised sectarian identity as the only viable marker of political reform and the only authentic basis for political claims.”
 As Makdisi illustrates, the old socio-political system of Mount Lebanon which revolved around elite hierarchies based on secular rank rather than religious affiliation were discredited as they faced increasing strains by the mid-19th century. The European and Ottoman discourses of reform led to the collapse of the old order thereby opening new spaces in which sectarian identity was accorded unprecedented political relevance; that the reforms were poorly understood and poorly implemented further exacerbated the situation.
 

Ottoman Mount Lebanon, and indeed post-2003 Iraq, illustrates the risk of direct foreign influence. Insufficient local knowledge perhaps makes a simplification of society by foreign powers a functional necessity. In both cases foreign actors reduced society to a simple confessional division and proceeded to formulate policy from that sociological starting point inevitably lending sectarian identity added political relevancy.
 Hence we see European imaginations of Ottoman Mount Lebanon projected onto local elites who were provided new routes of European sponsored patronage and advancement that were based on sectarian affiliation. In the Iraqi case we have to consider the role of the opposition in exile which may have influenced US and British policy and who were to form a significant contingent within the new ruling elite. As will be argued later, the opposition in exile should be considered as an external power given their long detachment from Iraqi realities and the absence of any domestic Iraqi constituencies. Returning to Ottoman Mount Lebanon, it should be stressed that society, as always, was not a silent actor. Recognising the prejudices of the new order, “Druze and Maronite objectives were to manipulate the concern for a reestablishment of order by presenting themselves as the only genuine interlocutors of so called primordial sectarian communities.”
 With such political relevance being accorded to sectarian identity we see an increase in the salience of sectarian identity as assertion is met by counter-assertion of sectarian identity. That we can draw a parallel with modern Iraq is not surprising: any form of group identity will gain salience should it be accorded political relevancy by an influential actor (foreign or domestic). 

Crucially for the period under consideration, post 1990 Iraq, the Iranian revolution of 1979 was to have a lasting impact on sectarian relations in Iraq. Revolutionary Shi’a Iran galvanised an already active Shi’a Islamism in Iraq further straining the relationship between the state and Shi’a Iraqis. As we will come to later, accusations of linkages between Iraqi Shi’as and Iran have plagued sectarian relations throughout modern Iraqi history. This was exacerbated in 1979; in the words of Ghassan al Attiyah, “sectarian relations have always been problematic in Iraq but they became unmanageable after 1979.”

The Iranian revolution had an impact across the Islamic world polarising opinions and mobilising sectarian identity. As regional regimes felt threatened by revolutionary Iran, they sought to discredit the revolution in any way possible. Perhaps the simplest way to ensure young Sunni Muslims were not attracted to the Iranian model was to discredit the very foundations of their creed: Shi’ism. Ali al Mu’min has charted a concerted anti-Shi’i discourse in the post-1979 period emanating primarily from the Gulf States. The point to be made of course is that in their desire to discredit the new Iranian regime, anti-Iranian polemics became anti-Shi’a polemics with grave consequences for sectarian relations in Iraq and elsewhere: “What is noticeable is that the media campaign [post-1979]... did not differentiate between the different Shi’a sects just as it did not differentiate between Shi’ism as a sect and the Islamic Republic as a political order.”
 That geostrategic considerations may have been more important than religious ones is irrelevant; the end consequence for sectarian relations was the same: an increased salience of sectarian identity. The post-1979 climate in effect politicised Shi’i identity and accentuated its perceived otherness; in this cyclical dynamic the increased salience of one sect’s identity will lead to a mobilisation of sectarian identity across the divide and so forth. Nothing can illustrate the potential effects of external influences on sectarian relations in a given country more than the Iranian revolution’s effects on sectarian relations in the Islamic world particularly in countries neighbouring Iran. In the words of one Lebanese analyst: “the 1979 revolution exceeded in its effects on the Islamic world the effects of the French revolution on the west.”

External influences, if strong enough, can alter internal dynamics and in extreme cases such as 1991 or 2003 can create a political vacuum that facilitates the emergence of new modes of self definition by unleashing previously curtailed social forces and/or by introducing new powerbroker (such as the United States or the opposition in exile). Chapters 4, 5 and 6 deal with the events of March 1991, the sanctions era and the memory of 1991; one of the central arguments of this thesis is that the 1990’s and the memory of 1991 served to polarise sectarian relations in Iraq perhaps to an unprecedented level in modern Iraqi history. Whilst Attiyah and others are correct in identifying 1979 as a crucial turning point in sectarian relations, I would argue that 1991, building on events since and related to 1979, was perhaps the most significant turning point in sectarian relations in 20th century Iraq. In the same way that 1979 perhaps coloured 1991, I would say that the latter, and the 1990’s in general, coloured developments in sectarian relations from 2003 onwards. As will be argued later, the fact that the memory of 1991 was being formulated in conditions of mass poverty, increased isolation, social breakdown and Diaspora exacerbated the effects of 1991.

2.2.2. Economic Competition

Theories of conflict and civil war have delved into the economic dimensions of conflict and will be touched upon in chapter 8 when the concept of civil war will be discussed. For now, our concern is not necessarily violent conflict; rather, at this juncture, my aim is to discuss economic competition as a driver of sectarian identity. In other words, competition for economic benefit and state patronage can foster feelings of ‘them’ and ‘us’ strengthening group identification and raising inter-group tensions. In the Iraqi sectarian context, and as will be discussed further in chapter 5, it should be noted that economic disparities and unfair distributions of wealth have served to sour sectarian relations even if they were carried out along non-sectarian lines. As will be seen, economic discrimination on tribal or geographic lines can foster the perception of sectarian discrimination thereby increasing sectarian self-definition and exacerbating sectarian tensions.

The experience of the Iraqi nation state itself has perhaps served to heighten the risks of sectarian tensions. The simplest argument would be that in 1921 Sunni and Shi’a Arabs became primary stakeholders in the new Iraq; consequently the distribution of patronage and resources could and did impact on people’s views of themselves and the other. Political awareness and political maturity added a sense of entitlement amongst both communities that served to, at times, complicate sectarian relations in the absence of an equitable distribution of state resources. Examples of economic and political disparities (real or perceived) being conflated with sectarian difference are abundant: for example, the British Consul-General reported in February 1951 from Basra that Sunni notables complained that Shi’as were increasing their control of vital sectors of the state whilst, “the Sunnis,” one notable complained, “are hopelessly divided, and must watch uncouth Shi’a upstarts coming to the fore in all parts of the administration.”
 Such fears would have undoubtedly seemed ridiculous to many Shi’as who themselves often complained of being under-represented in the administration of state. Iraqi Shi’i activism throughout the 20th century was usually animated by a sense of socioeconomic and political disparity and discrimination (real or perceived) and contrary to alarmist polemics, never sought to challenge the concept of the Iraqi nation state. To illustrate with an early example, the People’s Pact of 1935 addressed to King Ghazi, was signed by tribal and religious leaders from the mid-Euphrates and by Shi’a lawyers in the capital demanding that Shi’as be better represented in government and calling for the representation of Shi’a jurisprudence in the judiciary in addition to electoral and agrarian reform and freedom of the press.
 Despite the varied nature of the demands, which take us into symbolic politics and representation, the main thrust of the People’s Pact is a desire to redress the perceived imbalance in Shi’i representation in government and to ensure an equitable distribution of jobs and resources. As such, the first article of the People’s Pact states that: “the Iraqi state has, since its establishment, followed a flawed policy that does not accord with the people’s interests. It has adopted a policy of sectarian division as a basis for governance and represented the majority of the people [the Shi’a] with one or two Ministers.” The document goes on to address government employment which it regards as being no less discriminatory: “prejudice is clearly visible and explicit in choosing employees and in the House of Representatives [Parliament equivalent].” 

The widening of the purview of the state, the birth of the rentier state and the move towards totalitarianism exacerbated the competition over economic and political patronage for the simple reason that the private sector shrank whilst increasing the state’s economic leverage. It has been noted that prior to the 1950’s, when Iraq became a significant oil producer, private landed and commercial activity was largely autonomous from the state. Shi’as commanded a central position in these sectors hence, Issam al Khafaji argues, we do not see significant resistance to the state prior to the 1950’s.
 In other words, the portion of the pie that was commanded by the state grew as did the state’s capacity to command the economy. Later on, with the rise of the totalitarian state and the astronomical rise in oil revenues in the 1970’s, people’s acquiescence was secured by generous distributions of wealth which even if unbalanced still benefitted a majority of the populace. As the state’s resources came under strain in the late 1980’s, favouritism, which was never absent, became more glaring and more pronounced thereby widening a number of rifts that were often transposed onto sectarian relations (tribe, region, party rank).
 

Going back to foreign influence and the previous historical examples provided, changes in economic configurations (which came about as a result of foreign influence) have been shown to be one of the primary causes of sectarian strife. The rise of a non-Muslim commercial bourgeoisie at the expense of previously dominant Muslim competitors led to violence in 18th century Egypt. As Bruce Masters is careful to point out, what was more important than non-Muslim economic wealth – which had always existed on an individual level – was the non-Muslim political influence and assertiveness that accompanied it.
 As will be discussed in chapter 7, post-2003 Iraq saw a similar dynamic as the new elite proclaimed and asserted a specifically Shi’i identity which had the perhaps inevitable result of strengthening Sunni identity. Had the new elite come under the banner of regional ascendancy (the rise of the south for example), we may have seen strengthened regionalisms cutting across sects. Indeed at times in the post-2003 period, the long standing but seldom mentioned central-south rivalry came to the fore.
      

It seems that throughout the Islamic world, wherever Shi’as and Sunnis cohabit the same nation state, political and economic configurations will form a key component in sectarian tensions as they foster a feeling of victimhood and strengthen sectarian self-definition.
 However, viewing society through an economic prism of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ carries the danger of reducing both wider society and its constituent groups into a one dimensional entity bereft of any diversity beyond or within broad categories such as Sunnis and Shi’as.
 The fact is that even if we were to accept that Shi’as were discriminated against in pre-2003 Iraq, we must recognise that there was a significant Shi’i merchant and political class. Even totalitarian Iraq sought to co-opt a wide cross section of Iraqi society; resources permitting. However, whilst such caveats are important to keep in mind, I would argue that the salience of sectarian identity (particularly with the ‘have-nots’) is not diminished. I would submit that ‘affluent have-nots’ (such as a Sunni politician today or a Shi’i merchant in pre-2003 Iraq), far from being a contradiction in terms, is a reality in many states where an inequitable distribution of wealth and patronage is in effect. Whilst such elements may have been co-opted into economic and/or political structures, that, in itself, is not a bar to their sympathising with their fellow have-nots. In other words, a wealthy or politically influential figure hailing from a disadvantaged out-group background will be aware of and perhaps even sympathetic to the discrimination that people of his/her background face as long as he/she shares modes of self-definition with that out-group. To use an easily digestible analogy for a western readership: a woman’s success in the corporate world does not preclude her sympathising with calls for gender equality. To conclude, whilst we must keep in mind that lines of economic and political discrimination are not rigidly fixed, we must equally recognise that co-opted elements of an out-group, or members of an out-group who have subscribed to dominant values and structures may well retain an awareness and sense of injustice towards sectional discrimination affecting those of their cultural background. In a word, such people may be in the ‘haves’ side of the political or economic equation but may feel attached to the ‘have-nots’ side of the cultural equation. I would suggest that the difference between such people and genuine have-nots would be that the former are very unlikely to be engaged in any form of activism aimed at redressing this perceived imbalance.     

2.2.3. Competing Myth-Symbol Complexes

The core of the ethnic identity is the ‘myth-symbol complex’ – the combination of myths, memories, values and symbols that defines not only who is a member of the group but what it means to be a member. The existence, status and security of the group thus come to be seen to depend on the status of group symbols, which is why people are willing to fight and die for them – and why they are willing to follow leaders who manipulate those symbols for dubious or selfish purposes.

The competition of myths and symbols is crucial to understanding sectarian identity; I would argue that it is the single most important dynamic in sectarian identity and sectarian relations. Specifically, the salience of sectarian identity is dependent to a large extent, though not exclusively, on myth-symbol complexes and symbolic politics. In chapters 7 and 8 we will see the centrality of myth-symbol complexes in the sectarian upheaval of post-2003 Iraq.

Mythology is central to group identity on almost all levels; whether national, ethnic, religious or sectarian, myths sustain group identity providing a sense of uniqueness and purpose for members. In the Iraqi context sectarian mythology is inescapably intertwined with national and ethnic mythology. A simple example of a symbol that is venerated on all three levels (sectarian, national and ethnic) is Abbas, son of Ali ibn abi Talib and step brother of Hussein son of Ali, the Prophet’s grandson and who played a central part in the 7th century Battle of Karbala. Religiously, he is venerated for his direct link to the House of the Prophet and his central role in Islamic history, particularly in the Battle of Karbala; he is venerated as a saint amongst Shi’as. On an ethnic level his example has endeared him to Arab Iraqis as a reflection of some of the more valued tribal customs (manliness, courage, chivalry and vengeance).
 Finally on a national level, Iraqis take pride in the fact that such a figure is buried in ‘their’ soil. Whilst the figure of Abbas is far more central in the Shi’i imagination than in its Sunni counterpart, it is an example of overlapping Sunni and Shi’i symbolisms which is to be expected as both claim to represent Islam and Iraq. In that respect it is interesting to note a song from 2004/2005 glorifying insurgents in Fallujah:

Hail the people of Fallujah; crowns on our heads

They stood as guardians of God’s faith and his Prophet 

They have the signs of the saints and our grandfather Abbas.

There are numerous examples of shared myths between two groups in a single nation particularly in the case of Sunnis and Shi’as.
 However, beyond what might be termed as a shared apex of religious symbolism, there are myth-symbol complexes specific to each group and these may clash. To use the example of Hussein, Abbas’ stepbrother, whilst he is a venerated symbol for both sects, his centrality for Shi’as cannot be overemphasised. His figure encapsulates the sense of victimhood that is so essential to Shi’a identity. A rich array of rituals are associated with the commemoration of his death at Karbala and which are held annually throughout the first ten days of the Islamic month of Muharram. For a political regime, embodied by a man from the other sect, to forbid Shi’as from celebrating such a revered symbol will heighten sectarian tensions by leading Shi’as to assert their sectarian identity as a challenge to what will undoubtedly be seen by them as a rise in persecution. In such a case, with ‘the Shi’a’ being more visible and more assertive, it only stands to reason that Sunni identity will likewise be galvanised; this cyclical dynamic was seen throughout 20th century Iraq particularly in 1977-79, 1991 and following the fall of the regime. One cannot help but wonder if the pre-2003 state’s relation with the Shi’a would have been less problematic had the rituals of Muharram not been banned. In the words of Iraqi sociologist Rashid al Khayoon, “For someone crying over Hussein or beating his chest, anyone forbidding or disapproving of his actions will be seen as Yazid bin Mu’awiya or al Shimr.”
 In such circumstances, Shi’a rituals become a mark of protest against those who forbid or disapprove of them. This perhaps explains why some of the earliest scenes following the fall of Saddam were thousands of chest-beating Shi’as on the streets of Baghdad. As Nicolas Pelham explains: “For Haider [a Shi’i taxi driver in Baghdad], freedom was not the saccharine of Hollywood movies or American pop, both of which could already be found in [pre-2003] Baghdad. It was mass Shi’a pilgrimage and the public display of the revered trinity of Imam Ali... and his two sons.”

Shi’as and Sunnis in Iraq and elsewhere are neither monolithic nor are they necessarily primarily self-defined in such terms. However, when a group or its identity is seen to be discriminated against, attacked or repressed (physically or symbolically) then the salience of these forms of self-definition rises. This is why even the most ardently secular Muslims may, at times of heightened sectarian tension, see themselves as members of a sect before other forms of identification. The point that needs to be made is that these feelings are not static: they are in constant flux and depend on wider circumstances. The importance of sectarian identity may be paramount to the true believer; however, cultural Shi’as and Sunnis will accord their sectarian identity greater importance in times of sectarian tension which are often caused by a clash of symbolisms.

A myth-symbol complex defines and nourishes group identity and provides ‘ontological security’;
 hence, groups, particularly those who make claims to nationalist credentials, as both Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as do, will seek to incorporate elements of their myths and symbols into state narratives of nation, history and people. To put it more eloquently, “groups derive prestige and self respect from the harmony between their norms and those which achieve dominance in the society.”
 This makes it very easy to politicise sectarian identity as public, official expressions of myth-symbol complexes accord a group with legitimacy and group prestige.
 However, it has to be stressed that group violence is the exception rather than the rule in Iraq and indeed worldwide. Without the added salience, sectarian myth-symbol complexes do not elevate themselves above broader (nationalist) defining myths and symbols; even then, they can act as a source of antagonism but not necessarily violence which becomes more likely if myths and symbols are used to justify domination of the other.
 Nevertheless it can be argued that myths and symbols, particularly those unique to a single group, are inherently problematic in that they always carry the potential to antagonise the other. This may derive from the fact that not only do they act as identity markers for members but also as ‘border guards’ demarcating group boundaries and acting as forces of exclusion.
 These are essentially the raw nerves of myth-symbol complexes that, if offended, will make group identity more salient; they are the red lines that members must profess loyalty to/belief in and that non-members must not transgress against. It should be noted that since each of us are members of multiple groups, we have multiple myth-symbol complexes animating our definitions of self. Depending on circumstance a particular identity, and with it its myth-symbol complex, will gain primacy amongst our multi-layered conceptions of self. Each identity is necessarily juxtaposed to an other which makes coexisting in the same socio-political, economic and physical space potentially problematic. Coexisting ‘others’ (Shi’as and Sunnis, black and white) will need a broader group to subscribe to that will subsume their now secondary identities. Having distinct secondary identities is not a problem in itself, indeed it is natural; however when this broader identity, for example national identity, fails to maintain its ascendancy in people’s self-categorisation, secondary identities will rise to the fore and whilst these are not necessarily incompatible, they are distinct – hence the potential for conflict if their salience is inflated. At such times, people are more likely to view themselves as ‘Shi’a’ or ‘Sunni’ rather than as autonomous individuals or as citizens of a nation state. Furthermore, during times of heightened saliency, group members are more likely to behave in a way that reflects the assumed defining characteristics of the group.
  

In the same way that sectarian identity is not fixed (nor is its salience), myth-symbol complexes likewise undergo reinventions, additions and subtraction. Rallying around the Union Jack in 2003 involved a modified set of symbols to what would have been the case in 1914. Just as the nation is neither an objective truth nor a fixed entity, faith and sect likewise must be, “reinvented and reconceptualised every time [they are] called upon as an answer to ontological insecurity.”
 Furthermore, given that group identity necessitates an ‘other’ then it stands to reason that there will be a body of negative stereotypes aimed at that group. These stereotypes are often grounded in history and survive from generation to generation. To put it in terms of sectarian relations, when sectarian identity is subsumed under an overarching national or religious identity, these hostile myths lie dormant but remain ever ready to be reawakened and revised to suit the needs of a future crisis. In doing so, a myth may acquire new meanings and lose others in what is akin to a generational Chinese-whispers that nonetheless gives hostile myths a new lease of life.
 This is especially pertinent to the Sunni Shi’a divide as it is a divide fought less on theology as on history and historiography. Hence, Shi’a polemics may portray modern dictatorships headed by Sunnis as a repetition of the Ummayad dynasty founded by Mu’awiya; likewise, Sunni polemics will draw parallels between the fall of Baghdad in 1258 and its fall in 2003 to the Mongols and the Coalition respectively attributing both events to the alleged enmity that Shi’as carry towards the ummah.

The salience of such sentiments is far from constant but they do form part of the reservoir of antagonistic myths that can be drawn upon in times of heightened sectarian tension. To use a more current example, whilst interviewing an Iraqi Sunni ex-diplomat from the Saddam era, I was told that the ‘problem’ with Shi’as is that they find it very easy to lie because of ‘their’ principle of taqiyya. This however, has not prevented my interviewee from befriending, doing business with and intermarrying with Shi’a families – one of his daughters is married to a Shi’a.
 Essentially what the man was saying was that the Shi’a have a propensity for deceit yet this did not prevent him from giving his daughter away to a Shi’a family. The natural assumption one can make is that such negative sentiments and stereotypes are usually dormant and irrelevant in Sunni-Shi’a relations unless aroused by events, circumstances or an inquisitive academic. 

A central part of myth-symbol complexes are what Vamik Volkan refers to as ‘chosen traumas’ and ‘chosen glories’.
 A chosen trauma is the collective memory of a disaster that befell a group; far more than a simple recollection, it also involves myth and sanctification and, as with the renewal of symbols described above, chosen traumas can also lie dormant only to be awoken and slightly altered to fit the needs of the day.
 Being the inverse, a chosen glory is, “the mental representation of a historical event that induces feelings of success and triumph.”
 Whilst chosen traumas and glories are perhaps to be found in any communal group dynamic, it is especially relevant to a discussion of sectarian identity in Iraq. Shi’i identity is intrinsically linked to feelings of victimhood and, as such, the Shi’i myth-symbol complex is replete with chosen traumas. Iraqi Shi’i identity has its own chosen traumas specific to Iraqi Shi’ism such as the killing of Mohammad Baqir al Sadr in 1980 or the events of March 1991. What is important to note is that Sunnis do not share many of the Shi’as’ chosen traumas. Whilst both Sunnis and Shi’as will regard the death of Hussein as a tragedy (albeit to vastly differing degrees), they fundamentally differ on, for example, the events of 1991: a glorious rebellion and chosen trauma par excellence for most Shi’as and a foreign incursion of Iranians and their Iraqi lackeys for most Sunnis. The Shi’a pantheon of traumas (indeed their myth-symbol complex on the whole) is far more developed than its Sunni counterpart. As a minority (numerical and/or political) and as a force of opposition for much of Islamic history, Shi’i victimhood and greater autonomy from the state has fostered a far sharper Shi’i identity. Sunni identity on the other hand is reflected in the states and empires of Islamic history and in the transnational ummah. For most of its history Shi’ism has rejected the state’s legitimacy (on theological and political grounds) and perhaps consequently, Shi’ism has developed a more distinct narrative of self and a stronger communal feeling that is nourished by a sense of persecution and a pronounced sense of victimhood. It is interesting to note that in the 1980’s Pakistani Sunni militants actively sought to create new symbols and rituals to rival Shi’ism’s elaborate myth-symbol complex.
 

Chosen glories are not as problematic as traumas unless they are glories achieved at the expense of the other. Unlike glories, traumas, “bring with them powerful experiences of loss and feelings of humiliation, vengeance and hatred that trigger a variety of unconscious defence mechanisms that attempt to reverse these experiences and feelings.”
 This was patently obvious in post-2003 Iraq as Shi’as saw the new political climate as their chance to right perceived wrongs. Post-2003 Iraq also saw Sunnis develop a wider array of symbols, traumas and glories in response to post war changes that saw them reduced to minority status. Even if Iraqi Arab Sunnis constitute a numerical minority they had never had to feel politically or culturally as such – this will be discussed in further detail in chapter 7. At this juncture it suffices to say that post-2003 Iraq has been a production mill of new symbols, mostly traumatic, for both Sunnis and Shi’as as the competition for cultural ownership of Iraq was fought out.  

2.2.4. Contested Cultural Ownership of the Nation

Myths and symbols are the raw material of group identity that give members the signposts needed to provide a comforting narrative of their place in wider society that combines traumas, glories and a sense of uniqueness. In short it provides what is often referred to as ontological security. Groups have the power to give such narratives validity and ‘truth’ if they command more privileges and resources that can be manipulated to reinforce narratives of self and state.
 Challenging or attacking a myth-symbol complex results in a sense of ontological insecurity which leads to hardening of positions and solidification of what are often permeable boundaries of identity – for example, shared symbols more associated with one group will be temporarily discarded by the other during times of heightened group tension.
 With religious symbolism the problem is exacerbated by associated divinity; when myths and symbols are taken as embodiments of absolute, divinely sanctioned truths, their ability to acquire heightened salience is made easier. Consequently, when sectarian identity’s relevance is inflated by wider events, the perceived room for coexistence shrinks as each group sees themselves as the sole representative of nation and faith.
 In essence it is a competition over cultural ownership of the nation state; in such a dynamic competitive advantage is measured by reflections of group myths and symbols in narratives of state. Even on a strictly religious level, heightened sectarian sentiment also raises crises of identity: “That Islam and its fundamental sources are to mean different things to different people is disquieting.”
 This is understandable as it detracts from Islam’s universalist assurances and holistic world view; furthermore, as in the case of contests within nations, on the religious level, sectarian tensions pose the problem of competition over ownership and legitimate representation of the faith.
  

Essentially, as a driver of sectarian identity, cultural ownership of the nation manifests itself in a drive by sects to have their myths and symbols incorporated into state narratives of nation as a reflection of the fact, members of sect would argue, of their embodiment of the nation and vice-a-versa. In other words, it is a struggle to become the nation’s Staatsvolk.
 Once again it should be stressed that this is not a perennial struggle nor are nations that are home to Sunnis and Shi’as doomed to becoming a cultural battlefield. Rather, and as will be made abundantly clear, this contest is only ever of any significance when the relevancy of sectarian identity is inflated. To illustrate, in ‘normal times’ Shi’as, for example, may well have grumbled that the Shi’a call to prayer was not heard on Iraqi state television without feeling excluded in any meaningful way; however, during time of heightened sectarian tension and feelings of group insecurity, Shi’as may expect a host of symbols to be incorporated into public spaces and for any number of historical wrongs to be righted as a way of validating Shi’ism’s ‘Iraqiness and Iraq’s ‘Shi’a-ness’. To give one simple example from post-2003 Iraq: bridges, towns and landmarks were renamed and new national holidays were introduced to reflect Shi’a and Sunni symbolism (for example the newly christened Bridge of the Imams and the Ibn Taymiya Mosque or the commemoration of deaths and birthdays of all 12 Shi’a Imams as national holidays).
 This illustrates the fact that nationalism is not an objective process: it inevitably advantages the culture of a majority group (which need not be a numerical majority but can take the form of a culturally dominant minority).
 Therefore, if a nation state is home to several distinct groups that are large enough in terms of numbers or cultural dominance, nationalism, or the narrative of state and nation, will be hotly contested when group identities acquire increased relevance.
 It is the sporadic failure of Iraqi nationalism to subsume sectarian identity that has resulted in a divergence of narratives. Heightened relevance of sectarian identity, particularly political relevance, signals a breakdown in national mechanisms deigned to incorporate all segments of society. With every such breakdown, the sectarian-self is strengthened in the form of increasingly noticeable differences between Iraqi Shi’i nationalism and Iraqi Sunni nationalism.
 Divergent narratives will always exist; however, with a reinforced Iraqi nationalism, these narratives will be confined to fringe elements. When an overarching sense of nationalism recedes in favour of an exclusivist nationalism, a greater number of people will subscribe to what was previously the concern of a fringe minority.

2.3. ‘Ethnohistories’ and the Formation of Sectarian Identity

History provides most unwelcome reading to people attached to their group identity and their group’s reading of history. Myths and symbols are derived from historical memory that usually takes the form of selectively reading history and embellishing elements that strengthen group identity by according it with antiquity, legitimacy and dignity. What Anthony Smith terms ‘ethnohistory’ is distinct from history in the professional academic sense; essentially ‘ethnohistory’ is a conduit for myth-symbol complexes and chosen myths and traumas.

When we consider Sunni-Shi’a polemics we find that the focus is far more centred on history, particularly Islamic history, than it is on theology or articles of faith. I would argue that Islam as it is understood today to the vast majority of Muslims interweaves between faith and Islamic history to an extent whereby in some cases it is impossible to discern where temporal history ends and divine faith begins. As a result perhaps, what constitutes the sacred in Shi’ism and Sunnism today is exponentially greater than was the case in the early years of Islam. What may have started as a political schism 1,400 years ago has over the years become enveloped with divine sanctity. One of the more obvious examples of this are views regarding the Companions of the Prophet and the Imams – arguably the defining feature of the Sunni-Shi’a schism. The reality is that belief in the Imamate on the one hand and veneration of the Companions on the other has become a non-negotiable article of faith to Shi’as and Sunnis respectively. Slandering the Companions or the Imams is enough cause for charging the slanderer with apostasy.
 This in itself would not be a problem; however, slandering the Companions and the Imams is inevitable given that Shi’as consider the former as usurpers and Sunnis regard the latter as imposters. With that in mind, the fact that ‘Islamic history’ is derived to a large extent from sources relating to the Imams and the Companions means that Sunnis and Shi’as will never agree on Islamic history; were they to do so, one or both sects would have to dissolve. I would argue that given the inseparability of the divine from the temporal in Shi’i and Sunni historical narratives, or the ‘sectarianization of historical awareness’ as Fuad Ibrahim describes it, Islamic history is a prime case of ‘ethnohistory’ as defined above by Smith. In the words of Ibrahim: “The journey to the [historical] past takes the form of a break with the other for both the Shi’i and the Salafi. The past represents a space in which the other’s legitimacy is requisitioned and banished; for they are not content to just uproot the other from the past but use the past to banish his presence today.”

My scepticism towards the possibility of a Sunni-Shi’a religious/theological rapprochement may be glaringly obvious;
 however, I would not consider this to be a problem for Sunni-Shi’i coexistence, indeed even a rapprochement, on the national level for the simple reason that that would involve Sunni and Shi’a identity only culturally. I would argue that Shi’i and Sunni identities are usually played out on a cultural level with religious and theological differences being the preserve of specialists and their relatively limited followers. This is why differences over historical narrative and sources of divine legislation have failed to prevent intermarriage between Shi’as and Sunnis. The fact is that most Muslims, indeed most believers of any faith, are unfamiliar with, let alone concerned by, the finer points of jurisprudence and theology. It is only when sectarian tensions are high that people are attracted to polemicists who are always accessible should the desire for such polemics be aroused.

The reason for raising Sunni-Shi’a differences over Islamic history is to show that should temporal concerns divide Shi’as and Sunnis in any one country (access to state resources, representation in government etc) there is a ready source of antagonistic historical myths that are held as truths to be utilised in justifying hostility to the other. More importantly however, the divergence in Islamic historical narratives is analogous to Sunni and Shi’a readings of national history; at least in the Iraqi case. A very interesting volume of essays written by Iraqi scholars and published in 2008 discusses the problems surrounding sectarian relations in Iraq. What was noticeable was that in almost every essay, history and how it was treated by Shi’as and Sunnis was identified as a key problem that serves as a driver of sectarian antagonism every time sectarian identity is inflamed; most of the contributors recognised that de-sacralising history was an essential preventative measure.
 

2.4. Assertive, Passive and Banal Sectarianism

As will be seen in the next section, the negativity associated with the term ‘sectarian’ is neither helpful nor is it accurate. In fact, I would argue that the morally charged and negative connotations of the term ‘sectarianism’ preclude its usage in any meaningful way. However, as long as sects exist there will be sectarian sentiments and sectarian identities and there will be millions who subscribe to membership of sectarian groups making the term sectarian/sectarianism linguistically inescapable. Rather than the common usage of the term in a zero sum way (a person is either sectarian – bad – or non-sectarian – good) I believe it would be beneficial for us to have an understanding of how sectarian identity is manifested in individuals and groups on different levels.

I would suggest that sectarian identity can be split into three broad categories: assertive, passive and banal sectarianism.
 Together these three categories act as a barometer of firstly the salience of sectarian identity and secondly the space available and constraints surrounding mobilisation of individual sectarian identity. Naturally, they are only useful when considering people who actually subscribe to membership of a sect. Whether a person is a practising or devout Sunni or Shi’a is irrelevant; sectarian identity must be viewed as a form of group identity above all else: it has a religious aspect but is perhaps dwarfed by socio-political functions of group identity. As was argued recently, 

Sectarianism is not a religion rather it is a form of tribal belonging to a sect or a particular person. When a sectarian person expresses solidarity to a sect [yata’assab] he does not concern himself with the moral and spiritual principles of that sect... All that concerns him is loyalty to the group and enmity to the other. In other words, he views his sect as a Bedouin views his tribe.

Assertive sectarianism should not be confused with aggressive sectarianism which is an extreme form of the former. Aggressive sectarianism would involve denigrating the other symbolically or physically whilst assertive sectarianism would typically see members prominently displaying their sect’s myths and symbols in word or deed. To illustrate, displaying pictures of the Shi’a saints or celebrating sectarian identity in poetry is a form of assertive sectarianism in that it does not shy away from expressing sectarian identity but without attacking the other. On the other hand, engaging in polemics apostatising the other or ridiculing the other’s symbols and rituals exceeds the assertive and goes into aggressive sectarianism. That is not to say that assertive sectarianism is always inoffensive. Merely seeing the other’s symbols prominently displayed and hearing their proclamations of ownership of ‘the truth’ will undoubtedly be offensive to many people. However, the key to assertive, as opposed to aggressive, sectarianism is that the other is largely absent; so whilst ‘we’ are right and are the custodians of the faith, this is proclaimed without mention of the other who is likely to nonetheless be offended and to mobilise their sectarian identity in a similar fashion. The thin line between assertive and aggressive sectarianism is dictated to a large extent by whether displays of sectarian identity are done so pejoratively or not.
 

Similarly, passive sectarianism should not be mistaken for apologetic sectarianism. Passive sectarianism is similar to assertive sectarianism in that a member will not shy away from asserting his/her sectarian identity should the occasion call for it. However passive indicates that sectarian identity must be induced onto display by provocation or by the religious calendar/obligations. In other words whilst both assertive and passive sectarian identities do not shy away from displaying sectarian symbols and affiliation, passive sectarianism is more contextually conscious and entails discomfort in expressing sectarian identity unless mandated by the situation. The extreme of passive sectarianism is apologetic sectarianism where a person is uncomfortable displaying sectarian symbols and feels inadequate or out of place vis-a-vis the other’s sectarian identity. As will be seen apologetic sectarianism has been a prominent feature of sectarian relations in modern Iraq. The reasons for this are many and are intrinsically linked to the strength of the state’s narrative of the Iraqi nation. It is also linked to the concept of cultural majorities and minorities. A useful concept in this regard is ‘group charisma’ and ‘group disgrace’ whereby the former is created by and for a more powerful group which then entails a sense of group disgrace amongst members of the cultural minority.
 It can be argued that this is especially a feature of totalitarian states where uniformity of the people is sought at least in the public realm; in other words when the state aspires to achieving hegemony in the Gramscian sense. When this fails, particularly if the state contracts as the Iraqi state did in the 1990’s, the relationship between cultural majorities and minorities becomes one of competing group charismas.

Finally, banal sectarianism is, as the name suggests, devoid of any active dynamism and restricts itself to the background of a person’s conception of self. In the same way that Billig’s banal nationalism reproduces itself not through, “a flag that is consciously waved with fervent passion,” but rather by, “the flag hanging unnoticed on the public building,”
 banal sectarianism goes no further than the knowledge of one’s sectarian identity and the simple differentiating markers of daily rituals such as differences in prayer that carry no assertions of identity but are simply the execution of often intermittently observed daily rituals. Banal sectarianism entails a latent but sacrosanct sectarian identity and is perhaps more commonly found amongst non-observant Muslims whose sectarian identity rarely has a function beyond providing the assurance of belonging to the ‘right’ group. It is sentiments of loyalty without execution of duty or obligation. To quote Herbert Gans writing in a different context: it is, “... a love for and a pride in a tradition that can be felt without having to be incorporated in everyday behaviour.”
 

These three broad categories should not be treated as self-contained modes of sectarian identity. I would suggest that anyone subscribing to a sectarian identity will fit into all three categories but that the emphasis on any single one will be dictated by context with the person oscillating between all three. We can therefore assume that, on a social level, Iraqi Shi’as or Iraqi Sunnis will have, at all times, those who are assertive sectarians, passive sectarians and banal sectarians. The levels of each are dictated by the salience of sectarian identity and the space available and constraints surrounding its mobilisation on the individual level. Nor are Sunni and Shi’a sectarian identities mirrors of each other as constraints and opportunities, and indeed salience, are not necessarily equally found on both sides of the divide. A sect in a cultural minority is more likely to lean towards a passive or apologetic sectarianism out of fear of the other or out of recognition that the odds are heavily in the other’s favour who constitute a cultural majority and hence the in-group of the overarching category to which both Sunnis and Shi’as subscribe to (nation, religion, region).
   

To illustrate the three categories on a societal level, if we were to represent all Iraqi Shi’as or Sunnis on a pie chart composed of three segments each indicating one of the forms of sectarianism identified here, the respective shares of the segments will be in constant flux as individuals react to their social surroundings and vary the emphasis placed on assertive, passive or banal sectarian identity. In this model, a pie chart representing Iraqi Shi’as or Sunnis in 2006 will show a disproportionately large segment indicating assertive sectarianism – so large that it changes to aggressive sectarianism (likewise, if passive sectarianism’s segment grew it would eventually become apologetic sectarianism). I would suggest that at most times, in other words at the ‘default setting’, the segment representing banal sectarianism will take the lion’s share of the pie. Sects offer established identities that do not need constant validation all the time. If a challenge arises, then the need to validate group identity rises and we will see an expansion of the segment denoting assertive or at least passive sectarianism at the expense of banal sectarianism. Identities cannot remain in a constant state of mobilization and whether sectarian or otherwise, the way in which we carry our identities varies depending on the circumstances. Physical enunciations of identity (religious rituals, displaying flags or colours) are reduced in number and are stripped of conscious associational meaning when an identity becomes banal; in times of heightened identity salience, these enunciations’ associational meanings are awakened as are hitherto discarded displays of identity. Volkan aptly summarises this point using the example of Finnish ethnicity as represented in an inanimate object: the sauna.

Eventually, a shared way of feeling about one’s large group becomes more important than the concrete symbols themselves... For the Finn, the link between himself and shared Finnishness will always remain with him; his sense of self will rise and fall with the rise and fall of Finland’s fortunes... whether or not he continues to use the sauna. Should Finland or Finnishness be threatened, however, he will adhere more stubbornly to his sense of ethnicity... He will also exaggerate his tradition and perhaps go to a sauna more often to affirm his concrete link with his shared we-ness.

The Iraqi case is particularly problematic because, as will be discussed next, sectarian identity has often been viewed by Iraqis as a problem in and of itself. That the subject has been regarded as taboo for most of modern Iraqi history has prevented an open debate on the subject hence its polarised characterisation. Those who subscribe to membership of a sect or a faith will have to engage in acts of physical and verbal enunciations that validate and assert that identity – in the religious context this may arise out of divinely ordained obligations. This makes the desire of successive Iraqi regimes to ignore the sectarian divide especially problematic as these are identities that are difficult to conceal. Without an acceptance of their existence and without accepting and allowing for the assertion of these identities (in ritual for example) sectarian antagonism becomes all but inevitable. What is required is recognition and acceptance of strong and varied sectarian identities as legitimate building blocks of Iraqi identity and nationalism.
 What is promising is that Iraqi governments today have openly called for this; however, it remains to be seen if this will be mirrored in policy and action. As Zeidel puts it: “Whereas Saddam used to say: ‘in this land there is no Shi’a and no Sunnis, there is one Iraqi people,’ al Maliki says: ‘Let the Shi’a be Shi’a and the Sunnis be Sunni... but they all have to understand that we are all citizens of Iraq and that in this land we are all equal.’”
 
CHAPTER 3: SECTARIANISM IN IRAQ

In Iraq, as elsewhere in the Middle East, the term ‘sectarianism’ is an irrevocably negative term. ‘Sectarian’, ‘sectarianism’, indeed even ‘sect’ often conjure images of repression, discrimination, division, treachery and weakness. As one Middle Eastern analyst lamented, sectarianism is so sensitive an issue that merely discussing it is, in itself, considered evidence of sectarian attitudes.
 Naturally this has resulted in a dearth of serious discussion around a very real social problem that is masked by nationalist rhetoric stressing Sunni-Shi’a harmony with a dogmatic denial of the importance of the sectarian cleavage. The aim of this chapter is to examine the nature of sectarian relations in the Iraqi context. As was argued in the previous chapter, reducing sectarian relations to ecumenical harmony or sectarian hatred is misleading. The salience of sectarian identity is in constant flux as is its political relevance. One often hears of ‘sectarianism’ in Iraqi society; I have certainly been asked as to whether ‘sectarianism’ exists in Iraq or if Iraqi society is ‘sectarian’. I would argue that these are non-questions. If by ‘sectarianism’, we mean the multiplicity of sects in the Iraqi nation state, then Iraq will forever be ‘sectarian’. However, if by ‘sectarianism’ we mean sectarian discrimination, hate or tension, then we must ask what time-period and which Iraqis are being referred to. Political climate, geographical and class differences animate sectarian relations and the saliency of sectarian identity. Another common misconception is the threat that sectarian identity is assumed to pose to the Iraqi nation state. Indeed it has even been argued that sectarian identity invalidates the very concept of Iraqi nationalism.
 Similarly Iraqi history has all too often been inaccurately reduced to sectarian dynamics where writers would seek a sectarian angle to explain political or social events that are otherwise unrelated to sectarian relations or sectarian identity.
 As will be seen, sectarian relations in Iraq are of a complexity that defies simplistic formulae. Another major shortcoming in academic and non-academic discussions of sectarian identity in Iraq is the propensity to view sectarian and national identities as distinct and antagonistic forms of self-identification. Not only does this validate the blind conviction of the negativity of ‘sectarianism’, it also misreads the nature of Iraqi sectarian identity by obscuring the interdependence of sectarian and national identities in Iraq. Nor is this peculiar to Iraq; in the words of one historian:

The dawn of the 20th century did not necessarily mean the end of sectarian identities as primary in the Middle East. Rather, older definitions of community based on religious faith, could simply be repackaged as nationality in an overlay through which the Middle Eastern traditions of communalism were visible as palimpsest in newly minted nationalisms.

I would argue that sectarian identity in Iraq is intrinsically linked to national identity and it is the multiplicity of Iraqi nationalisms rather than the absence of any that has complicated Iraqi national identity. Ethnic and confessional plurality in Iraq is not, in itself, a challenge to the Iraqi nation state or Iraqi nationalism; rather, it is the failure of the state to transcend these divisions that has complicated what should be secondary identities. Ironically, it can be argued that the state’s insistence on ignoring ethnic and confessional divisions and its search for uniformity are one of the main complicating factors of sectarian relations in Iraq. Roy suggests that the people of the Middle East, “remain torn between community affinities and statism, and consider, rightly or wrongly, that only the state can supersede community loyalties.”
 This faith in ‘statism’ is a reflection of the acceptance of and belief in the Middle Eastern nation state. The state’s failure lies in its inability or unwillingness to reduce the relevance of communal identities and its explicit or implicit accordance of legitimacy to selected groups at the expense of their counterparts.  

3.1. Iraqi Nationalism between State, Sunnis and Shi’as

Whilst there is no shortage of literature on theories of nationalism, Iraqi nationalism suffers from the same generalisations and zero-sum analyses as Iraqi sectarian identity.
 Iraq is often described as an artificial state that has failed to weave a national identity that incorporates its otherwise centrifugal ethnic and sectarian groups. Therefore, pre-2003 Arab Iraq is often viewed as being composed of Sunnis supportive of the state and Shi’as who were against it. Similarly, such simplifications are not just a feature of western analyses but are evident in Iraqi discourse that often posits the multiplicity of sects as a danger to national cohesion. This has been a feature of the Iraqi state’s narrative of Iraq since its very inception and is perhaps the primary reason that sectarianism has been a taboo in Iraqi society throughout the 20th century.
 As will be seen, the Iraqi state and Iraqi intellectuals tried their utmost to vilify sectarian identity in an effort to bolster national unity. That this served to raise sectarian tension and sectarian self-identification was a result of the state’s unrepresentative character and discriminatory policies as will be illustrated – in other words far from being an Iraqi version of French laicite, Iraqi state nationalism, regardless of its intentions, was more inclusive and hence more supportive of Sunni symbolism and identity. Nevertheless, it should be restated that, in Arab Iraq, the struggle was never one over the validity of the Iraqi nation state; rather it was clashing visions of what Iraq represented and of the legitimacy of the political order.    

As has been argued by others, theories of nationalism are disproportionately focussed on aspiring nations and on state formation.
 There is also a propensity to view nationalism and the nation state as being inherently problematic in the post-colonial world. The impression one is often left with is that western states have imagined their communities, invented their traditions and undergone their political or economic transformations which is why the nation state is accepted as a legitimate reality. Conversely, post-colonial states are depicted as struggling with western imports such as nationalism and artificial nation states. As imported and artificial as the post-colonial world might be, the validity of the nation state is, by and large, as accepted and as venerated in post-colonial states as in the western world. In Arab Iraq, and despite the horrendous communal warfare of recent years, the nation state itself has seldom if ever been contested. Even when the creation of the modern Iraqi nation state is recognised as a product of the 20th century, many Iraqis will regard ‘Iraq’ as an entity that transcends the nation state and stretches back to antiquity.
 It is this conviction in a timeless, mythical, almost eternal, Iraq that has sustained Iraqi nationalism even when an officially sanctioned and propagated Iraqi nationalism has weakened, such as in the 1990’s, or has been absent, such as in the early post-2003 period. Therefore, it is a gross simplification to read the civil war of 2006 as somehow negating the validity of the nation state. In that regard it is worth noting that, for example, Africa’s numerous civil wars have rarely challenged the nation state or the unity of its constituent parts.
 As has been argued elsewhere, the problem faced by successive Iraqi regimes has been the multiplicity of Iraqi nationalisms and the clashing visions of Iraq. However, even then, it should be emphasised that the relevance of this divergence of narratives of Iraq advances and recedes according to the strength or weakness of sub national identities at any given time. That Iraqi Shi’as and Sunnis may have competing myth-symbol complexes and competing ‘ethnohistories’ is only problematic in the absence of an overarching national framework that both groups subscribe to. 

As was argued in the previous chapter, the saliency of sectarian identity advances and recedes according to wider circumstances. However, religious/sectarian identity and national identity should not be viewed as mutually exclusive definitions of self; rather, for those who subscribe to membership of a sect, the former is a component of the latter. In the Iraqi context, to understand sectarian identity and Iraqi nationalism I would suggest beginning by identifying three overlapping forms of nationalism: Iraqi state nationalism, Iraqi Sunni nationalism and Iraqi Shi’i nationalism. Before outlining the interplay between the three, it should be noted that this model is valid only when considering Iraqis who identify themselves as members of a sect; furthermore, it is not an exhaustive model of Iraqi nationalisms in that ‘Iraq’ and Iraqi identity can be imagined with reference to non-religious symbolism. This is an attempt to understand the interplay between, specifically, Sunni/Shi’a symbolisms on the one hand and state nationalist symbolism on the other. Another important caveat is that state nationalism goes beyond religious symbols: it is an amalgam of diverse symbols, ideologies and histories often focussing on areas of overlap. State nationalism tends to be broad and vague; with regards to religious identity it will stress essence rather than detail and will avoid strong identification with a particular school of thought. If the state were to openly adopt a sectarian identity it would be openly excluding a significant proportion of Iraqis – hence perhaps the mantra of ecumenical harmony in state discourse on sectarian identity. It should once again be noted that neither religion nor sectarianism are the sole prism through which the Iraqi state or people imagine themselves. My omission of other components of state nationalism is not a reflection of Iraqi society; rather it is a reflection of the focus of this study. Finally I will accept that given the fluidity of the sentiments in question, this is far from an exact science.

Sectarian nationalism (Iraqi Sunni or Iraqi Shi’i nationalism) is essentially when a nation state is imagined through a sect-centric prism: not only is my sect the numerical and/or cultural majority of Iraq, my myth-symbol complex is representative of Iraq and vice-a-versa. When the saliency of sectarian identity increases, more members of a sect will identify with Shi’i/Sunni nationalism. As the political relevancy of sectarian identity recedes the perceived overlap between the sects grows or is given more emphasis under the overarching Iraqi state nationalism. However, state nationalism is not a silent by-product of Sunni-Shi’a relations. Particularly in an autocratic state, nationalism is produced and propagated through various media: print, television, schools, art, literature and so forth. State nationalism will always seek to incorporate as wide a cross-section of Iraqi society as possible; however this may be offset by real or perceived discrimination in state policy. Furthermore, if state nationalism is seen to be favouring one group over the other, for example by adopting the symbols of one group to the exclusion of the other’s, then sectarian nationalism will be strengthened amongst members of the excluded group. The relationship between state nationalism and sectarian nationalism can be viewed as one based on legitimacy or lack thereof. It is the perceived legitimacy of state nationalism that will determine its inclusiveness.
 

Figure 1 below illustrates the relationship between state nationalism and sectarian nationalism in an ideal situation. Here state nationalism is ambiguous enough not to foster feelings of exclusion or discrimination amongst sectarian groups thereby allowing a maximum subscription to an overarching state nationalism. However, Shi’i and Sunni myth-symbol complexes by definition are not completely compatible and hence there will be a fringe that cannot overlap with the others’ symbolism. Likewise, this fringe cannot be adopted by the state so long as sectarian equality is a stated ideal.
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However, unfortunately, Iraqi nationalism has seldom been so straightforward and Iraqi state nationalism has never been so disinterested in sectarian symbolism. As will be explored in more detail, pan-Arabism, with its inherent link to Sunni Arab history meant that Iraqi state nationalism was always more likely to capture a larger Sunni constituency. It is perhaps the case that nationalism will always favour majority-groups be they numerical or cultural majorities. This does not necessarily mean that the state will actively seek to exclude out-groups; as Slavoj Zizek argues, an ostensibly neutral stance of indifference to group identity will naturally favour the largest amongst competing groups.
 In the Iraqi case, Sunni Arabs constituted a culturally dominant group throughout most of Iraqi history. The state, rather than offsetting this imbalance, in fact reflected it in its adoption of pan-Arabism particularly in the latter half of the century when successive regimes adopted increasingly chauvinistic strands of pan-Arabism.
 Hence, Iraq often had a Sunni-leaning Iraqi state nationalism. Using the formula used in figure 1, a Sunni, or Shi’i, leaning Iraqi state nationalism will see state nationalism disproportionately overlapping with one group’s symbolism at the expense of the other. This nourishes the salience of sectarian identity (particularly amongst out-group members) and hence sectarian nationalism thereby leading to a contraction of shared nationalism. In such a situation a majority of the out-group, or ‘out-sect’, will question the legitimacy of state nationalism and will perceive a state policy of sectarian discrimination which may not be the result of conscious design on the part of policymakers. An added complication is that the in-group is unlikely to perceive an imbalance in state-sect relations as it is not adversely affected by state nationalism which validates and considerably overlaps with its own as illustrated in figure 2 below. 
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Essentially, state nationalism can have a magnetic effect on sectarian nationalisms: the more centred it is the more attractive and inclusive it will be. As sectarian nationalisms become enveloped under an overarching state nationalism that is viewed as legitimate by a majority of both sects, sectarian identity loses saliency and the points of contention between sectarian myth-symbol complexes recede into irrelevance until reawakened and perhaps reinvented at a time when sectarian sentiment is inflamed. I submit that this is how sectarian identity interacts with Iraqi nationalism without negating it; hence my use of the term sectarian nationalism: sectarian tension in modern Iraq is fought out not at the expense of the Iraqi nation state, but within it and in its name. Finally, and as will be demonstrated in chapter 5 when we turn to the 1990’s, state nationalism can recede thereby losing legitimacy amongst both groups and, in turn, reducing the overlap between sectarian nationalisms as a contracted state nationalism loses its ability to act as a magnet that can draw the two together.  

3.2. Sectarian Relations and Dominant Narratives of the Iraqi Nation State

The oft-cited failure of Iraqi regimes to provide a narrative of state that effectively encompasses Iraq’s various communities is, I would argue, a failure rooted in the state’s narrative rather than in the basics of Sunni-Shi’a relations. In other words, there is nothing inherent in Iraqi sectarian dynamics, in and of themselves, that prevents state nationalism from incorporating both sectarian nationalisms – with the exception of fringe elements. In that context, pan-Arabism and the emphasis on Arab identity, in the form that they took, have been especially problematic. It has been argued that Shi’as, by and large were not favourably disposed to pan-Arabism for demographic reasons: as a majority in Iraq, they would become a minority if incorporated into the wider Arab world.
 I find this logic difficult to accept for the simple reason that such cold and logical mathematical calculations seldom animate political inclinations and sympathies beyond perhaps a narrow elite. A much more convincing explanation for the many Shi’as not adopting pan-Arabism as a self-defining ideology is firstly that aspects of it in its Iraqi manifestation are difficult to incorporate into Shi’i myth symbol complexes and secondly that pan-Arabism in 20th century Iraq viewed Shi’as with a degree of suspicion. Therefore, the problems posed by pan-Arabism to sectarian relations are a result of the form that the former took in the 20th century rather than to the principle of pan-Arabism/Arab nationalism itself. 

Although undoubtedly a secular ideology, particularly in its early years, pan-Arabism is intrinsically linked to Sunni Arab narratives of Arab and Islamic history.
 The myths of the Arabs as presented by successive Iraqi regimes revolve around glorification of the Arab Islamic empires particularly the Abbasid empire. The glorification of the companions of the prophet has also been a feature of pan-Arab and Arab nationalist rhetoric. The heroes of Arab history, venerated for military prowess or state building are almost all viewed with suspicion, if not outright disdain, in Shi’i folklore: Omar ibn al Khattab, Saladin, Harun al Rashid and other rulers of Islamic empires throughout history will be inimical to a Shi’i who identifies with Shi’i mythology.
 Again, salience is the key: if, for whatever reason, Shi’i identity were to become more salient and is juxtaposed against the state, then the discrepancy between Sunni and Shi’i mythologies will become more apparent to the Shi’i individual. It should be noted that Arab identity is as important to Shi’a Iraqis as their Sunni compatriots; however, Arab identity in Shi’a Iraq is more localised in an Iraqi context. Whilst linkages with the wider Arab world are not in question amongst Shi’as, the focus that the state places on Arab identity as part of a wider Arab world is less reflective of Shi’a imaginings of Arab identity than is the case with Sunni Arabs. In addition to the problem of antagonistic symbols, the perceived legitimacy of the state, and therefore its narrative, has shaped attitudes to pan-Arabism. What was noticeable between 1990 and 2003 and beyond, was that Arab Sunnis, whilst often critical of what they saw as an unjust and dictatorial regime, were more likely to accord it a measure of legitimacy as a flawed but nonetheless legitimate Iraqi regime.
 It is worth stressing that this in no way means that Arab Sunnis were supporters of Saddam’s regime in its final 13 years. However, there was a measure of reluctant identification with the regime given that no viable alternative was imagined. Shi’as on the other hand, were far less likely to identify with the regime in any shape or form and, regardless of, for example, Ba’ath party membership, considered it as fundamentally illegitimate. In other words, hegemony, in the Gramscian sense, was more in evidence amongst Sunnis than Shi’as. This partially explains the stance taken by Sunnis towards regime change: a foreign invasion was unfathomable regardless of the shortcomings and failures of the regime; Shi’as on the other hand, according the regime no legitimacy whatsoever, regarded foreign invasion as a necessary evil.
 

As I am aware that this may offend Sunni Arabs who were opposed to Saddam Hussein’s regime, and to deflect accusations of pro-Shi’a bias, I feel that the relationship between state and people and between various nationalisms should be further elaborated. Rather than framing matters in terms of pro and anti-Saddam or pro/anti-Ba’ath, what I feel is more important is the legitimacy of the state which has, more often than not in Iraqi history, been embodied by a person. Michel Foucault’s theory of truth is particularly useful in this context. Whilst fully agreeing with Eric Hobsbawm when he cautions that, “official ideologies of states and movements are not guides to what is in the minds of even the most loyal citizens,”
 I would submit that such ideologies and movements do provide an indicator of shared points of reference and are reflective of at least some societal traits and values. In other words state ideology will have to deploy symbols and myths that are recognisable and acceptable to a significant proportion of citizens to survive. Foucault argued that ‘truth’ was essentially the product of a societal regime with every society’s truth being produced in a, “circular relation with systems of power.” Essentially society sustains power by reproducing and hence validating ‘truth’. In Foucault’s more elegant words:

There are manifold relations of power which permeate, characterise and constitute the social body, and these relations of power cannot themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented without the production, accumulation, circulation and functioning of discourse... We are subjected to the production of truth through power and we cannot exercise power except through the production of truth.

Iraq often had competing ‘truths’ that were particularly in evidence in periods when the state had receded. Furthermore, whilst such dynamics are not exclusive to Iraq, a complicating factor in the Iraqi context was the existence of a cultural majority opposite a numerical majority for much of the 20th century.

For a variety of reasons, often divorced from sectarian animosities, Iraqi Shi’as have been an underrepresented numerical majority in the Iraqi state throughout the 20th century. Perhaps as a result of their underrepresentation, this numerical majority was a cultural minority meaning that the narrative, myths and symbols of state and nation – or ‘truth’ – were not reflective of their own. However, given that the validity of the Iraqi nation state, however imagined, was never an issue, Shi’as by and large, did not seek revolutionary means to readdress the imbalance in political representation. In other words, Shi’as pursuing socioeconomic and/or political advancement adopted and worked through the ‘truths’ of state hoping to establish parity with the other under the extant political and ideological framework of state as opposed to challenging the structure itself. As the 20th century wore on Shi’a activism became increasingly revolutionary; I would argue that it was not until the 1990’s that the Shi’a rank and file, as opposed to elitist movements, moved from seeking acceptance in the social and political structures of state to challenging the dominant narratives of state and nation. This explains the shift from a largely apologetic sectarian Shi’i identity prior to the 1990’s to a more passive, and in some cases, assertive Shi’i identity as will be discussed in chapter 5. The reason, at its most basic, is that the 1990’s signalled a wholesale rejection of state truths amongst Shi’a Iraqis.  

3.2.1. Pan-Arabism

Through its many upheavals, morphs and revolutionary changes, one of the central planks of the Iraqi state’s ‘truth’ throughout the 20th century has been Arab identity with an emphasis on Iraq’s place in the wider Arab world. What makes this especially problematic for sectarian relations is the form that Arab nationalism took in 20th century Iraq. Due to historical reasons related to the legacy of centuries of Ottoman rule and due to geostrategic considerations, both historical and modern, neighbouring Iran has complicated sectarian relations in Iraq. As one Iraqi Shi’a put it:  
There is a mixing [of issues] that you must be very attentive to: amongst some, not all, but some, unfortunately, some Sunnis regard all Shi’as as Iranian; and this is our tragedy! This is our tragedy! I wish Iran had remained Sunni and Egypt had remained Shi’i so that the Shi’a of Iraq would be rescued from this damned accusation of being Iranian! This accusation will always be with us. This accusation is with me on a daily basis.
 

However, this problem predates the laments of this Shi’i lawyer. What complicated sectarian identity beyond recognition is its overlaying with ethnicity. By casting doubt on the ‘Arabness’ of many Shi’a Iraqis, they were excluded from a state that was primarily defined on Arab nationalist lines. That this was in all likelihood the result of political calculations aimed at discrediting specific Shi’a political opponents does not change the fact that it nourished what Cockburn describes as the, “most poisonous myth”
 in the Middle East: the suspicion of Shi’a association with Iran; a myth with roots extending to centuries of Ottoman-Persian rivalry.
 If a dominant group in an autocratic state dictates ‘truth’ which outlines the criteria for inclusion in the nation state, the other’s ability to challenge dominant narratives will be curtailed by his/her need to subscribe to the dominant ‘truth’ and for fear of exclusion, political or physical. As Kinnvall’s comments on Foucault’s theory of truth illustrate:

This power to make a discourse ‘true’ is particularly evident in cases where one group holds more privileges and resources and when it uses the language of ‘difference’ to legitimise its own dominance and marginalise others.

If we take modern Iraqi history in isolation, as early as 1920, we see evidence of the nascent central state delegitimizing Shi’a opposition by deploying the tactic of linkage with Iran. In October 1920, Muzaham al Pachachi, Adnan al Pachachi’s father and an influential Baghdadi Effendi, described the rebellion of 1920 in the following terms: “The present movement is not purely an Arab movement, but it is mixed with an alien element, who have been, to my deepest regret, successful in using Arab fame, wealth and blood for their own benefit.”
 As will be seen, this tactic of discrediting Shi’a activism or opposition by raising a supposed Iranian connection was very much a part of the state’s narrative of 1991; more recently, the post-2003 Shi’a-dominated Iraqi political order has been similarly attacked.

A classic example of divergent narratives and historical truths is the negotiations concerning the Treaty with Great Britain in the early 1920’s, whereby, Shi’a cleric, Mahdi al Khalisi’s uncompromising stance against the Treaty and against the nascent electoral process saw him sent into exile in 1924. 
 Being ‘a foreigner’, his interference in Iraqi affairs was not to be tolerated. In fact the Iraqi government issued statements condemning Mahdi al Khalisi and other clerics who had called for a boycott of the election; following al Khalisi’s deportation, an official statement read, “the government cannot be lenient with the machinations of foreign whims [operating] under the cover of religious authority...”
 Not surprisingly the press echoed these sentiments: a day before al Khalisi was finally deported the Al Sabah daily described Shi’a clerical calls for electoral boycott as, “the greatest sign of a’ajami
 thought; that alien thought that has no loyalty to Arab nationalism and Iraqi independence.”
 Deportation of ‘foreigners’ forms a sensitive issue in Iraqi sectarian relations. Alleged foreigners are almost always accused of being ‘Iranian’ or ‘Persian’; not surprisingly this has disproportionately affected Shi’as. The example of Mahdi al Khalisi was repeated several times in 20th century Iraq reaching its zenith in the late 1970’s and 1980’s with mass deportations of hundreds of thousands of Iraqis who were accused of being Iranian because they were what is called ‘of Iranian dependency’ [taba’iyah Iraniya].
 The roots of the problem go back to the very establishment of the Iraqi nation state and the Nationality Law of October 1924.
 The nascent state divided Iraqis into ‘original’ and ‘non-original’: the former were those registered as Ottoman subjects whereas those registered as Iranian subjects would be, in the new Iraq, Iraqis of ‘Iranian dependency’. Prior to the Nationality Law, the first Iraqi constitution of 1921 discriminated in favour of ‘original’ Iraqis
 as did the Law for the Election of the Constituent Assembly of May 1922 which went further by defining Iraqis as: “every Ottoman subject now residing in Iraq and not claiming foreign citizenship.”
 This left many Shi’as as second class citizens as they were registered as Iranian subjects prior to the establishment of the Iraqi nation state for geographical reasons, political reasons and even apathy. The obvious question to ask is why the papers of one occupying power are any different to the papers of another? This again goes back to legitimacy: Iraq’s new custodians were ex-Ottoman officials who may have regarded the Ottoman legacy as somehow less alien than its Iranian rival. In a way, by decreeing the validity of Ottoman registration to the exclusion of all others, Iraq was being implicitly framed as the successor to the three Ottoman wilayets rather than as their predecessor that had temporarily succumbed to Ottoman occupation, thereby according the Ottoman legacy with a degree of legitimacy. Needless to say this, in itself, carried the potential for complicating sectarian relations as the Shi’a had been considered as outsiders in the Ottoman empire.
 The linkage of Shi’as with Iran gave the sectarian divide a pseudo-ethnic quality. Sunnis were rarely heard denouncing Shi’as en-masse in the 20th century; however the belief that at least some Iraqi Shi’as were Iranian meant that the onus was on the individual Shi’i to demonstrate his ‘Arabness’. This is perhaps why it is inaccurate to refer to a ‘Sunni regime’ in 20th century Iraq: successive regimes and elites were animated not by Sunni identity or theology; rather they were animated by Arab identity which, in the politicised form that it took, was heavily infused with Sunni symbolism and narratives of state and history – it should be added that these elites were also animated by self-preservation and political ambition. 

Hasan al Alawi has defended Shi’a clerical, tribal and urban opponents of the British and of the Iraqi government in the early 20th century describing them as the, “leaders of the nationalist movement.”
 Reflecting on the role played by the likes of Mahdi al Khalisi and other anti British Shi’a figures, particularly in the context of the rebellion of 1920, Alawi categorically states: “To clarify, these clerics and leaders of the mid-Euphrates and the leaders of the nationalist movement in Baghdad are the founders of modern Iraq.”
 Regardless of what one might think of its accuracy, Alawi’s account of state establishment is a rare example of Iraqi historical revisionism. Even when, decades later, the rebellion of 1920 was to become the founding myth of Iraqi nationalism the narrative of successive regimes differed to conventional Shi’a accounts of the rebellion.
 In Alawi’s opinion this began, in the 1920’s, as an attempt to limit the role of the Shi’a in Iraqi history due to suspicions regarding the Shi’as’ Arab and Iraqi pedigree. The culprits, in his view, were pan-Arab ideologues particularly Sati’i al Husri who wielded considerable influence as Director of General Education between 1921 and 1927 and later as head of the Higher Teachers’ Training College.
 Alawi argued that such ideologues regarded Shi’as as outsiders unless assimilated into Ottoman socio-political norms. As a result, the significance of Shi’a participation in Iraqi history was reduced in state narratives and major events in Iraqi history were omitted or given scant consideration if they were based in Shi’a areas or if the protagonists were Shi’a. To illustrate, one historian is quoted by Alawi as describing the years 1914-1918 which saw the anti British jihad of 1914 and the anti-British rebellion of 1918 as a period which witnessed the restriction of Arab nationalism.
 Perhaps reflective of this general apathy towards events associated with Shi’as is the fact that in Sati’i al Husri’s memoirs, which run to over 1,200 pages, the rebellion of 1920 is not mentioned once.

3.2.2. The Suppression of Shi’a Identity

If ever a Shi’a politician, person or group raised the issue of Shi’a representation or perceived anti-Shi’a discrimination, they would invariably be discredited using what were to be amongst the most highly-charged accusations in Iraqi political discourse: shu’ubi
 and/or ta’ifi (sectarian). The essence of both terms lies in the implied threat of disunity and internal subversion that they were believed to represent. A charge of sectarianism meant that the accused was placing narrow selfish sectional interests above the higher, almost sacred, good of ‘Arabism’. Likewise, a charge of being a shu’ubi, entailed being associated with an internal enemy that actively sought to undermine Arab unity and progress. The terms were often used interchangeably and, in the Iraqi context, carried heavy Iranian connotations. Both terms were deployed whenever the central state was faced with Shi’a protest to evoke images of malicious enemies lurking within society much as the pernicious kulaks were alleged to have done in Stalinist Russia. By associating sectarianism and shu’ubiyah with Iran and alleged Iranian hatred of all that is Arab they acquired a negativity of grand proportions as the antithesis of what was for most of the 20th century the state’s central truth: ‘Arabism’ [uruba]. Furthermore, by suspecting Iraqi Shi’as of having links with Iran or of being Iranian, accusing them of sectarianism and of being shu’ubiyun was made all the easier.
 Perhaps the most candid accusation that the Shi’a are synonymous with the shu’ubiyah comes courtesy of an Arab nationalist tract from the 1930’s penned by Abdul Razzaq al Hassan entitled, Arabism in the Balance, in which he says, “the Shi’a are all shu’ubiyun; they are all Persians and they are the remnants of the Sassanids.”
 Such sentiments survive to this day albeit often in diluted and not so absolute terms.

The charge of being a shu’ubi was levelled at political enemies besides the Shi’a to include anyone perceived as being anti-Arab:
 in mid-20th century Iraq when the Iraqi Communist party was enjoying its apogee, pan-Arabists invariably labelled communists as shu’ubiyun due to their opposition to Arab unification.
 The fact that the ICP had contacts with the Iranian Tudeh communist party was used by pan-Arabists to evoke the Iranian threat and to portray communists as essentially un-Arab.
 In the 1960’s, with the rise of Shi’a Islamic movements and the decline of the ICP, the same formula was used against Shi’a figures and groups who were also labelled shu’ubiyun and, as Shi’a movements were involved, ta’ifiyun – sectarian. With Arab identity being the central pillar of Iraqi identity as defined by the state, exclusion and marginalisation is facilitated by casting doubt on the ‘Arabness’ of political enemies. To this day, the tactic of discrediting Shi’a voices by dismissing them as Iranian and/or ‘sectarian’ is in evidence; ironically, in post-2003 Iraq, Shi’a politicians have used this tried and tested tactic against each other.

My intention is not to chart the changing relationship between the state and the Shi’a; suffice to say here that the nature of state-Shi’a dynamics fluctuated depending on wider circumstances. However, it is important to note the role that centralised state ideology had on sectarian relations in Iraq. Whether referred to as state ideology, narrative of state or ‘truth’, what is evident is that the state was able to place Shi’as on the defensive whereby their ‘Arabness’ can be called into question; somehow, the ‘Shi’as’ Arab identity was less of a certainty than their Sunni compatriots’.
 This was facilitated primarily by pan-Arabism/Arab nationalism and the totalitarian centralisation of ideology. Totalitarianism does not allow for counter-narratives or sub-national solidarities to be aired in public. Although a totalitarian state will seldom be able to eliminate such cleavages, it will seek to impose uniformity in the public realm. Hence, whilst contradictory identities may very much still be in effect despite the totalitarian state’s most strenuous efforts, public enunciations of such identities, particularly if they contradict elements of state ideology, will be repressed. Put in the simplest of terms, totalitarianism is allergic to difference.
 As one Iraqi writer put it:

“Centralization, which formed the perpetual expectation [of the regime] is built on subsuming the minority ethnicity into the majority ethnicity which itself will be commanded by the one-party state and [finally] at the top of the pyramid the hegemony of the individual leader [Saddam]. This process of concentration is built upon a dynamic of negating political, ethnic, and religious differences by cutting off the parts that are not incorporated into the larger body.”

Given that Sunni myths and symbols were more compatible than their Shi’a counterparts with state ideology and symbolism, and given that regional and tribal discrimination favoured Sunnis, calls for sectarian equality were unlikely to emanate from Sunni quarters. The simple reason is that Sunnis did not perceive themselves to be victims of sectarian discrimination whereas Shi’as did. Both groups were victims of totalitarian repression and ideological centralisation; however, Sunni identity was not perceived to be repressed in Iraq whereas Shi’i identity was.
 In such a situation, the in-group is unlikely to perceive the imbalance as it does not negatively affect them. For the vast majority of in-group members, the plight of the out-group goes unnoticed because they do not feel it on a daily basis. Commenting on racism in the UK, one social psychologist said that, “the problem is that people in majority positions, powerful positions, the whites for example, don’t see [that] there’s a problem with racism and this is a really fundamental issue: they just don’t see there’s an issue.”
 This is why, generally speaking, Shi’as are more likely to speak of a sectarian discrimination in pre-2003 Iraq whereas Sunnis are more likely to do the same with regards to post-2003 Iraq. This inability to see the other’s minority status is not borne of malicious sentiment nor is it a reflection of ‘ancient hatreds’, it is simply human nature. However, going back to state ideology and exclusion, given that sectarian discrimination was the lament of the Shi’a, the term sectarianism came to be associated, in the Iraqi context, with Shi’a activism.
 In other words, if a distinctly Shi’a identity was put on display or if political action was attempted in the name of the Shi’a or in the name of giving Shi’as equal rights and representation with their Sunni compatriots, they would invariably be labelled as ‘sectarian’ in that they are pursuing sectional interests. As a result assertions of Shi’i identity were often frowned upon. In his examination of the Shi’a in Iraqi novels, Ronen Zeidel finds that Shi’a identity and symbolism are obscured throughout much of 20th century Iraqi literature:

The version of national identity that [novelists] have propagated considered sectarianism, particularly among the Shi’a, to be totally incompatible with Iraqi national identity. In fact, sectarianism became a code word for the expression of Shi’a identity and as such has either been ignored by literature or strictly condemned.
  

Mobilising Shi’i identity is similarly dismissed by raising the familiar accusation of working for Iran or of being Iranian. Whether this is a cynical political tactic by Iraqi regimes to discredit opponents or whether it is borne out of genuine conviction is irrelevant particularly as it is widely reflected in Iraqi society. Therefore, alongside the charge of sectarianism, mobilised Shi’i identity will also be accused of serving Iranian interests. This was clearly evident in one Sunni’s recollections of the riots of February 1977 during the annual commemorations of the fortieth day of the death of Hussein:

It all started when Khomeini was in Iraq in 1977. That was the first spark but the regime did not recognise this. In 1977 there was this attempt during the [pilgrims’] march between Najaf and Karbala and most of them were people from the streets, thieves and homosexuals that took part in it. This is alongside the normal people who were taking part in the ceremonies but always in such events there are those who get ready to steal and cause mayhem. So during the march between Najaf and Karbala these people attacked police stations and fired on the police. 

What was immediately noticeable was the absence of even the possibility that socio-political grievances were the cause of the disturbances. I was however intrigued by the reference to Khomeini for it was the first time I had heard a connection being made between him and the events of 1977. 

So are you saying that the events of 1977 were instigated by Khomeini?

No. I do not know who was behind it but there was a foreign hand in it without a doubt. 

Given the limited scale of the events of 1977, why are you so sure of the foreign hand?

It was not limited and nothing sectarian happens from either side [Sunni or Shi’i] without a third side pushing them. 

You would describe the events of 1977 as a sectarian event?

Of course it was sectarian because all those that participated were Shi’a. No Sunnis participated because it was not a political issue. It was not a political issue with parties like ‘58 or ‘63 with Ba’athists and Communists and so forth; this was sectarian and this is a well known fact.

The implication is obvious: Shi’i activism, as is evident in my interviewee’s recollections, is likely to be dismissed as sectarian and/or Iranian. Such sentiments have been especially evident with regards to the memory of 1991 as will be shown in chapter 6. Such fears and preconceptions are nurtured by a lack of insight into Shi’ism and Shi’i politics as reflected in the same interviewee’s views on the Da’awa party:

Do you regard the Da’awa party as an Iraqi party?

Of course not. Da’awa is an Iranian party and this is a well known fact. It is known and obvious even from its name: ‘Hizb al Da’awa al Irani’ [sic] and it is to be found in Tehran. So Da’awa was established in Iran but what we have [in Iraq] is Hizb al Dawa Far’i al Iraq [Da’awa party Iraq Branch].
 So if this one is the Iraq branch, where is the original branch? Iran!
 

This lack of insight which reflects a lack of dialogue on the issue of sectarian identity is the root of many antagonistic myths regarding the sectarian other. 

More generally, and particularly in the last two decades of the Ba’ath, the Shi’i perception that the state repressed them and the expression of their sectarian identity, led many Shi’as to view the state as representing the Sunnis even if it was not a ‘Sunni state’ such as Saudi Arabia is for example. As one Shi’i Iraqi academic explained: “It wasn’t a case of tying the state to the Sunnis, but we [Shi’as] did feel that the state supported the Sunnis -  the simplest example is with jobs and promotions.”
 State policy and the Shi’i perception that it was anti-Shi’a was the result of decades of restrictions on the expression or assertion of Shi’i identity. A prime example, and perhaps most damagingly for sectarian relations, was the suppression of Shi’i religious rituals. An ex-Ba’athi official from Basra spoke of a gulf between Shi’as and the state that by the 1990’s, “was so wide as to be unbridgeable. This was the cumulative result of a number of issues beginning with the banning of [Shi’i] rituals in the 1970’s. This created an unshakeable belief amongst the Shi’a that the state was against them.” Such sentiments were more common towards the end of the Ba’ath era and throughout the sanctions period as will be discussed in chapter 5. As the 21st century approached, the divide between state and society in general increased; however this was particularly pronounced with regards to the Shi’a particularly after the events of 1991. As one interviewee from Nassiriya explains:

In the 1990’s you had a collision: the Sunni says I am oppressed and the Shi’i says I am oppressed but the people of the south believed that a Sunni regime was ruling. So Saddam Hussein represents the Sunni regime and he is against the Shi’a. I mean he forbade rituals and all that! In the western regions you didn’t have this sectarian dimension because they did not suffer from Shi’i oppression so it wasn’t an issue. After 2003 of course the roles changed.

He went on to illustrate the effect on sectarian relations of the perceived association, or compatibility, of Sunni identity, myths and symbols with those of the regime:

In the 1990’s the question of, ‘are you Sunni or Shi’i?’ became more common. The Shi’a didn’t always say they were Shi’i. A lot of [Shi’a] families, when you ask them if they are Shi’i or Sunni avoid the question. But the Sunni will say he is Sunni directly. Why? The reason is that ‘Sunni’ is Saddam’s regime and ‘Shi’i’ isn’t; in other words the Shi’i has no backing.
 

Whilst the suppression of Shi’i identity and its expression may have been accentuated under the Ba’ath, it is a phenomenon that is very much in evidence from the days of the monarchy. In the parliamentary elections of 1947, the percentage of Shi’i representatives rose from an average of 31% to 40%; Shi’a representatives for Baghdad reached 7 out of 20 Muslim representatives and in Basra Muslim representatives were equally split between Sunnis and Shi’as. These modest gains led Iraqi politician Kamil al Chadirchi to condemn the elections as, “sectarian,” in that they may, “provoke other sects.”
 To formulise the dynamic: since the state frowned on, and was to some extent incompatible with, Shi’i identity, myths and symbols, Shi’i identity was discriminated against whilst Sunni identity found its place within the state’s narrative of state and nation. With that in mind, Sunnis were more likely to subscribe to and perpetuate the state’s narrative or ‘truth’. It is also only natural that, in such a situation, calls for sectarian equality would emanate, for the most part, from Shi’a figures who came to be accused of being sectarian as they were seen to be pursuing sectional interests. If (cultural) majority groups are less sensitive to social imbalances that favour them and discriminate against others, they will see any calls to change the status quo as unnecessarily advantaging groups that, in the majority group’s view, enjoy equal status to themselves. Hence Shi’a calls for communal rights and increased representation were met with charges of pursuing a ‘sectarian’ agenda. To illustrate, given the available examples of reactions to much less candid calls for equality by Iraqi Shi’as, had a Shi’i uttered King Faisal’s famous lament: “Taxes are on the Shi’i, death is on the Shi’i and [political] positions are for the Sunni. What is for the Shi’i?”
 he would undoubtedly have been accused of being ‘sectarian’. As already mentioned, the negativity of the term ‘sectarian’ makes such an accusation a most grave one. This is precisely why Shi’a sectarian identity was, more often than not, an apologetic sectarianism for most of the 20th century. Not until the 1990’s did Shi’as form a more unapologetic and candidly Shi’a identity as will be shown later. Alawi’s description of Shi’a identity remains valid for most of 20th century Iraq: 

A secular Shi’a is likely to accept any accusation except this one [sectarianism]. He may boast of his leaving of the Islamic fold, of his atheism and sinful conduct. He may boast of his Marxism, his existentialism, his Nazism, his Ba’athism, his perversity and his romances; however at the accusation of sectarianism he will stand terrified. He may even assume contradictory characteristics to prove the opposite whereas the sectarian Sunni can play his role under the shadow of the state and its administrative norms and values calmly and with confidence in a kind of normative right.

This also explains why Shi’as in government positions were keen not to be seen to be representing a Shi’i constituency or even a Shi’i identity for fear of being labelled ‘sectarian’. A very illustrative incident was recounted to me by an ex-Ba’athi and former diplomat:

Once [in the 1990’s] we were in an area [in Baghdad] and we wanted to pray but there were no mosques so we went into a husseiniya [a Shi’a prayer hall]. They were all staring at us because we folded our arms.
 Anyway, whilst there, I saw an old friend of mine, he was also in the [Ba’ath] party. His face went white with fear. He was scared I might inform on him or something.

Was it a problem for a Ba’athist to go to a husseiniya?

No not at all. I don’t know what was wrong with him - no one would have said anything to him. We used to always go [to husseiniyas].

The above incident aptly summarises the divergent views of the state and of the place of Shi’as and Sunnis within that state. It also shows the different ways in which majority and minority groups will view social relations. A disadvantaged minority group, be they a cultural or a numerical minority, are more likely to perceive the existence of systematic group discrimination whereas majority-group members are more likely to be oblivious to an issue which does not adversely affect them. Needless to say, if group discrimination becomes a defining characteristic of an out-group’s/minority-group’s sense of self, members are likely to emphasise and even exaggerate their sense of victimhood. In other words, their very existence as an out-group becomes a chosen trauma in and of itself. 

The deeply rooted fear of Iranian influence and infiltration and the long history of linking Shi’ism to Iran has led many Sunnis to regard organised assertions of Shi’a identity, particularly if politically motivated, as being an extension of Iran’s allegedly nefarious ambitions for Iraq.
 Few factors can be pointed to as distorting Sunni-Shi’a views of each other more than the Iranian factor. Contributing to this is the issue of state legitimacy: many Sunnis will view the deportation of so called taba’iyah as a justified measure in light of rising tensions with Iran towards the end of the 1970’s. In other words, aspects of the state’s narrative were accepted by many Sunnis and perhaps some Shi’as too; however, the deportations, for many Shi’as, form yet another chosen trauma that illustrates Shi’a victimhood. What Muttar calls Iraqis’ ‘Iran-complex’
, and which is by no means restricted to Sunnis, has been used to denounce people in the unlikeliest contexts. Iraqi oud virtuoso Naseer Shamma’s innovative designs for an eight-stringed oud led his older competitor, Munir Bashir to submit a report to the Ministry of Culture in which he accused Shamma of a treacherous emulation of Iranian art as the eight-stringed oud was originally designed by medieval Iranian thinker Abu Nasr al Farabi.
 That this Iran-complex has often led to a linkage between Iraqi Shi’as and Iran has further nurtured Shi’a perceptions of victimhood to the extent that an anti-Iranian policy can be perceived by some Shi’as as an anti-Shi’a policy. For example, and in a show of hitherto forbidden assertive sectarianism, Iraqi sociologist Ali Witwit recounted, in 2006, what he called, “the largest campaign of political/sectarian cleansing against the Shi’a,” that was initiated by the post-1968 Ba’ath. His narrative of the Iran-Iraq war and the position taken by his Sunni compatriots is interesting:

All that [anti-Shi’a repression] was taking place without a single gesture of disapproval from the official religious establishment or from the Sunni religious establishment. The hidden meaning [behind this] was approval of what the political regime was doing. When the Iraqi war against Iran broke out, the religious establishment declared its support for the dictator and for the Ba’ath regime. This was done not on a patriotic basis but on the basis of ‘our enemies are the Zoroastrian Persians [Furs al Majoos]’; what is not openly declared is that they [our enemies] are Shi’a. Subsequently, any religiously observant Shi’as were persecuted with the accusation of ‘Khomeini-ism’. Furthermore, all the former regime’s symbols during the war, and for approximately two years, were [presented as] fighting on behalf of the (Sunni) Arab nation and against the (Shi’i) Persian Zoroastrian enemy.

What Witwit cannot envisage is that the absence of public disapproval of the state’s policy against the Da’awa party or against the state’s deportations policy indicates an acceptance of the state’s narrative that these are internal and alien enemies that constituted a problem to be addressed rather than a reflection of broad-based Sunni anti-Shi’a sentiment. Furthermore, the state’s paranoiac and largely unfounded fear of Iraqi Shi’a sympathy for Iran nurtured the perceived linkages between Shi’as generally and Iran to the extent that anti-Iranian rhetoric is sometimes perceived by Shi’as to be an anti-Shi’i message in disguise as reflected in Witwit’s reference to the, “(Sunni) Arab nation,” and the, “(Shi’i) Persian Zoroastrian enemy.” 

The linkage between Iraqi Shi’as and Iran is most commonly imagined when Shi’a identity is mobilised rather than through one’s individually (and privately) held Shi’a identity; therefore, as former diplomat Nasir al Samarrai explains, a ‘Shi’i party’ will attract charges of working for Iran or of being Iranian:

During the Iran-Iraq war it was clear that the identity of the Da’awa party was Shi’i as was the Supreme Council’s. So for every Sunni, when an event takes place in Najaf or Karbala they will blame ‘the Shi’a’. The Iran-Iraq war and the events the preceded it led to the linkage [in the Sunni mind] with Iran. When these bombings and assassination attempts happened before the Iran-Iraq war and Da’awa publicly claimed responsibility and claimed the credit, this led to the linkage with Iran.” 

Again this reflects the higher legitimacy accorded to the regime by Sunnis: even if there was a case for criticising the regime, it was, in 1980 at least, a legitimate Iraqi regime. Whilst war-induced patriotism led Iraqis of all hues to rally around the flag, the identification with the regime was less commonly found amongst Shi’a Iraqis. This discrepancy amongst Shi’as and Sunnis concerning the regime’s legitimacy meant that the regime’s narrative was accepted more widely amongst Sunnis with the result that state-Shi’a relations were, to some extent, transposed onto Sunni-Shi’a relations as evidenced by common Sunni reflections of the regime’s accusation of at least some Iraqi Shi’as being Iranian. This perhaps explains Iraqi Sunni politician Lu’ay al Si’aidi’s assertion that: “After 1979 the Shi’a, generally, developed a tie with Iran and with hatred for the regime.”
 That this is often manifested on a micro level was illustrated in Iraqi lawyer Udai al Qazwini’s account of the problems aroused by his name’s geographic association with the Iranian city of Qazwin:

In 1982 I had to go to a police station in Beiji about a case relating to a foreigner who was arrested there. I went there and presented myself saying I am the lawyer Udai al Qazwini please supply me with the necessary legal documents. He said, ‘What? Qazwini? Where is this Qazwini from? Where are you from? Go to Iran, your country, and get the legal documents from there!’
 That was not the only occasion I have had this problem; but I never get such reactions people who are a bit older or someone with a half-decent education. However you have a generation that grew up in isolation and ignorance. And by the way this is not just in Iraq; I have the same problem across the Arab world.

3.3. The Interaction of Sunni and Shi’a identities

More often than not, analyses of Iraqi sectarian dynamics place disproportionate emphasis on state-sect relations. In other words the focus is on how sects and sectarian identity interact with the state. Compounding this is the all too common reduction of Sunni society; in other words the relation between the Shi’a and the state is examined with Sunni society reduced to silence. As a result, one is often left with the impression that 20th century Iraq is composed of the Shi’a on one hand and the Sunnis and the state on the other. How sectarian relations are played out on a societal level between Shi’as and Sunnis is a topic that has not undergone significant scrutiny. The reasons for this may be due to our fixation with empirically measurable criteria – how many Shi’a officers served between x and y for example – that has led us to overlook how Shi’a and Sunni identities interact on a societal level. In his study of communal relations in Hyderabad, psychoanalyst Sudhir Kakar laments the reliance of historians and political scientists on, “...objective rather than subjective, experiential data...”
 However, despite the inherent risks, it is precisely in the subjective and the experiential that we should focus our efforts for at heart the issue of sectarian relations is intimately connected to perceptions of one’s self and the other and the construction of competing myth-symbol complexes that are often divorced from historical reality. The disproportionate focus on sectarian tensions as manifested in and from political discrimination should not divert us from examining sectarian relations on a societal level. Neither politics nor the state are divorced from or alien to wider society. However when discussing how ‘Shi’as’ and ‘Sunnis’ interact we inevitably risk making broad-based generalisations; it is perhaps useful therefore to begin by paraphrasing Kluckhohn and Murray: every Arab Iraqi is a) like all other Arab Iraqis, b) like some other Arab Iraqis, c) like no other Arab Iraqis.
 Rather than guessing what ‘Shi’a’ and ‘Sunni’ perceptions are, we should focus on the variables that influence the salience of sectarian identity that is neither constantly activated nor perennially mobilised.

3.3.1. ‘We’re all brothers’

One sentiment that we can easily observe is the dogmatic denial of sectarian tensions and of the importance of sectarian identity. As such, sectarian tensions are commonly explained in terms of foreign plots and conspiracies designed to divide the otherwise united Iraqis. As one Lebanese academic argues: 

What is happening in Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere in the form of western interference in the sectarian [dimension] within [domestic] political struggles reflects a war on Islam –using Muslims – in the context of occupation and neo-colonialism of a region of the world looking for its freedom to preserve itself.
 

So abhorrent is the spectre of division within the nation state that a nefarious conspiracy is needed for explanation.
 The problem with conspiracy theories is that they reduce the need to understand the dynamics behind unpleasant realities such as, for example, sectarian tensions.
 Such theories flourish in utopian ideologies particularly when pursued or propagated by an authoritarian state. How else is the state’s failure to be explained other than by accusing foreign enemies – external and/or internal. The dogmatic belief in Iraqi unity and exceptionalism has periodically been faced with mobilised sectarian identities and calls for change in the sectarian status quo. However, with the prevalent refusal to address issues relating to sectarian relations and instead treating them as strictly taboo, the conspiracy theory becomes one of the more appealing and soothing alternatives. As Leonidas Donskis argues: 

Whatever its guise and whatever its origin in a given society, the conspiracy theory is a ready-made answer to all politically or morally inconvenient questions. The fanatic without the conspiracy theory at hand is an oxymoron; and so is the dogmatic/ambiguous person without one.”
 

Sectarianism has been viewed as so odious a taboo that in addition to the proliferation of conspiracy theories, there has been a conscious evasion of the issue of sectarian relations. In fact even the words Sunni and Shi’a were seldom used in Iraqi public discourse until the 1990’s.
 The Iraqi Communist party, which one would expect to be the most likely source of social critiques, mentioned the state’s relation with the Shi’a for the first time in 2001.
 The insistence on avoiding discussion of sectarian relations is undoubtedly related to its perceived negativity. In the Iraqi context it is a morally charged term that is viewed by Iraqi nationalists in much the same way that blasphemy is viewed by the pious. With objective discussion of sectarian identity and relations obstructed by social and political convention, and given the perceived negativity of the term, sectarianism has become as useless a phrase as ‘evil’: in the same way that ‘evil’ defies analytical logic and precludes empathising with the subject, assertions of sectarian identity have often been condemned as evidence of ‘sectarianism’ thereby delegitimizing what is often a natural impulse.
 It is therefore unsurprising that there are few attempts to objectively understand sectarian relations nor is it surprising to behold the pervasiveness of conspiracy theories in Iraqi commentaries and views on sectarian dynamics.   

The strength of Iraqi nationalism and of the belief in the Iraqi nation state and the acceptance of the fact that Iraq is home to several ethnic and religious groups have acted as a curb on sectarian animosities without eliminating them. In one of the most accurate summations of the nature of sectarian relations in Iraq, Sir Henry Mack, British Ambassador to Iraq wrote in December 1950, “... the struggle [between the two sects] remains a partially hidden one, of which both sides are vaguely ashamed and which both would like to see resolved without an open political clash.”
 Indeed, even some of the most malicious polemics will stop short of calling for the expulsion or extermination of all Shi’as or Sunnis.
 In fact even in the midst of open sectarian warfare in 2006-2007 there was never a realistic chance of an Iraqi equivalent to Rwanda’s Radio Mille Collines emerging.
 The basic reason for this is that the idea of a pluralistic Iraq is so deeply embedded in the Iraqi imagination. No matter how negatively the other may be viewed at a given time, any group calling for the wholesale slaughter or expulsion of Shi’as or Sunnis will have great difficulty selling the idea to Iraqis. Nevertheless, sectarian difference can turn into sectarian tension and even violence. However, recent events show that sectarian violence would be viewed as an abhorrent aberration which is why extremists often used terms connoting a malicious entity amongst the other (Wahhabis, takfiris, Safawis and so forth) rather than referring to Sunnis or Shi’as en masse as the enemy.
 Despite rampant sectarian warfare, the desired ideal state was still a pluralistic Iraq; this seemingly contradictory state of affairs was aptly summarised by Rashid al Khayoon’s 2008 commentary on the sectarian violence of the preceding two years:
Some Iraqis, simple or educated, exaggerate the strength and unity of national identity; however, this does not accurately reflect reality. You will not find an Iraqi, including from amongst the leaders of gangs that fight in the name of a sect or a sectarian political group, who does not speak in terms of: we are all Iraqis, no difference between Shi’a and Sunni and Christian... You will find him [the average Iraqi] explaining what is happening as American or foreign interference.
 

The flip-side of the conspiracy-coin is unity: when conspirators are defeated or when they are otherwise absent, Iraqi society is portrayed as being, at heart, non-sectarian. As Sheikh Sabah assured me: “They [America and Iran] turned us into Shi’as and Sunnis; this is something we never had before.”
 With almost every interviewee echoing similar sentiments, but always with several subsequent and contradictory caveats as will be shown, Hazim Saghiya’s description of Arab attitudes towards sectarian identity seems particularly apt:

To measure the size of this painful development [societal fissure], it suffices to measure it by the silence and omission that characterises all dialogue, implicit or explicit, between followers of the two Islamic sects. The reality is that our culture is largely responsible... in that it works against our [societal] problems with denial and ignorance. Instead of facing the problem as it is... we resort to the famous ‘we’re all brothers.’
   

As reflected in the above quote, some recent work from Iraq and elsewhere has been refreshingly frank regarding sectarian relations: neither a picture of existential doom as sectarian extremists would have us believe nor an irrelevant societal side-note. After all, the obvious question to ask regarding alleged foreign plots to incite sectarian animosity is why they were so successful in post-2003 Iraq? Even while acknowledging that various external and internal forces may have sought to incite sectarian animosity and violence, the inescapable truth is that they would not have been as successful had there not been a significant Iraqi social demographic that was receptive of such plots.
 At the height of the sectarian violence in 2006-2007, one exacerbated Iraqi sociologist asked his readers:

What do you say about the thousands of recent cases of divorce amongst mixed Sunni and Shi’a couples who have been married for ten or twenty years... And [what of] the harvest of 3000 Shi’a and Sunni lives in a single month? All this and we deal with the catastrophe the way a giraffe deals with a storm. You will find political analysts on satellite channels describing Iraqi society as fusayfasa’a meaning varied and cohesive. They are blind to the fact that kind words in such matters are harmful.

The fact is that there is a venerable history of sectarian coexistence in Iraq and examples of sectarian harmony and cooperation can be found throughout Iraqi history. However, likewise, there is an equally long tradition of sectarian animosity and hatred that has on occasion turned violent. It should perhaps be stressed that coexistence is not synonymous with tolerance. Spanish historian Joseph Perez challenged the notion of religious coexistence and tolerance in medieval Spain: “Tolerance presupposes an absence of discrimination against minorities and respect for the points of views of others. In the Iberia of the 8th century to the fifteenth, such tolerance was nowhere to be found.”
 Likewise, tolerance, as defined above, was in short supply for most of Iraqi history. Nevertheless, it should be stressed that this does not necessitate a violent manifestation; rather the implication is that, without tolerance, sectarian cleavages are more easily politicised and utilized as offensive mobilizational tools given the right circumstances. In Iraq, Sunnis and Shi’as have, by and large, coexisted peacefully but without breaking down sectarian boundaries. For example, social mixing and intermarriage between Sunnis and Shi’as, often hailed as evidence of the weakness of Iraqi sectarian identity, are 20th and 21st century phenomena.
 To quote from Kakar’s analysis of Hindu-Muslim relations once more, Sunnis and Shi’as in pre-20th century Iraq were, “more than strangers, not often enemies, but less than friends.”
 Recollections of a mid-20th century Iraq in which sectarian identity was largely irrelevant to the extent that people were often unaware of others’ sectarian affiliation reflects the diminished salience rather than the transcendence of sectarian identity. Ignorance of the other’s sect is not a symbol of sectarian harmony; rather it highlights the fact that the issue was treated as a taboo easy to ignore when sectarian identity receded to irrelevance but that was vigorously avoided when its relevance was inflated by wider circumstances. In his insightful examination of Iraqi identity, Saleem Muttar argues that the insistence of the Iraqi state and the Iraqi people on overemphasising a unifying Iraqi identity at the expense of understanding sectarian differences has had a detrimental effect on social cohesion. The apprehension with which sectarian matters were treated meant that sectarian issues were only raised within a sect rather than in ecumenical dialogue and this ironically served to strengthen communalism rather than to bolster unity. Therefore what little knowledge Iraqis had of each other was largely gained through inherited wisdom rather than informed inquiry. Consequently, communal suspicions are inherited from one generation to another with little to counteract their influence in forming opinions of the other.

3.3.2. Class and Geographic Boundaries

Given that not all Iraqis view themselves through a sectarian prism and given that the importance of sectarian identity varies from person to person, it stands to reason that even when sectarian identity becomes more salient different Iraqis will react in different ways. It would be yet another simplification to assume that every Iraqi will be animated by sectarian considerations when sectarian identity becomes more relevant. There are a number of modes of self-identification that transcend sectarian boundaries such as class, geography and tribal identity and that have the potential to moderate sectarian self-identification when sectarian sentiment is inflamed. These identities are essential when considering sectarian relations because, although devoid of direct religious connotations, they nonetheless act as causal factors in sectarian tensions. In other words, it is often the case that class, geographic or tribal identities are at the heart of social tensions but which nonetheless serve to nourish sectarian animosity by fostering perceptions of sectarian discrimination particularly when sectarian identity is at a premium.
  
I would submit that sectarian discrimination and consequent sectarian animosities are, more often than not, the result of geographic/tribal discrimination. One can point to specific incidents in 20th century Iraqi history when Shi’ism as faith was repressed (the banning of rituals in the 1970’s; the exclusion of Shi’as from the Ministry of Endowments and so forth) however, arguably of greater consequence than such sporadic and singular examples, is sustained and systematic geographic/tribal discrimination that fostered perceptions of sectarian victimhood. This regional discrimination affected Sunnis as well as Shi’as as most governorates are home to at least some of both; in any case not all Sunni-majority areas were favoured as the rivalry between Tikrit and Samarra illustrates. However, geographic fault-lines were easily, even if inaccurately, imagined on sectarian grounds by the out-sect: positively discriminating in favour of the western (Sunni) governorates at the expense of the other (mostly Shi’a) governorates. As a Sunni Basrawi state official illustrates:

The regional factor is an important one. When I submitted proposals for development in Basra I had to go to the Ministry of the Interior and I would meet a Janabi or a Tikriti or an Ani and he would refuse most of my proposals because of regional discrimination. I remember submitting a proposal for a zoo in Basra, after all, it’s a touristic area and Basra’s oil constitutes 70% of Iraq’s oil revenue. I submitted a detailed proposal and spent a lot of time evaluating the project but when I took it to the general management of planning in the Ministry of the Interior I remember he just threw it back at me and said, ‘by God you’re lame [wallah inta batran]! What do you need a zoo for?’ When they grant me 10 projects and grant Mosul 30 I do feel [the effects of] regional discrimination.”

It can be inferred from the above that regional as opposed to sectarian factors were the driver of institutional discrimination against, in this case, Basra. Were the Basran official a Shi’i, he may well have perceived an added sectarian element to his plight as it is another marker of identity that, alongside regional identity, differentiates him from the Janabi, Tikriti or Ani. Such perceptions were undoubtedly fostered by the fact that sectarian, as opposed to strictly regional, identities were a factor on an individual if not institutional level. As our official from Basra went on to explain:

So discrimination existed against the south but it was regionally based. Perhaps amongst some individuals there was sectarian discrimination, but institutionally we did not have sectarian discrimination; we had regional discrimination. For example I knew a man, he was head of arts in the Basra Department of Education. Every year they used to send delegations from the Arts Departments across the country and send them to Ouja for the celebration of Saddam’s birthday. He tells me in 1986 or 1987 when Basra was getting hit [by Iranian rockets] he was sent to Ouja. They were put in a hall that was full of women and the President’s wife. At the time, Baghdad was also getting hit by rockets, and my friend tells me that he heard the women clapping and singing ‘Basra to hell as long as Baghdad survives [Al Basra lil gahanam, bas koon tislam Baghdad]’. So this is an example of how regional discrimination was deeply rooted in the mentalities of some of the people in top echelons of the state... So Basrawis were all referred to as shrug, even though you had Sunnis, Shi’as, Christians, the trader, the poor the rich – they all became shrug. This nourishes [sectarian] discrimination and what have you because when he [in the western regions] says shrug what is he referring to? He is referring to the Shi’a.

The same can be said with regards to the well-known lack of services in all nine governorates south of Baghdad. Whilst sectarian discrimination cannot be ruled out on an individual level it is impossible to state with any measure of certainty that sectarian identity in and of itself was a motivator of regional discrimination on an institutional level. A Shi’i from Nassiriya explained the interplay between regional and sectarian identities:

In reality, the problem is a sectarian one but at its root it is a class and regional problem... It was: you’re from that governorate and I’m from this one. If I [as the state] provide services to one governorate and not to another it will breed resentment. I mean why was it that in Ramadi it [electricity] was cut only for four hours [per day] whereas in Nassiriya it was provided for only two hours? When this kind of a question is posed the obvious and most visible answer is sectarianism: they are Sunnis we are Shi’is.

As the Slugletts so aptly put it more than three decades ago:

It seems almost unnecessary to point out that, given the shaky social basis of the regime, the fact that most of the members of the Revolutionary Command Council came from [western Iraq] is because they are the friends and kin of those already there, rather than because they attend the same mosque... Ba’athist ministers and technocrats, while acknowledging the importance of [connections], would be astounded at any suggestion that they owed their position to their sectarian affiliation.

Unfortunately, looking back, it is obvious that whatever the source of state discrimination, the end result has been a sense of sectarian exclusion amongst a significant number of Shi’a Iraqis. When viewed alongside the repression of Shi’i religious identity, regional discrimination has been regarded as part of a wider sectarian policy targeting the Shi’a. Furthermore, it is equally apparent that since the Slugletts’ commentary on Sunni-Shi’a relations in 1978, and contrary to their expectations, the salience of sectarian identity has increased particularly following the Iranian revolution and during the 1990’s as will be shown in chapter 5.
 

Putting state discrimination, whatever its drivers, aside, it is worth mentioning that regional identity is arguably more likely to be infused with sectarian rivalry in mixed areas. In a city like Najaf or Ramadi, the sectarian other might be too distant, abstract even, to have an impact on sectarian identity on a societal level and beyond relations with the state. In fact the more homogenous a governorate the more likely it is that the sectarian other will only be imagined through the prism of the state. Whilst this does not necessarily imply foundations for a benign imagination of the other, it does mean that sectarian identity is a less significant marker of identity in the absence of a visible and proximate other. Economic competition, family or neighbourhood rivalries, vendettas and a host of other communal antagonisms can be transposed onto sectarian identities; this is less likely to happen in the absence of a visible sectarian other. 

Geography is also crucial in determining the levels of sectarian coexistence, dialogue and understanding. Sectarian coexistence and intermarriage is invariably mentioned when an argument is made against the importance of sectarian identity in Iraq. However, not only is this a relatively recent phenomenon, as already mentioned, it is also heavily influenced by class and geography. Sectarian intermarriage is far less common in homogenous areas, particularly rural areas, and amongst the working class; however, this is not necessarily a result of sectarian animosity rather it is rooted in the need to remain within known and recognisable boundaries. Put more simply, if a Shi’i is viewed with suspicion in Ana or a Sunni is viewed with suspicion in al Rumeitha, it is primarily due to his/her being an outsider. Whilst not denying that both sectarian animosity and sectarian tolerance and intermarriage can be found across Iraq, I would submit that homogenous areas perpetuate their homogeneity through the common desire to marry within ‘the community’ be it a village, tribe, family or a geographically proximate cluster thereof. The caveat to this, as to all sectarian intermarriage in Iraq, is class.
 Middle and upper class Iraqis, due to their social mobility, are more likely to have interactions with ‘outsiders’; in plainer terms:

An illiterate is rarely going to have a love story. They are much more attached to traditional and tribal values so he would marry his cousin, tribal kin or neighbour. So the option [of sectarian intermarriage] is not there. It’s not like he’s thinking of marrying someone but he can’t because she’s Sunni; he’s not going to know many Sunnis and marriage is kept within their communities. So in Thawra [Sadr City], if someone somehow married a Sunni, the question would be, ‘why did you marry an outsider?’

However, it should be noted that even though this homogeneity is not the result of sectarian animosity, it can strengthen sectarian boundaries as a lack of mixing perpetuates ignorance of the other and reinforces a group’s myth-symbol complex through lack of exposure to different narratives.  

Class boundaries are especially relevant when discussing sectarian relations in heavily mixed cities such as Baghdad. Our discourse on Sunni-Shi’a dynamics in Iraq is often informed by Iraqis of a particular socioeconomic and cultural bracket. Whilst it is true that there are few Baghdadi neighbourhoods that are exclusively composed of one sect, it can be said that highly mixed areas are predominantly middle-class areas. It is not beyond the realm of reason to assume a negative correlation between socioeconomic mobility and sectarian identification. The denial of sectarianism in Iraq is commonly heard from Iraqis from all walks of life; however, beyond this dogmatic enunciation of ecumenical unity, it is safe to assume that the tangible bonds linking Shi’as and Sunnis are far fewer in working class areas than in middle class ones. As such, residents of Baghdadi areas such as Sadr City, Shu’ula or al Fadhl are far more homogenous than in affluent Zayoona, Jadriya or al Yarmouk. Karrada, often labelled a Shi’i area, encompasses several areas some of which are more homogenous than others with a clear socioeconomic correlation between class and sectarian homogeneity. Nor is this particular to Iraq or the 20th century: commenting on the sectarian violence of the 19th century Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire, Bruce Masters observes that, “... the urban Muslim Arab elite at the time blamed ‘outsiders’ – Bedouin, Kurds, peasants and Druze – as their world-view could not admit that their poorer, urban compatriots could perpetuate such outrages, however much the Christians might have provoked them.”
 The same inability to comprehend sectarian animosity and violence is evident in many Iraqis today for the same reasons. In the summer of 2006, as Sunni-Shi’a violence in Baghdad continued to escalate uncontrollably, a former Iraqi diplomat (this time a Shi’i) said with a knowing smile: “There will never be a civil war,” and then in a reference to sectarian intermarriage added, “it would have to start in the bedroom!”
 Variants on this theme stressing the prevalence of intermarriage as a bulwark against civil war are common but place far too high a premium on a practice that is largely restricted by class and geography. In any case, intermarriage failed to prevent civil war in other contexts such as in the Balkans.

3.3.3. Sectarian Relations in Social Relations 

Like other forms of self-identification, sectarian identity is not constantly activated in any single individual. Its salience and relevancy (political or otherwise) fluctuate depending on wider circumstances. As Volkan puts it and as can be applied to any group identity:

Most of us are unaware of our breathing when our lungs function normally. But if we contract pneumonia, we suddenly notice each breath. Similarly, individuals are not usually preoccupied with their large-group identity until it is threatened.

This serves as a useful reminder not to over/underemphasise the importance of sectarian identity in Iraq or elsewhere because the boundaries of sectarian identity are not fixed. Whilst commonly heard Iraqi denials of ‘sectarianism’ in Iraq are often difficult to justify, their incredulity at some commentators’ reduction of Iraqi society to sectarian dynamics is understandable. Put simply, the irrelevance of sectarian identity in Iraqi social relations is a given on the societal level at most times; in other words it is the ‘default setting’. What proponents of a non-sectarian Iraq overlook is that this irrelevance can, has and will be disturbed given the right stimuli. A common 20th century example is Shi’a resentment towards the state that often fostered resentment to Sunnis or Sunni dominated areas due to the preferential treatment that the latter were perceived to be receiving. However, this need not necessarily entail either hatred or even animosity. Our views of others are seldom so absolute particularly on an individual level: the ‘Shi’a’ may be ‘Iranians’ or the ‘Sunnis’ may be ‘Ba’athists’; however this does not stop one from having Sunni/Shi’a friends, acquaintances and even spouses because, as is often the case, stereotypes are commonly held with regards to the mass rather than the individual. When discussing sectarian identity with Iraqis, barring the ideologically committed extremists, the vacillation between assertions of sectarian harmony and criticism of the other are immediately obvious and reflect the fluidity of sectarian identity. If we were to try to identify a broad-based conductor between the two positions, it would probably lie in the perception that the other is activating his/her sectarian identity. This need not be conceptualised on a mass-level nor in active physical mobilisation; it is equally applicable on a more mundane, personal even conversational level. Furthermore, sectarian identity can be activated in an individual regardless of the strength or weakness of his/her religious beliefs as the issue is far more related to group identity than to religious belief or practice.
 Perceived activation of the other’s sectarian identity has often been in the context of relations with the state; perceptions of the state’s relationship with the other will affect sectarian relations on a societal level. As already mentioned, state discrimination, even if regionally based, has often had the effect of fostering a sense of sectarian victimisation amongst Shi’as in pre-2003 Iraq. This had the double effect of firstly leading Shi’as to imagine the state as a Sunni state that is working on sectarian lines; secondly, the framing of state-society relations in sectarian terms by the Shi’a (itself the result of perceived discrimination) led many Sunnis to regard the Shi’a as having unnecessarily activated their sectarian identity. One Shi’i former civil servant elaborated:
Although we all say that there are no Sunnis and no Shi’as and that we are all one and mixed – and this is true – but nevertheless you will find a lot of Shi’as do see things from a sectarian prism. Firstly, the reason is discrimination in jobs and in opportunities. Why is it that the best of us is a soldier or some other low station? The second reason is religious issues: from about the 1970’s until 2003, it was forbidden to build a husseiniya. It was forbidden! The state builds the mosque and puts a Sunni imam in it. So there is this discrimination. I even remember once a Sheikh, a famous Sheikh, from Anbar saying to Saddam that as long as this is over this [the right hand over the left across the belly] then there is no need to worry about Iraq. Meaning that as long as there is someone praying with folded arms – as long as there are Sunnis – don’t worry about Iraq. So they consider this country as belonging to them. Of course, to understand this, you have to go back to 1920 to the establishment of the state and so forth.

The above points to the polarised historical memory of Iraq between Sunnis and Shi’as. In every interview conducted and in countless sectarian polemics in print and in other media, Shi’as stress their victimisation at the hands of the Ba’ath to the incredulity of Sunnis who invariably charge that Shi’i victimhood is either exaggerated or fabricated. This, and national history in general, will continue to form one of the more recurrent clashes of myth-symbol complexes as it touches upon personal experiences from the recent past rather than calling upon myths and symbols from more distant Islamic history. 

3.4. A Final Qualifier

I will conclude with a lengthy extract from an interview that some may use to contradict all that has been argued. However, doing so would again reduce sectarian relations to the zero-sum game of portraying Iraqi society as either sectarian – bad – or non-sectarian – good. I would argue that the following illustrates a more fundamental argument that I hope is apparent throughout this study: that sectarian identity will differ from person to person and that sectarian sentiments are not static; rather they ebb and flow according to the salience of sectarian identity at any given time as dictated by wider circumstances. I felt that it is worth quoting from my interview with Najwa at length. She is from a peasant family in the village of Shomali in Babel governorate; she was working in Amman as a housemaid to one of my interviewees and perhaps my academic arrogance made me overlook a woman from a rural/peasant background as a potential source. However, to my lasting gratitude, she volunteered her thoughts having overheard some of my discussions with her employers. Her recollections serve as a reminder of the diversity within our dyadic formula of sectarian relations in Arab Iraq. Many sectarian clichés can be attached to her: she is certainly from the ‘Shi’i heartland’, she is from the ‘uneducated Shi’a masses,’ she is from the Shi’i peasantry and she is deeply committed to cultural or folk Shi’ism. Yet far from harbouring sectarian antagonisms, Najwa remembers being completely oblivious to the very existence of Sunnis in Iraq prior to her move to Baghdad in 1991 at the age of 15. In fact she states that the events of 1991 themselves were the first instance in which Sunnis entered her imagination of the Iraqi nation state. Whilst Najwa’s recollections may be taken by some as evidence of the irrelevance of sectarian identity, others would see it as an indictment of sectarian enclaves completely divorced from one another. I would submit that both views are too simplistic to be accurate and indeed I would go further and state that, likewise, none of what I have argued can be applied to every Iraqi Arab Sunni and Iraqi Arab Shi’i. Indeed what can be said with any precision when using categories as broad as ‘the Shi’a’ or ‘the Sunnis’? I have therefore, tried to identify the main factors relevant to the mobilisation of sectarian identities and to how common perception of self and other affect sectarian relations when sectarian identities become salient. Most importantly, these identities are neither on constant display nor are they perpetually relevant. As Najwa’s example illustrates:

It was from those days [March 1991] that I first learnt about Sunnis and Shi’a. I had never heard anything about this before. I had never heard about Sunnis. I didn’t know they existed. Either my family was very ignorant or very simple. We never thought about it; like I said, I’m not sure that I had even heard the word Sunni before 91. Maybe it is because it [Shomali] is such a closed area with only Shi’as?  
So before 91, what did you think? That ever Iraqi is a Shi’i?
I never imagined there were Sunnis; such a thing was never mentioned in front of me [pre-1991]. So [as she saw it] every Iraqi visits the shrines, every Iraqi commemorates Ashura, and I never imagined that people were buried anywhere other than Najaf. Absolutely not! I never imagined such a thing could happen. So when I came to Baghdad [in late 1991] it was a real shock.

So tell me: you say that you found out about Sunnis and Shi’as during the events of 1991, how did you find out?

They [her male cousins] came out onto the streets shouting: ‘there is no governor other than Ali and we want a Ja’afari ruler’ [maku wali illa Ali winreed hakim Ja’afari] so I asked what they meant by a Ja’afari ruler. The problem was that our family wasn’t very educated. They were simple people, so they didn’t teach us these things. The whole thing was a non-issue. But then I found out about Sunnis and that Saddam is Sunni.

So pre-91, did you think he was Shi’i?
Well he was just a guy and it wasn’t something I thought about. We see him on television visiting Imam Hussein and that’s it. The thing is that ‘Sunni’ was simply not an option; I had never considered it because I didn’t know of it. It was just me and my mother, God rest her soul, and she was busy with surviving, she wasn’t concerned with any of this stuff at all. But for example towards the end [of her mother’s life in the mid-1990’s], my mother, when she got upset, would say, ‘Oh God, what have I done [to deserve this], [to my misfortune] I’m neither a Sunni nor a Jew!’ But it was never out of spite or hate. Even now, I’m a Shi’i but I don’t feel that I have any hatred towards them. That’s how it is, especially with Iraqis; we don’t have hate in us towards Sunnis or them towards Shi’is.

And how did you feel during the events of 1991 when your cousins were rebelling against Saddam?

My feeling was that it was a shame and that Saddam did not deserve this and I even used to argue with a girlfriend of mine about all this because she hated him. You have to understand, when we were living in Shomali, all we knew was Shomali; it was the entire universe for us. We had not seen anything better or worse. I used to love Saddam because I knew nothing else.

What about the girl you argued with?

During the war [of 1991], I was at the Sheikh’s house; Shomali was not hit so none of us saw the bombing but being in the Sheikh’s house I did not see any hunger or any deprivation whereas she did.

CHAPTER 4: THE EVENTS OF MARCH 1991

The events of March 1991 form a prime example of competing historical narratives and myth-symbol complexes. A chosen trauma par excellence for many Iraqi Shi’as, it is viewed by many Iraqi Sunnis as a dark episode that was, at best, an outburst of criminally violent chaos, or, far worse, as a moment of Iranian aggression that, with the aid of Iraqi or pseudo-Iraqi elements, struck southern Iraq when the country was at its weakest. It can be argued that no other event in pre-2003 Iraq has been remembered so differently by so many Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as. Whilst Iraqis may differ on the particulars of an event, such as, for example, who the leaders of the rebellion of 1920 were, the very nature of the events of 1991 is a source of polarised debate. That the memory of the events has been divided largely on sectarian lines reflects the strong sectarian connotations that the events of 1991 were to acquire. I would argue that 1991 constitutes a turning point in sectarian relations and sectarian identity in Iraq which was amplified by the socioeconomic and political conditions of the 1990s as will be discussed in the next chapter. Whilst my interest lies with the memory of 1991 rather than the events themselves, I will attempt to provide an overview of the uprisings in order to better separate myth from reality when we look at the clash of mythologies surrounding the events of 1991 in chapter 6. Little can be said with absolute certainty about the events of 1991 due to the brevity of the events, the effectiveness of regime censorship, the lack of international interest and coverage of the events as they unfolded in southern Iraq and the chaotic and spontaneous nature of the uprisings. With no central leadership or coordinating body, events unfolded differently in different towns; in fact this discrepancy was often noticeable within a town. Levels of cohesion, discipline and mobilization differed from town to town and few generalisations can be made regarding the nine governorates south of Baghdad. As a result, the narrative provided here will undoubtedly be contentious to many.

4.1. Beginnings

Reflecting their spontaneous and disorderly nature, pinpointing the exact time and location of the beginning of the uprisings in southern Iraq is impossible. Whilst it is commonly accepted that the uprisings first started in Basra sometime between the 28th of February and the 1st of March and spread northwards, some writers have argued that the first acts of rebellion were in Dhi Qar governorate in the village of al Tar, 17km east of Sug al Shuyookh.
 Others have even argued that the ‘first spark’ was in Najaf on the 23rd of February that set the stage for wider rebellion as March approached; however the more credible alternative to Basra remains Dhi Qar governorate although in any case, the difference between the two would have in all likelihood been one of less than 24 hours.
 One of the most widely circulated accounts of the start of the uprisings is also the most romantic and sensational: sometime between the 28th of February and the 2nd of March, a squadron of Iraqi tanks retreating from Kuwait came upon a mural of Saddam in Sa’ad Square, Basra. At the head of the column of tanks, the commander emerged from his tank, harangued the mural representing Saddam accusing him of being the cause of Iraq’s woes and humiliations. As crowds gathered to witness this act of defiance, the commander climbed back into his tank, aimed his turret at the portrait and blasted it to pieces thereby signalling the beginning of the uprisings.
 Whilst this incident can neither be confirmed nor denied, it almost certainly is not the ‘first spark’ of what was a chaotic and unsynchronised series of uprisings. That a tank commander fired at a mural or portrait of Saddam whilst retreating from Kuwait is not beyond the realm of reason. Iraqi soldiers returning from the humiliating battlefields of Kuwait vented their anger at regime symbols and were a catalyst to wider rebellion in many areas in the extreme south of Iraq. 

By February 1991, the Allied bombing campaign had left Iraq’s infrastructure severely debilitated. Governorates were completely isolated from the centre and from each other and the weakness, in some cases absence, of the state was visibly noticeable. Being cut off from Baghdad, and with uncertainty as to how long the regime will last, Ba’athi officials in the governorates were uneasy and less confident of themselves and the regime. In smaller towns, the only remaining signs of the regime were the inanimate murals of Saddam Hussein that would soon be set alight. It was not until the Safwan negotiations on the 3rd of March that Allied intentions became clear and the regime could breathe a cautious sigh of relief at the absence of any plans for regime-change. Until then, Saddam’s regime seemed to be in a precarious position having been so thoroughly defeated militarily and with foreign troops on Iraqi soil and rebellions erupting across southern Iraq. Hence the disturbances preceding the uprisings: in Najaf on the 23rd of February mentioned above and later in Karbala on the 28th of February.
 As would be expected, in such a situation, a domino effect easily obtained; many were encouraged to rebellion by the visible weakness of the state and the spreading news of rebelling towns and cities across southern Iraq.
 

Again reflecting the spontaneous nature of the uprisings, there is no formula that can be used to identify who the instigators of rebellion were across southern Iraq. It seems that around Basra retreating soldiers were the first to rebel.
 In al Zubeir, 17km south west of Basra, soldiers fleeing Kuwait vented their anger at the Iraqi regime for sending them to their deaths; as one army officer recounts:

We were anxious to withdraw [from Kuwait], to end the mad adventure... We understood that he [Saddam] wanted the Allies to wipe us out: He had already withdrawn the Republican Guard to safety. We had to desert our tanks and vehicles to avoid aerial attacks. We walked a hundred kilometres towards the Iraqi territories, hungry, thirsty and exhausted. In Zubeir we decided to put an end to Saddam and his regime. We shot at his posters. Hundreds of retreating soldiers came to the city and joined the revolt; by the afternoon there were thousands of us. Civilians supported us and demonstrations started. We attacked the party building and the security services headquarters.
   

The image of the dishevelled Iraqi soldier returning from the front barefooted and wearing a dishdasha is one commonly heard and retold with bitterness at what was regarded as an embodiment of national humiliation:

Iraqis [in 1990] were still living the sense of victory from the Iran-Iraq war and many felt that we will be victorious again. A lot of people felt that it is impossible for us to be defeated. However, the [Gulf] war happened and as a result of military superiority and what have you, we were a sitting duck. The Iraqi army, who are our sons, uncles, fathers etc, were torn to pieces. They were seen coming back on foot to southern Iraq wearing dishadeesh [plural of dishdasha] and it became clear that there was no withdrawal, no plan, no resistance. They were torn to pieces! Now in the south, as the army withdrew, there was a vacuum and what happened is completely natural. The people expressed their resentment and rejection of the situation. They were saying: who were you [Saddam] trying to fool when you said we will destroy them and we will be victorious only for our sons to come back barefooted and wearing dishdadessh?

In other areas, particularly Dhi Qar governorate, the rebellions were initially started by guerrillas based in the surrounding marshes.
 In other areas, popular demonstrations were organised which escalated into violent rebellions.
 Whether by way of mutinous soldiers, marsh-dwelling guerrillas or popular demonstrations, an initial act of defiance would unleash mass rebellion that had neither planning, coordination nor leadership. Government institutions would be attacked and violent retribution exacted on government officials and sympathisers. There can be little doubt that in most areas these outbursts were largely spontaneous reactions to the weakness, in some areas absence, of the state by disgruntled locals. The perception that the state had weakened, if not disappeared, was reaffirmed by news of successful rebellions in Basra and elsewhere. As Sheikh Hussein al Sha’alan, a tribal leader from Hamza, recounts:

In the lead up to the intifada, there was an expectant air in Hamza [30km south of Diwaniya not to be confused with Hamza west of Hilla] The state had clearly weakened: the party was all but absent, the military was all but absent, even Saddam disappeared. Add to that that the regional mood seemed to be against Saddam and what little information we were able to pick up from the radio led us to believe that Saddam’s days were numbered. So there was a sense that something was going to happen. Then we started to hear that Basra had fallen and then we heard of Nassiriya; so when the events reached Samawa [50km south east of Hamza] we [tribal leaders in Hamza] decided to take Hamza. 

Perhaps reflecting the nature of small towns and villages such as Hamza, Sha’alan’s account of how Hamza was taken is surprisingly mundane and civil:

We sent a message to the head party official of Hamza and told him not to stand in our way. You see most of these people [party officials] were from Hamza and we knew them; anyway the government was so weak that he couldn’t do anything. What is he going to do? If they were to resist they had, at most, 20 men. They cannot call for reinforcements and no one could tell if the state was finished or not and they knew it; which is why they gave themselves up. They came to where we were gathered and we imprisoned them in the mudheef, because as you know if the people were to get a hold of them they would have eaten them alive.
 

Brigadier General Tawfiq al Yassiri, a veteran of the Iran-Iraq war and of the Gulf War took part in the uprisings in Diwaniya. His account of how the uprising first began corroborates Hussein al Sha’alan’s assertions that it was the neighbouring villages such as Hamza that spurred Diwaniya to rebellion: 

To me the intifada was a surprise. I was not expecting anything on that scale to happen. However, once the neighbouring towns and villages rebelled it was obvious that Diwaniya would too. That is how it happened with us: once the neighbouring cities and towns were liberated we expected something to happen and it was a domino effect and the spark came from Hamza and Shamiya (30km west of Diwaniya).
 

How the rebellions began and who started and led them are a source of intense debate that will be reviewed further in chapter 6 when we examine the mythology of 1991. Amongst the glorifications and vilifications of the rebellions, one can conclude that a wide variety of contradictory accounts are each partially accurate. Perhaps the most widespread flaw in most accounts of the events of 1991 lies in generalisations made regarding the nature of the rebellions in a particular town or, more problematically, across southern Iraq. For example, were the uprisings Islamic, Shi’i, non-ideological, spontaneous, planned, local or aided by elements from neighbouring Iran are all contentious questions with different answers according to different locations. Basra seems to have been amongst the more chaotic cases as the Iraqi regime never lost control of the entire city. One of the few army divisions that had escaped the Kuwait debacle was stationed near Basra and hence the city was the scene of continuous fighting between the uncoordinated rebels and loyalist Iraqi troops.
 Therefore, Kanaan Makiya’s assertion that rebels in Basra proclaimed the establishment of an Islamic Republic,
 needs to be nuanced with the fact that an eyewitness account of ‘the rebels’ could be nothing more than the actions of a handful of armed youths acting independently. Likewise, Iraqis based in Iran and/or Iranians infiltrating into Iraq and making such a claim, no matter how ambitious, cannot be discounted. In other words, no singular description can be applied to the events of 1991 beyond chaotic; the events unfolded differently in each city and even within individual neighbourhoods.
 As will be seen, memories of the events of 1991 are often skewed by a person’s prejudices and sympathies and target audience: secular defenders of the events will seek to play down any Islamic, much less Shi’i, connotations as it is with such connotations that detractors will seek to discredit the events of 1991. Likewise, the role of organised Iraqi Shi’i Islamic movements in Iraq or Iran will be inflated by those who view the events in a negative light and by sympathisers or members of Islamic movements such as the Da’awa party and the Supreme Council (SCIRI/ISCI).
 

4.2. Leadership and Coordination

The absence of leadership is often cited as one of the prime reasons for the uprisings’ unruliness and ultimate failure. A series of spontaneous and uncoordinated rebellions lasting from as little as a single day in some areas to, at most, three weeks in others stood little chance of developing cohesive and effective leaderships even in a localised context. Attempts at forming inter-governorate or inter-city leaderships were hampered by disabled transport and communications networks and a lack of accurate information as to conditions in neighbouring areas.
 Generally, where a town or a city fell out of governmental control, a council of sorts composed of local notables would try to take charge of the situation as best they could with varying degrees of success. The social makeup of a location would determine the makeup of these would-be leaderships. Hence in Najaf it was religious authority that tried to fill the vacuum; in Diwaniya, tribal figures and military officers attempted to control the situation; in Samawa, due to the Allied bombing of the bridge linking the southern and the much smaller northern parts of the city, two leaderships emerged: a largely tribal leadership in the north and a mostly religious (allegedly pro-Da’awa) leadership in the south.
 Despite their efforts, it is doubtful whether these leaderships were effective in controlling the flow of events in their areas. It stands to reason that even in the best of cases there were groups acting independently; however accounts of the events in Basra or Najaf seem to be generally more chaotic than in Diwaniya for example. 

Given its spiritual and emotional significance, it was perhaps natural that many rebellious governorates looked to Najaf to provide leadership and direction.
 As the seat of the Hawza and of the highest clerical authority of the time, Grand Ayatollah Abu Qasim al Khoei, Najaf had enormous potential as a rallying point and as a source of, at least spiritual, leadership. However, in addition to the difficulties facing any attempt to act as a focal point (limited military resources, absence of a communications networks, lack of detailed intelligence) the uprising in Najaf was particularly characterised by unruliness and confusion. Nevertheless, Najaf is an important case to examine when looking at the events of 1991 as it was in rebel hands for almost a fortnight unlike other cities that immediately came under attack from regime forces (such as Basra or Hilla) or cities in which the government quickly regained control such as in Kut that was in rebel hands for only one day before the regime reasserted its authority.

Ayatollah al Khoei’s character and ideological disposition saw him avoid taking active leadership of the uprisings. Whatever his reasons, it is clear that Khoei, who was an ardent believer in the separation of the spiritual from the worldly, had no interest in being the spiritual leader of a rebellion. Had a more politically active Ayatollah been ascendant in Najaf at the time, the events may have unfolded differently; however the end result was likely to have been the same. As a result of Khoei’s reluctance to take charge of the rebellion or at least of Najaf, chaos enveloped the city for the first two days. Revenge killings and looting were widespread however it was not always politically motivated: scores were settled, vendettas were exacted and criminal and politically motivated violence intertwined. A Baghdadi who had taken shelter in Najaf during the Allied bombing campaign recalls having to manoeuvre his vehicle between road and pavement to avoid the bodies that straddled the streets.

Khoei issued two fatwas, one on the third day of the rebellion, the 5th of March, and another on the 7th both of which were devoid of political connotations. The first fatwa aimed at calming emotions and reining in the excesses that were taking place in Najaf:

I urge you to be exemplars of noble Islamic values by observing precisely the laws of the Islamic sharia in all your actions... You are obliged to protect the people’s property, money and honour, likewise all public institutions, for they are the property of all. 

In a reflection of the mayhem that was unfolding in Najaf, Khoei continued:

I also urge you to bury all the corpses in the streets according to sharia rites and to refrain from mutilating these corpses [adam al mithla] for such matters are alien to our Islamic morals.

The fatwa was clearly apolitical; there is no mention of the fact that a rebellion was underway much less an indication of clerical blessing or leadership to an anti-government force. With hindsight one can conclude that Khoei was primarily concerned with re-establishing a semblance of normality in Najaf. Undoubtedly aware that, in only its third day, the rebellion might be a short-lived affair before the vengeful return of the central government, he neither condemned nor condoned the uprisings. 

Khoei’s second fatwa, on the 7th of March, was more substantive in that it appointed a clerical body composed of eight (later increased to nine) clerics to oversee the administration of the city. The fatwa begins by declaring that in such, “worrying times,” there is a need for the maintenance of, “order, security and stability.” To that end, the clerics were chosen, “to protect the land and to provide security and normality in its correct form and in accordance with public interests and Islamic rulings.” Again, there is a noticeable absence of any pretensions to political leadership and of any reference to the central government, the rebels or the rebellion. The body of clerics, which was not given an administrative designation (such as committee or council), was not charged with coordinating with other governorates nor with planning an expansion of its authority; its aim was clearly to provide services rather than political leadership. Whilst it is conceivable that, mindful of the possibility of the regime reasserting its authority, military and political ambitions were deliberately not put on paper, it is perhaps more likely that, in those uncertain days, Khoei was simply trying to weather the storm as best he could and to provide as much stability to the people of Najaf as possible whilst remaining as close to neutrality as possible. Given his known ‘quietist’ stance, it is unsurprising that he did not display a zeal for political and military leadership. Nevertheless, his status and his potential as a rallying point for the rebels attracted delegates from across southern Iraq in search of leadership and guidance. Hussein al Sha’alan recalls a disappointing visit to Najaf in the early days of the uprisings:

There was an Islamic sentiment in the street but in Diwaniya we do not have any turbans [clerics], or very few of them anyway. To capitalise on this sentiment, the first contact we had to make was with Najaf. We felt we had to coordinate with Najaf and benefit from its spiritual leadership. However, Najaf was in total chaos and they were far too busy with internal matters to be thinking about [marching on] Baghdad or coordinating with other governorates. Every area [in Najaf] was to itself; I did not see a disciplined centralized leadership. The aim of my visit was to try to unite our leaderships to be able to create a force capable of marching on Baghdad. I was taken to see sayyid Sebzawari [a member of the clerical body formed by Khoei] and I told him what we hoped to achieve. “God bless you,” was his reply. When I asked for a more specific answer, “whatever you want,” was his reply. In the end he hesitantly said, “we’ll see, soon, either we’ll contact you or you contact us.” They simply were not made to be leaders; they don’t have a background in leadership.

Sha’alan, Tawfiq al Yassiri and others claim to have tried to mobilise artillery units with an ultimate aim of marching on Baghdad. The logistical obstacles, lack of leadership, lack of organisation, time constraints and the isolation faced by the rebels meant that their plans were doomed to failure. Tawfiq al Yassiri took part and was wounded in the assault on Hilla, a vital junction for any March north to Baghdad; for him the failure to take Hilla was the turning point:

Once the intifada started, there was no going back and we all knew that unless we took Baghdad the whole venture would be a failure no matter how many governorates fell. That’s why we attacked Hilla; but we were facing so many strategic drawbacks with so little time. The lack of leadership compounded our problems; no matter how effective our [Diwaniya, Shamiyah and Hamza] leadership was, there was no leadership of the intifada as a whole. In some areas there were major mistakes, in the Shu’aiba military base [south west of Basra] they found two military planes and they found planes in the Suweirah base [near Kut]. Why weren’t they used? Weak leadership; without leadership it is difficult to take advantage of such things.

4.3. The End of the Uprisings

In some areas, the regime’s counterattack had almost immediately followed the outbreak of rebellion. The physical and human cost of the suppression of the rebellion was enormous.
 Karbala in particular suffered tremendous destruction as it was the scene of intense fighting; it took almost a week before the rebels were finally defeated.
 Najaf was likewise subjected to prolonged fighting before state forces were able to take control of the city. In what was to be remembered as an unforgivable sacrilege, the shrines of Abbas and Hussein in Karbala and that of Ali in Najaf sustained considerable damage giving birth to some of the more enduring iconic tales of the events of 1991. Leading the attack on Karbala, Hussein Kamil, Saddam’s son-in-law and one-time Minister of War Production, is alleged to have mocked the shrine of Hussein saying: “I am Hussein and you are Hussein, let’s see who is better [ahsan]!” before opening fire on the revered shrine.
 Similarly, another widely believed incident that has proven impossible to verify was the Republican Guard’s alleged display of signs bearing the slogan: “no Shi’as after today [la Shi’a ba’ad al yawm].”
 Regardless of the historical accuracy of this allegation, its widespread currency is of immense importance to the memory of 1991 and its effect on sectarian identity. Even if the story is indeed apocryphal, it reveals how the uprisings and their demise are viewed by Shi’as: a wave of unprecedented state violence against the Shi’a rather than a punitive campaign against rebels making it that much more difficult to imagine a distinction between ‘the Shi’a’ and Shi’a activists such as the Da’awa party as may have been the case in the past. In other words, the Shi’as themselves were now explicitly the target of the state’s actions. Whether the Republican Guard indeed lifted such slogans or whether this was the end result of an active imagination is immaterial for the consequences are the same: a clear delineation of Shi’i identity within Iraq and distinct from Iraq’s other constituent parts and most certainly from the state. It also serves to heighten Shi’i victimhood and alienation from the state particularly in light of the state’s indiscriminate punitive campaign, the nature and sheer scale of the violence and the violation of Shi’a symbols.

The retaking of the holy cities after days of fighting signalled, to many rebels, that all was lost:   

One by one the towns were retaken. When Najaf fell it was a big blow to morale; the Najafis fleeing the city scattered across the mid-Euphrates and seeing them fleeing and scared was a big blow to morale. It was clear that it was the beginning of the end.

In reality, the rebels’ fate was sealed long before Najafis fled their city. From the outset, the uprisings had been viewed with suspicion by foreign powers fearing an Iranian hand or Iranian loyalties amongst the rebels. Without international support there was very little chance of the rebellions’ success and no international power viewed the success of a chaotic and unknown rebellion as being in their national interest. In addition to sectarian sentiments, which will be discussed later, loyalist troops and wavering troops were less likely to turn on Saddam if all he was facing were the unruly rebels of the southern governorates. Had the Allies declared their support for the uprisings, those that ended up defending Saddam may have staged an uprising of their own. After all, President George Bush’s speech calling on, “the Iraqi military and the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands...” has often been cited as one of the motivators for rebellion.
 However, the rebels were to find themselves more isolated than the Iraqi regime was. Fears of Iraqi disintegration, Iranian involvement and/or expansion and the risk of Iraqi instability spilling over into neighbouring countries led regional powers and the United States to stick to the devil they knew rather than risk finding out what lay behind a series of disturbances about which very little was known with certainty. However, it was the perception that the rebellions were instigated by Iran, or benefitted from Iranian involved or would benefit Iranian interests that was most detrimental to the rebels and their image both in Iraq and abroad. Domestically, the assertion of Shi’i identity during the rebellions immediately raised fears of Iranian involvement mirroring, on a grander scale, previous episodes in Iraqi history where assertions of Iraqi Shi’i identity have been dismissed as evidence of Iranian machinations as was shown in chapter 3. Both in Iraq and abroad and the uprisings were, and still are, regarded as ‘Shi’i rebellions’ with some justification. However, and this epitomises the nature of the sectarian divide in Iraq, why can a Shi’i rebellion not also be an Iraqi one? The spectre of Iran looms over Shi’i identity in the Arab world and the mobilisation of Shi’i identity is highly likely to raise concerns over Iranian involvement. That Shi’i identity was asserted forcefully and aggressively during the uprisings is beyond debate as will be shown below and contrary to the insistence of many defenders of the intifada. That this has been used to delegitimize the rebels and cast doubt on their ‘Iraqiness’ and motives is reflective of Iraqi society’s failure to understand, accept and absorb sectarian identity, instead opting to ignore and suppress it.

The United States was very keen not to leave Iran unchallenged in the wake of the Gulf War. As Colin Powell reflects, “for the previous ten years, Iran not Iraq had been our Persian Gulf nemesis. We wanted Iraq to continue as a threat and a counterweight to Iran.”
 Prior to the start of ground operations the American ambassador to Saudi Arabia, Charles Freeman warned: “it is not in our interests to destroy Iraq or to weaken it to the point that Iran and/or Syria are not constrained by it.”
 When the uprisings erupted in March 1991, all that was clearly discernible was that the Shi’a majority governorates were rebelling. The assertion of Shi’i identity during the rebellions and their visible Islamic hue, regardless of whether or not it was reflective of the goals and nature of the rebellions, naturally led to the uprisings being regarded as a Shi’i rebellion that may be the work or to the benefit of neighbouring (Shi’i) Iran. In James Baker’s words, “the [Iraqi] Shi’a were quite naturally perceived as being aligned with Iran.”
 US calls for the removal of Saddam were never intended as a signal for popular rebellion with all the uncertainties and instabilities that such a rebellion would inevitably entail. George Bush’s calls quoted above were primarily aimed at the Iraqi military; in effect what was hoped for was a palace coup executed by a branch of the security apparatuses and/or the Ba’ath party. In an interview in 1997, Bush’s National Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft, clarified to ABC’s Peter Jennings what the US Administration’s views on the removal of Saddam were in 1991: 

Jennings:
Do I state it correctly when you say that having seen the rebellion develop, you would have preferred a coup? 

Scowcroft:
Oh, yes. Yes, we clearly would have preferred a coup. There’s no question of that.

The fact is that, perhaps in light of the absence of a clear, palatable and viable alternative, the United States sought to ensure the continuation of the Iraqi regime with or without Saddam as was implied by the ceasefire negotiations of March 3rd. It was then that the Iraqi regime received clear confirmation that Allied troops would not advance on Baghdad, seek regime-change or support the uprisings.
 With Allied forces stationed on Iraqi soil during the events of March 1991, several rebellious towns sent delegations to foreign troops in an unsuccessful attempt to secure their assistance. After having to abandon Hamza, Hussein al Sha’alan recalls meeting American officers before finally heading to the Saudi border:

There were about 40 of us and we met with a young American officer. Through a translator I asked him simply: are you with us or against us? He said that they were neither with nor against us and that they were only following their orders. So I asked him, if they would not assist us, whether they would at least neutralise Saddam’s heavy weaponry, his planes and so forth. He said that he would pass my message on to his superiors; however since I already knew that others had visited the Americans before me and had met with a similar reply I knew we were on our own. We left them and headed for the Saudi border.

American forces are alleged to have prevented rebels from taking over Iraqi army equipment and of destroying Iraqi weapons depots.
 This may have been an effort to contain the spreading instability of the rebellious south by limiting the potential longevity of the rebellion. One rebel from Sug al Shuyookh describes being stripped of his arms by American forces: “we withdrew from the city and headed towards the desert whereupon we met American soldiers who stripped us of our weapons. This surprised us as they were the ones who had been calling on us to rebel!”
 Whatever the rebels believed about US intentions before or during the events, the fact is that once the rebellions had started, neither the United States nor any other international power wanted them to succeed. As former French Foreign Minister Claude Cheysson said a month after the events: “... though it is horrible to say so, fortunately Saddam Hussein was there to crush the Shi’a uprising in the south. Otherwise it would have triggered a new tide of Islamic fundamentalism in Iran and across the Gulf.”
  

4.4. Iran and the Uprisings

In addition to precluding the rebels from much needed external support, the perceived connection between the uprisings and Iran (Iran as instigator, supporter, protagonist or beneficiary of the uprisings) forms the fundamental basis of the divergent memories of the events of 1991. How this has been manifested will be the subject of chapter 6; for now, it is worth examining what role Iran, or Iraqis based in Iran, actually played in the uprisings. The Iraqi regime’s narrative of the events was first glimpsed on March 16th when Saddam addressed the Iraqi people for the first time that month describing the uprisings as a foreign plot.
 Since then and until its demise in 2003, the regime relentlessly propagated this narrative in an attempt to discredit the uprisings and reinforce its own legitimacy. As already indicated, the conviction that Iran or Iraqis in Iran were behind the uprisings or at least played a significant part was one shared by regional and international actors at the time of the uprisings. Subsequently, Iraqis, particularly those from the governorates that did not witness unrest in March 1991, and academic and non-academic commentaries have taken varying degrees of Iranian involvement in the events of March 1991 as a given. As a result, one often hears the mass graves being dismissed as graves full of Iranians and/or victims of Iranian aggression; the wholesale destruction of southern cities is likewise attributed to Iran and their Iraqi lackeys as will be shown in chapter 6. As can be expected this has been vigorously denied by defenders of the events of 1991; any suggestion of Iranian involvement, help or inspiration is dismissed. 

Unfortunately, Iranian involvement was perhaps an inevitable preconception held by many given that the protagonists of the events of March 1991 were Shi’as and that the rebellions were confined to the ‘Shi’a south’. However, this preconception was strengthened by the very visible and unambiguous assertion of Shi’a identity during the rebellions. Furthermore, there was a strong impression that the Supreme Council was involved in southern Iraq; an impression the Supreme Council nurtured at the height of the rebellions. At one point during the uprisings the Supreme Council declared its claim to leadership: “No action outside this context is allowed; all parties working from Iranian territories should also obey al Hakim’s orders; no party is allowed to recruit volunteers; no ideas except the rightful Islamic ones should be disseminated.”
 However, this must be regarded as a public relations exercise rather than a reflection of on-the-ground realities. Had the Supreme Council and its Badr Corps been involved, their presence would have been difficult to conceal: several thousand trained and well-equipped militiamen would, at the very least, be expected to lead stronger resistance against Iraqi government forces. The reality is that, Karbala aside, few cities witnessed prolonged fighting between rebel and government forces.
 Furthermore, had Badr and/or Iranian elements been significantly involved, it would certainly be expected that Iraqi state television would have paraded any evidence of this in the form of prisoners or corpses. I would argue that whilst the infiltration of groups of Iraqis from Iran (affiliated with Badr or otherwise) into Iraq was almost certainly taking place, there is no evidence to suggest that an organised military force entered Iraq and took part in the events of 1991. The common image of thousands of Badr militiamen pouring over the border is an inaccurate one. It is even less conceivable that Iranian forces entered Iraq in significant numbers as is commonly asserted by detractors of the events of 1991. The chaotic, brief and varied nature of the uprisings belies the absence of any form of leadership. It is therefore unconvincing to suggest that armed professionals participated in the uprisings in significant numbers such as the five to ten thousand Badr militiamen that Makiya states entered Iraq from Iran much less the thousands of Iranian Revolutionary Guardsmen that Mohammad Hassanein Heikal believes entered Iraq acting in concert with sleeper cells planted by Shah Reza Pahlavi in the 1970’s with the assistance of Mossad.
 The rapid spread of the uprisings and the astonishing success of the rebels in the early days of March may have led observers to conclude that a foreign, well armed and trained force had to be involved. However, it can be argued that the conditions prevalent in Iraq at the time facilitated the spread of the rebellion. To put it into perspective: given the mood of the people in February/March 1991, the condition of the retreating Iraqi army, the devastation of the Gulf War and given the near absence of the state in southern Iraq, it often took no more than a dozen armed and determined young men to capture a village or a neighbourhood which was enough, given the prevalent tension, to encourage neighbouring areas to rebel thus creating the domino effect that saw nine governorates fall out of the central government’s control in the first week of March 1991.
 At least one report from the time regarded the scope of the uprisings as an indication in itself that external powers had little involvement: “it is highly unlikely that external elements could constitute the driving forces behind the rebellion. Such a widespread revolt can only be the product of internal forces.”

Less alarmist accounts of the events of 1991 argue that Iranian influence, in the form of Iraqis based in Iran, capitalised on what was indeed a spontaneous and home grown rebellion. However, the brevity of the uprisings makes this argument as unconvincing as the more sensationalist accounts that speak of massive incursions of Iranians and/or Iraqis based in Iran. The earliest date suggested for the beginning of the uprisings is the 28th of February; the Safwan ceasefire negotiations, which clarified the Allied forces’ position regarding the Iraqi regime followed three days later on the 3rd of March; by the 6th of March, if General Najib al Salihi’s account is to be believed,
 Iraqi helicopters appeared over Basra and the regime began to regroup in the extreme south; by the 7th of March, according to Akram al Hakim, the counterattack on Karbala had begun;
 finally on the 16th of March, Najaf was attacked by which time the regime had regained enough stability and confidence for Saddam to address the Iraqi people.
 Clearly, the window of opportunity for the Supreme Council, Badr or Iran to take advantage of the uprisings was extremely narrow. Given the spontaneity of what was an unprecedented series of events, Iran and Iraqis in Iran were likely to have been as surprised by the uprisings as anyone else.

With regards to the issue of whether Iran and/or Iraqis based in Iran started or participated in the events of 1991, one should be wary of accounts provided by both detractors and defenders of the events of 1991.
 Rather than the absolute terms in which the uprisings are presented by both sides, the reality is undoubtedly less clear-cut. There is abundant evidence of Iraqis returning to Iraq from Iran before and during March 1991;
 however, the suggestion that these returnees were instigators of the uprisings or even formed a significant actor during the events is less reliable. Organised forces, be they Badr, the Da’awa party or Iranian forces were unlikely to have entered Iraq or to have played a role due to time constraints, unpreparedness and strategic constraints.
 It has been argued that, as a result of its unsuccessful experience in trying to foment opposition to Saddam during the Iran-Iraq war, the Iraqi opposition on the whole had overestimated Saddam’s appeal to Iraqi patriotism in 1991 and were hence unprepared for the sudden and spontaneous explosion of anti-regime violence in southern Iraq.
 Writing in 1992, Faleh Abdul Jabar stated: “It was the ‘popular uprising’ for which every opposition leader, from modern leftist to traditional cleric, had been calling for throughout the [Iran-Iraq] war. Yet most had given up hope of it ever happening and none were remotely prepared for putting it into practice.”
 In fact the suggestion that the Supreme Council and Badr had instigated or significantly contributed to the events of 1991 is ironic in light of the fact that, in the build-up to the Gulf War, they tried to compensate for their siding with Iran during the Iran-Iraq war by declaring their opposition to military action against Iraq. Again in Jabar’s words:

Most [of the Iraqi opposition] feared they would lose their moral right to oppose the regime if they did not side with ‘Iraq’ against the west. In a communiqué from Beirut after the air war began (January 19, 1991) Mohammad Baqir al Hakim ordered his followers in [the Supreme Council] to join the ‘Recruitment Forces,’ his organisation’s military wing, and instructed those based near Iran’s border with Iraq to stand firm against ‘United States aggression’.
 

The perception that Iran, the Supreme Council and Badr were involved in or responsible for the uprisings was fostered by prejudice but perhaps nurtured by misunderstanding. However, regardless of the facts, whatever they may be, in chapter 6 we will see the enduring strength of the belief that Iran instigated the uprising or helped coordinate them with the aid of pro-Iranian Iraqi Shi’as in Iran and Iraq. It is the strength of this belief and the dismissal of what to most Shi’as was a popular Iraqi rebellion that has reached mythic proportions in its glorification that has made the memory of 1991 so significant to sectarian relations and sectarian identity. To the chagrin of the uprisings’ defenders, the events of 1991 have been classified as a ‘Shi’i rebellion’ hence facilitating its dismissal by many Sunnis. The vehement denials by many Shi’as of any notion that the events of 1991 were anything but an Iraqi nationalist uprising are difficult to sustain given the very obvious Shi’i symbolism on display during the rebellion. This is perhaps reflective of an apologetic sectarianism whereby one is resigned to the inevitable difficulties in trying to describe a rebellion laden with Shi’i symbolism as an Iraqi rebellion. Nevertheless the fact remains that Shi’i symbolism was abundantly evident in the events of 1991 and it was this symbolism that coloured perceptions of the uprisings both in Iraq and abroad much to the rebels’ detriment. 

4.5. Contentious Symbolism

The symbolism displayed during the uprisings, whether by the government or the rebels, was to have far-reaching consequences. However, there can be little doubt that the rebellions were clearer in what they were against that what they were for. Commentaries suggesting that the rebellions aimed at establishing theocratic rule on Shi’i lines or a breakaway Shi’i republic are speculative and, I would argue, based on a misreading of the symbols used by the rebels. Far more realistic is that the vast majority of those that rebelled in March 1991 thought little beyond a violent rejection of Saddam and the Ba’ath party.
 It was a reaction to years of state oppression and neglect and the disaster of the invasion of Kuwait and the subsequent Gulf War. Furthermore, it seems equally likely that the rebellion was completely localised in aims and scope. However, it has been viewed by many Sunnis as the lesser of two evils, the other being Saddam, and as a movement hopelessly linked to Iran in one way or another. I would argue that, judging by modern Iraqi history both before and since 1991 and for reasons already discussed in chapter 3, an overt mobilisation of Shi’i identity in Iraq carries a high risk of raising fears of Iranian interference. 

Defenders of the rebellions, or the intifada, have rejected accounts describing the events of 1991 as a ‘Shi’i rebellion’.
 Some have even claimed that this designation is factually inaccurate asserting that limited disturbances took place across Iraq including in the western governorates.
 Participants in the rebellions have often been bewildered by accusations that the events were ‘sectarian’, ‘Iranian’ or, at the very least ‘Shi’i’. Going back to the negative connotations of ‘sectarianism’ and its linkages with assertions of Shi’i identity outlined in chapter 3, it is small wonder that such labels have been vehemently rejected by those that participated in or defend the events of 1991. However, if the use of ‘Shi’i’ as an adjective is stripped of its ascribed value judgments, then the events of 1991 in southern Iraq were undoubtedly ‘Shi’i’. Far from suggesting that this equates to aggressive sectarianism, separatism, linkages to Iran or a desire to establish a Shi’i theocracy, I would nonetheless argue that the events of 1991 constitute a ‘Shi’i rebellion’ because the protagonists and symbols of the uprisings were overwhelmingly Shi’i. Herein lays the source of the divergent memories of 1991: Shi’i symbolism, particularly in 1991, was an act of defiance and a means of asserting a previously constrained yet legitimate identity. That this struck fear in many Iraqi Sunnis and even some Shi’as speaks volumes about sectarian relations and how little understood sectarian identity in Iraq has been.

Most accounts and recollections of the uprisings make mention of the slogans and posters that were allegedly seen throughout southern Iraq and their effect on Sunni sentiments and international opinion. Defenders have either denied the veracity of such reports altogether or have argued that they have been exaggerated. In retrospect, it is only to be expected that pictures of clerical enemies of the state would surface. Whether as a symbol of anti-Ba’athism, an assertion of Shi’a identity or simply a forbidden act of defiance, pictures of popular and anti-regime clerics were displayed throughout the rebellious south.
 Perhaps most damagingly for the rebels, pictures of Khomeini were alleged to have likewise been seen in southern cities. A variety of sources have dismissed this as the result of ignorant observers unable to distinguish between Khomeini and other clerics.
 It may well be the case that unfamiliarity and limited insight led some to see Khomeini’s picture where in fact a similarly turbaned and aged cleric’s picture was on display such as that of al Khoei for example. Nevertheless, that images of Khomeini were displayed by some is not beyond the realm of possibility: rather than as a representative and embodiment of the foe in the 8-year war with Iran, rebels may have displayed Khomeini’s image as that of a Shi’i clerical authority and more likely, being the ultimate taboo, as an act of defiance against Saddam’s Ba’ath no matter how politically unwise such an action would be. One Shi’i Baghdadi from Hilla, despite being sympathetic to the uprisings, assures me that he saw a large poster of Khomeini hanging next to one of Mohammad Baqir al Sadr when he briefly visited Shomali during the events.
 Even if his account were to be dismissed and regardless of whether Khomeini’s image was indeed on display and regardless of what the motivation behind such displays was, the effect of displaying images of any turbaned clerics was to validate perceptions of Iranian involvement thereby delegitimizing the uprisings in the eyes of already sceptical observers. A Sunni Baghdadi who had taken shelter in Najaf during the air campaign recalls that he was supportive of any attempt to remove Saddam but that he began to have doubts within days of the rebellions’ start:

After a while I did not know whose side to take. All these turbans [pictures of clerics], frankly it just was not on! I mean these guys [the rebels] want to turn us into another Iran. What the hell did we fight them for eight years then?
 

I would suggest that many in and out of Iraq viewed the assertions of Shi’i identity in a similar way: that they reflected belief in a political program. However, it seems far more likely that individual Shi’as, as opposed to political organisations, displayed images of clerics as an act of defiant expression of group identity rather than out of religious or political conviction. Hoisting an image of Khoei, Sadr or any other cleric does not necessarily translate into a reflection of piety much less a desire for theocracy; rather, it is an image representative of group identity and it is an image and an identity that had been suppressed by the state. Whilst clerics are indeed revered religiously/theologically, cultural Shi’ism grants the cleric or the sayyid considerable respect and veneration even amongst non-practising Shi’as. 

Another expression of Shi’a identity that was to embody the polarisation of memories of 1991 amongst Iraqis were the notorious slogans that were allegedly chanted and displayed by the rebels. The example seen in chapter 3 (‘there is no governor but Ali and we want a Ja’afari ruler’) can be found in accounts of the uprisings from across southern Iraq. Another example is, ‘We are your soldiers of liberation, oh Hakim march on’ (ihna jnoodak lil tahreer, ya Hakim seer seer).
 It was such slogans and the pictures and posters discussed above that attracted charges of ‘sectarianism’ against the rebels and the rebellion. It is perhaps unsurprising that Sunnis may feel threatened by such slogans or at least cause them to lose sympathy for the rebels.
 The simple fact is that Sunnis will justifiably feel excluded by a slogan calling for a Ja’afari ruler regardless of intentions. Addressing the uprisings’ many detractors, Akram al Hakim argues that, “if some people would abandon, even for a moment, their partisan identity or their narrow ideology or their sectarian extremism they will find that these slogans convey religious, humanitarian, revolutionary and moral values...”
 Akram al Hakim, and indeed the men and women who raised these slogans in 1991, may well have had no other intention than to convey such noble sentiments. However, to be blind to the effect that such expressions of identity will have on the other reveals a considerable lack of empathy. I would argue that all the assertions of Shi’i identity in March 1991 that have gained such infamy over the years were as spontaneous and emotional as the events themselves; nevertheless, having said that, it is unsurprising that they would be viewed as a challenge by many Sunnis. Consciously or not, the rebels accentuated the lines separating Shi’i from Sunni by prominently displaying elements of an exclusively Shi’i myth-symbol complex in the midst of a politically uncertain climate. Clearly, even if the rebellions started as an emotional anti-regime outburst, Shi’i identity was highly salient in March 1991; as a result, and as a result of years of repressing expressions of Shi’i identity, Shi’i symbolism was vigorously asserted thereby giving the events of March 1991 a Shi’i hue. In other words, despite the intentions, ambitions and emotions of the rebels, what was most visible to onlookers was Shi’i identity which unfortunately strengthened suspicions of Iranian involvement which were further validated by the fact that the unrest was restricted to the ‘Shi’i south’.

Another reason defenders of the events object to their designation as a Shi’i uprising is the fact, many would argue, that geographic factors rather than sectarian identity were the drivers of rebellion. Whilst it can be assumed that few if any Iraqis were not thoroughly disillusioned by the Iraqi regime on the eve of the uprisings, the fact that the ground war revolved around Iraq’s southern border increased the chances of unrest erupting in cities near the battlefields; after all, most accounts of the uprisings credit the retreating soldiers with starting the rebellions. It therefore stands to reason that, had the army been retreating from a defeat on the western border, the events would not have spread from the south. As one witness to the events put it:

If the war was in Turkey, and the same course of events that happened in Kuwait happened in Turkey, the aftermath would have been the same from Mosul downwards to Basra. These people [in the northern and western governorates] did not see the army broken. I saw them with my own eyes; they were wearing dishadeesh and barefooted. We were feeding them because they were so dishevelled and hungry.

If geography rather than identity dictated the starting point of the rebellions, then the obvious question to ask is why the uprisings did not envelop the rest of Arab Iraq. It would be a gross misreading of the political mood prevalent in March 1991 to portray Arab Iraq as being composed of anti-Saddam Shi’a-majority governorates and pro-Saddam Sunni-majority governorates.
 However, as soon as the uprisings acquired a Shi’i character, and then were ascribed with Iranian linkages, Sunni participation became highly unlikely. Far from sympathising with the uprisings, many Sunnis felt directly threatened either by Iran or by their Shi’a compatriots; Saddam and his regime, who were the subject of so much dissatisfaction, suddenly became their only protector in the face of what was imagined to be a far greater threat.
 Had a significant uprising taken place in a Sunni-majority governorate whilst the Shi’a-majority governorates were falling to rebel hands in quick succession, perceptions may have differed and sectarian fears may have been allayed. However, by the end of the first week of March, all nine Shi’a-majority governorates south of Baghdad were in rebel hands nurturing the impression that a Shi’a rebellion was underway. In the event, would-be Sunni coup-plotters from within the Iraqi military were alleged to have abandoned their plans for fear of what they regarded as a greater evil than Saddam Hussein.
 It should be noted that for most people, impressions of the events were likely to have hardened only later once one version or another of what had happened became know. However, one could assume that, in the first two weeks of March, suspicion of, rather than opposition to, the uprisings may have been prevalent amongst Sunni Arabs worried about the uncertainties surrounding the uprisings. 

When considering the role played by what the regime referred to as the ‘white governorates’, one should keep in mind their physical distance from the front and from the events as they unfolded. In the immediate aftermath of the Gulf war, the magnitude of the Iraqi army’s defeat and their subsequent disintegration and mutiny were not fully apparent to most Iraqis whose only source of information was the radio and rumour. In the extreme south, Iraqis were witness to the full scale of the Iraqi defeat and from there the snowball effect saw the rebellions spread as far north as Hilla. Beyond that, few people were certain as to what was happening given the absence of clear information and the debilitated communications and transport networks. By the time information filtered through, the regime had already begun reasserting itself.
 As for the all important capital, Baghdadis did not feel the absence of the state that was so evident in the governorates. The regime maintained a significant security presence in the capital and was able to quickly deal with minor disturbances that broke out in Thawra (Sadr City) thereby halting the spreading rebellion that had emerged from the south.
    

4.6. The Consequences of the Events of 1991

I would submit that few participants in the events of March 1991, even those consciously rebelling against the regime, thought of themselves as protagonists in a ‘Shi’i rebellion’.
 However, with hindsight, one can argue that the events became a ‘Shi’i rebellion’ as a result of the symbolism used and in the restriction of the uprisings to the Shi’i-majority governorates south of Baghdad. That the events assumed the character of a Shi’i rebellion forms the foundation for the belief that Iran had a hand in the events of 1991 or that the events were executed by Iranians – however defined. It is such perceptions that have made the memory of 1991 so divisive to Sunni-Shi’a relations. Furthermore, the fact that Shi’i identity was mobilised against the state in March 1991 has further crystallised the uprisings’ Shi’i character. More problematic, and equally simplistic, is the implicit perception that holds Sunni failure to support the uprisings as indicative of the state’s identification with Iraqi Sunnis and vice-a-versa thereby lending the events of 1991 connotations of sectarian strife.

For the vast majority of Iraqi Shi’as, the events of 1991 can be said to have become both a chosen trauma and chosen glory: the glory of a self-sacrificing and just rebellion intertwined with the trauma of its brutal demise. Sunnis by and large have remained deeply sceptical towards the events viewing them as, at best, an irresponsible outburst that was capitalised on by treacherous Iraqi elements based in Iran, or have completely dismissed them as an Iranian invasion in which many weak-willed and/or treacherous Iraqi Shi’as participated. As will be seen in chapter 6, this was not borne of malice, for invariably this narrative, reflecting that of the state’s, makes allowance for the ‘noble Arab Shi’i tribes’ that remained loyal to the state. Rather it is the result of genuine conviction that is largely based on ignorance. More often than not, the most important source of information for those beyond the Shi’i-majority governorates has been Iraqi or Arab media both of which held that the events were the end result of Iran’s ceaseless anti-Iraqi machinations. It will also be seen that an event this divisive and so heavily laden with issues of sectarian identity served to bring sectarian identities and sectarian relations to the surface both in terms of public discourse and in terms of the salience of sectarian identity amongst many Iraqis thereby exposing many of the underlying tensions between Sunni and Shi’a imaginings of Iraq that were discussed in chapters 2 and 3. In Patrick Cockburn’s words: “The rebellion... reshaped the political and religious landscape of Iraq.”
 Furthermore, regardless of where the truth lies, Shi’as firmly believe that the state launched a wholesale attack on Shi’as and Shi’ism as epitomised by the widespread destruction and indiscriminate killing unleashed in the crushing of the uprisings. The belief that government forces displayed slogans such as, ‘No Shi’as after today,’ serve to validate this belief and nourished a deep sense of Shi’i victimhood throughout the 1990’s. Likewise, many Sunnis believe that their fellow Sunnis were targeted by the rebels/Iranians in the southern governorates – again with the caveat that the ‘noble Arab Shi’as’ sheltered them and helped in the fight against ‘Iranian Shi’as’. Such caveats are of little comfort to Shi’as who have seen a chosen glory dismissed as treachery and a chosen trauma reduced to a necessary evil. These divisions were accentuated by the socioeconomic and political conditions of the 1990’s which will be the subject of the next chapter. Paraphrasing Cockburn, the events of 1991 and the polarisation of its memory along sectarian lines in the climate of the 1990’s made the gap between Shi’a and Sunni imaginings of Iraq and Iraqi history almost unbridgeable.

CHAPTER 5: THE SANCTIONS-ERA
The central argument of this thesis is that sectarian relations are a complex process that cannot be objectively described without taking into account the wider socioeconomic and political context. More tangibly, the reason for my focussing on the 1990’s is that it can be described as a decade that altered Iraqi society for generations to come. During the 1990’s, sectarian identity became more salient than ever before for a variety of reasons that are all connected to two monumental factors: the events of 1991 and, more importantly, their memory on the one hand and, on the other, the effects of the sanctions regime. As will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6, the memory of the events of 1991 offer a prime example of clashing historical narratives, myths and symbols. Before that, this chapter will outline the socioeconomic and political changes witnessed during the 1990’s and that fundamentally altered the social character of Iraq. It was against a backdrop of mass poverty, religious revival, geographic and tribal fissures and international isolation that sectarian identity’s relevance was inflated. Only by looking at the political economy of the 1990’s can we understand the sectarian upheaval of post-2003 Iraq. The sanctions regime resulted in social changes of a most profound nature; it was upon this new and battered social landscape of the 1990’s that the memory of the uprising was imagined.

Relatively speaking, the 1990’s have been an understudied decade in Iraqi history. This is due in large part to the unavailability of documents and the difficulties associated with conducting primary research in Iraq: before 2003, there was the burden of state control and post 2003, there has been the burden of physical danger. Four days after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the United Nations passed Resolution 661 on the 6th of August 1990. That was the beginning of almost thirteen years of economic sanctions. Resolution 661 signalled the third time economic sanctions had been imposed by the UN; the first being against Rhodesia in 1966 and the second being against South Africa in 1977.
 However, the sanctions regime imposed upon Iraq was by far the most stringent ever seen. A few months after the liberation of Kuwait and the end of war, Iraq was permitted to sell $1.6 billion of oil every six months – an offer rejected by Saddam Hussein. It was not until 1996, when the Iraqi economy was threatened with total collapse, that the so called ‘oil for food’ program was introduced.

Many have documented and outlined the effects of sanctions on Iraqi healthcare, economy and infrastructure.
 Whilst it is common knowledge that the sanctions all but destroyed the Iraqi economy, the focus here will be on the effects the sanctions era had on Iraq’s social fabric. Unfortunately this aspect of the sanctions-era has not been subject to the same scrutiny that was given to the economic and humanitarian effects of UN sanctions. This is understandable in light of the fact that social as opposed to material effects are much harder to empirically measure especially with the aforementioned difficulties associated with conducting primary research in Iraq. Nevertheless, the comprehensiveness of the destruction of Iraqi society became painfully evident in the turmoil that followed the fall of the Ba’ath in 2003.

Whether by ideology or disposition, the Iraqi state has been characterised by a strong paternalistic streak as evidenced by economic planning and the welfare state. For much of the 20th century, the state was the largest employer of Iraqis and was their provider (in some cases sole provider) of services from education to health to housing to utilities. This was especially pronounced in the post-68 era as the state moved increasingly towards a totalitarian model that precluded the development of autonomous social structures independent of the state’s all encompassing embrace. This made Iraqi society in 1991 especially vulnerable to the effects of war and the subsequent sanctions regime. With extensive structural damage sustained during the war itself and with the sanctions paralysing economic activity, the Iraqi state was unable to provide ‘cradle to grave’ services as it had tried to before 1991. As will be seen, the state receded in the 1990’s in effect outsourcing several hitherto monopolised functions. In adapting to the new circumstances brought on by war and sanctions, both state and society underwent a process of change that was often interdependent.

For our purposes, the most important social phenomena of the 1990’s were the neo-tribalism, the rise of communal religiosity and the galvanisation of sectarian identity. It can be argued that these processes were triggered in Iraqi society by the sudden effects of war and sanctions before their promotion became state policy. However, naturally, with their incorporation into state ideology (which necessarily went through yet another morph to cope in the 1990’s) they became more pronounced and were to become more deeply embedded in Iraqi society. The reasons for these sudden social changes were essentially economic. It is estimated that the 1990’s saw over 70% of the Iraqi population living below the poverty line with per capita income shrinking from $2,279 in 1984 to less than $700 with some sources estimating a further reduction to as low as $450 in 1995.
 Added to that was the problem of hyperinflation which, according to a report published by the Iraqi Ministry of Planning in August 1994 had reached 24,000 percent.
 This chapter will briefly touch upon the economic effects of the sanctions regime and the consequent transformation of Iraqi state and society.

5.1. The Economic Breakdown

Iraq’s economic meltdown can be traced to the 1980’s and the Iran-Iraq war. As soon as four days after the outbreak of hostilities on the 22nd of September 1980, Iraq was forced to suspend oil shipments from its southern fields. By the end of 1980, Iraq’s oil exports were down by 72 percent.
 The decade preceding the war was one of massive economic growth caused by the rise in oil prices and oil production. The increase in revenue during the 1970’s was used by the Ba’ath to implement its ambitious development projects. This was facilitated by the nationalisation of the Iraqi Petroleum Company in June 1972 which meant that the Iraqi state, for the first time, had a monopoly over the country’s principal economic asset.
  In addition to that, through the expansion of the state sector and through encouraging growth of private and public enterprises, the regime oversaw the growth of the middle class and the rise of living standards. In the space of ten years, oil production doubled from 1.322 mbd in 1965 to 2.263 mbd and peaking at 3.477 mbd in 1979. In terms of revenue the figures are no less striking: Iraq’s oil revenue which stood at ID 219 million in 1972, rose to ID 1.7 billion in 1974 and steadily increased throughout the 1970’s so that Iraqi oil revenue on the eve of war in 1980 stood at ID 8.9 billion; in other words, Iraqi oil revenues rose by forty times in less than a decade.
 As can be expected, almost all economic indexes were pushed to new heights.
 

The obvious point to make about this economic boom is that it rested overwhelmingly on oil revenues. Consequently, with the beginning of the war in September 1980 and with the immediate damage sustained by the Iraqi oil industry, oil revenues dramatically declined reverberating around all sectors of the economy. In addition to (and as a result of) the drastic reduction of oil revenues and production capabilities, the Iraqi economy suffered from inflation, the depletion of foreign reserves and an increasing dependence on foreign credit and long-term debt. However, the Iraqi regime recognised the importance of shielding the civilian population from the economic effects of war. Consequently, imports rose from $4.2 billion in 1978 to $21.6 billion in 1982 most of which were composed of non-military imports.
 It was this policy that enabled the Iraqi regime to continue increasing its military budget whilst maintaining normality in Baghdad as remarked by visitors to the Iraqi capital throughout the 1980’s.
 

The veneer of normality was of course a deception; the reality was that the economy was struggling – especially after 1982. In fact, beginning in 1982, the economy had to be shifted to a war footing and austerity measures were introduced as it became apparent that the war was destined to be a drawn-out affair on Iranian and Iraqi soil rather than the victorious blitzkrieg that the Iraqi regime had hoped for in 1980. As a result, the country’s development programmes were suspended and funds diverted to projects related to the war-effort. Another noticeable shift in economic policy was the encouragement of increased privatisation as a means of alleviating the state’s economic burdens. Launched in 1987, the state’s privatisation plan was a reflection of its diminished resources and the first cracks in the edifice of the paternalistic state. For our purposes the most crucial point is that beginning in the mid-1980’s, the state had to prioritise loyalty over cooption when distributing the proceeds of a reduced national pie. As a result, long-standing state sponsored discrimination became glaringly obvious.
 Such measures reflect the cumulative costs of war that reverberated around an economy that revolved around a badly damaged oil industry. In addition to the structural damage to oil facilities there were other war related factors that exacerbated Iraq’s economic problems. For example, Iraq lost two of its main export outlets: the Persian Gulf, due to the early destruction of Iraqi facilities in the south, and Syria due to the Syrian regime’s decision in 1982 to close Iraq’s oil lines in its territory. Another economic consequence of war was labour shortages: by 1988, Iraq had over 20% of its labour force in the armed forces. Iraq’s age old problems of labour were further compounded by the concomitant rise of the non military requirements of the armed forces that occupied an ever higher percentage of the labour force. 

As severe as the economic changes between the 1970’s and the 1980’s were, their full effects were not felt by the population. That is not to say that average living standards were unaffected by the war: various indexes such as consumption, per capita income and inflation reveal that the average Iraqi had to make adjustments to cope with the economic deterioration of the 1980’s.
 However, given the extent of the collapse of the oil industry, one could conclude that the economic climate was far more bearable than it would have been were it not for state subsidies – particularly in the capital. The point to be made from this very brief outline of the economic consequences of the Iran-Iraq war is twofold: firstly, to emphasise that the Iraqi economy was in dire straits in the run-up to the Gulf war and was already widening social cleavages; secondly that the economic consequences of the 1980’s were amongst the most important causal factors in the decision to invade Kuwait in August 1990. It is also useful to have a general idea of the economic climate in the period preceding the sanctions era. Nevertheless, no matter how grave the economic cost of the Iran-Iraq war, the Iraqi citizen would be confronted with a previously unimaginable economic collapse in the 1990’s that affected every facet of society.

With austerity measures being tightened in 1990 and with an insurmountable economic crisis troubling the Iraqi regime, the invasion of Kuwait was seen as a lucrative way out. In the run up to the invasion, Iraqi rhetoric revolved around economic issues; namely, oil production and oil prices, alleged Kuwaiti diagonal drilling of the shared Iraqi-Kuwaiti Rumeila oil fields and Kuwaiti loans to Iraq which the Iraqi regime insisted on regarding as grants rather than loans. Kuwait (and the United Arab Emirates) was accused of economic warfare; in an Iraqi memorandum to the Arab League in July 1990, Iraq openly made this accusation:

As far as the Kuwaiti Government is concerned, its attack on Iraq is a double one. On the one hand Kuwait is attacking Iraq and encroaching on our territory, oil fields and stealing our national wealth. Such action is tantamount to military aggression. On the other hand the Government of Kuwait is determined to cause a collapse of the Iraqi economy during this period when it is confronting the vicious imperialist Zionist threat, which is an aggression no less than military aggression.

To illustrate the extent of Iraq’s economic plight prior to the invasion of Kuwait, Iraq had accumulated a debt of $42.1 billion – at least that is what the Iraqi regime was admitting to in 1990. Iraq’s projected 5 year payment plan would have meant a $15 billion average debt service which was well above annual income from oil revenues at the time.
 By the time the regime fell in 2003, Iraq’s foreign debt stood at $120 billion.
 The Iraqi regime made matters worse between 1988 and 1990 through a failure to sensibly prioritize its spending and economic planning. To illustrate, $5 billion per year were allocated to rearmament over the period 1988-1989 and $2.5 billion to reconstruction which however included many prestige projects such as victory monuments and presidential palaces.
 Therefore in the year that Kuwait was invaded, the Iraqi economy was in deep crisis. Ordinary citizens began feeling the effects of an economic depression and the consequent austerity measures. Rather than a ‘peace dividend’ Iraqis were forced to cope with deteriorating standard of living; for example, inflation in 1990 was estimated at 45 percent.
 Therefore, it was upon an already depressed economy that the sanctions regime was implemented. Under the shadow of sanctions, Iraqi society underwent changes of the most fundamental nature and it will be in light of these changes and societal shifts that our examination of the legacy of the events of 1991 must be viewed. 

The poverty that enveloped Iraq in 1990 was not the result of a gradual process; rather, it was a relatively sudden consequence of the imposition of sanctions. According to a UN report from 1999, Iraq’s GDP was estimated to have fallen by nearly two thirds in 1991 due to an 85 percent decline in oil production. Added to that, Iraqis had to cope with severe hyperinflation and a collapsing exchange rate. By the end of 1994, the UN estimated that prices, on average, had risen by about 5,000 percent since 1990.
 As early as August 1991, a UN International Study Team reported that consumer prices had increased by 1,500 – 2,000 percent since the invasion of Kuwait a year prior.
 As for the Iraqi Dinar, its value against the US Dollar had declined by 3,000 percent in the 1990’s with $1 equalling ID 3,000 in 1999.
 In 1995 the average Iraqi family was left with the burden of having to pay an estimated ID 200,000 for their ‘food basket’ which had cost them ID 100 just before the invasion of Kuwait.

The plight of the Iraqi people was only slightly ameliorated by the oil for food program which was facilitated by UNSC Resolution 986 adopted in April 1995 and implemented in December 1996.
 Even so, Iraqi imports were still hampered by bans on ‘dual use’ material. This covered any material that can potentially be of use to the production of weapons of mass destruction; inevitably this limited what could be imported in a variety of fields such as pharmaceuticals and medical equipment. The oil for food program was also hampered by the Iraqi state’s policy of exploiting the plight of the Iraqi people for political advantage: if the oil for food program worked as intended, then Iraq’s case for lifting sanctions would be weakened. Essentially a ‘martyred people’ were needed to present on the international stage. The regime squandered much of its increased revenues on prestige projects and on isolating the political and economic elite from the crushing effects of sanctions.
 The Iraqi people were caught between the callous political calculations of the Iraqi regime and the harsh impracticalities of UN sanctions.  

State employees were particularly hard hit by sanctions; this is an especially important stratum of society as it accounted for an estimated 40 percent of the workforce including a significant part of the pre-sanctions middle class. Average state employees were earning anywhere between $3 to $10 per month in the 1990’s with the purchasing power of the average Iraqi dropping to 5 percent of what it had been prior to the sanctions era.
 The effects were felt differently across Iraqi society; for example, in a report prepared in 1997, it was found that middle ranking civil servants saw their wages decrease by 80 percent between 1991 and 1996, whereas an unskilled labourer’s wages declined by only 38% over the same period.
 In 1997, starting salaries for state employees began from as low as ID 3,000 ($2) per month which was equivalent to the cost of a kilo of meat. Most state employees’ monthly salaries hovered around the ID 10,000 ($7) mark; better paid state employees such as university lecturers were receiving ID 12,000 ($8) per month. The upper ceiling for state employees in 1997 was reserved for judges who could earn up to ID 80,000 ($53) per month. However, even the highest paid state employee would struggle to survive: estimates made by the University of Baghdad indicate that the cost of maintaining a family of four would come to about ID 250,000 ($165) per month.
  

An important point to make here is the obliteration of what had been a steadily growing middle class. The former middle class were decimated economically; however, the situation may have been exacerbated by mass emigration thereby reducing the social presence of the former middle class. In other words, the sudden impoverishment of the middle class did not only lead to a change in their economic status but removed them socially too through loss of economic power and emigration. Consequently we have the all too commonly narrated accounts of doctors, engineers and other professionals driving taxis or selling everyday goods on sidewalks in Baghdad, Amman and elsewhere. In the mid-1990’s, a much smaller privileged group was to take their place; many of whom had come into new wealth through smuggling and other economic ties to the regime. Furthermore, and perhaps most crucially, the intellectual presence of the middle class had little chance of regenerating itself as the educational system collapsed and people’s priorities focused overwhelmingly on sustenance and survival. Like other state employees, teachers saw their salaries plummet to unfeasible levels; teachers consequently had to supplement their wages with a second income or with bribery which became pervasive in education as with other occupations and sectors of Iraqi society. Under such circumstances, naturally, many teachers left their jobs in the 1990’s. In 1994, it was reported that some 12,000 teachers had left their jobs since 1990.
 The cost of education, previously a burden of the state, prevented some families from sending children to school. Concomitantly, child labour became more common as children became a source of income for families.
 The damage caused by the collapse of Iraq’s education system was perhaps the source of the most long-lasting consequences; the society that came of age during the sanctions-era went through schools and universities – amongst our most important socialising institutions – that were fundamentally different and inferior to their predecessors.

5.2. Neo Tribalism

This study does not claim to offer an in-depth examination of the sanctions-era. What we are trying to gauge is the social effects of the sanctions era, particularly with regards to communal identity, which is why the collapse of the public healthcare, oil exports and other economic indicators have not been dealt with here. The purpose is to try to glimpse the societal changes caused by the sanctions era. Tribalism has always been a part of Iraq; however, the role played by Iraqi tribes has changed over the course of the 20th century. Beginning in 1958, tribalism was considered a regressive (raji’i) phenomenon by successive political elites; however, the fact is that Republican Iraq had to reinvent the tribes’ place in the Iraqi nation state and, despite the rhetoric, never seriously tried to eradicate Iraqi tribalism. This was perhaps due to the realisation of the impossibility of such a venture but it was also due to the fact that, again despite the rhetoric, later regimes, beginning with Abdul Salam Arif’s, became increasingly reliant on tribal networks for their support and stability. This increased under Saddam Hussein’s watch and peaked in the 1990’s. Ideologically, the Ba’ath would be expected to oppose tribalism as a reactionary force; indeed the Ba’ath’s first communiqué expressed its rejection of tribalism as a remnant of colonialism: “We are against religious sectarianism, racism and tribalism.”
 The Ba’ath’s rejection of tribalism continued unabated until the early 1980’s. Government publications, whether internal party documents or those meant for public consumption, made much of the threat posed by tribalism as a remnant of feudalism that stood in the way of socialism as envisioned by the Ba’ath. Reflecting the soon to be discarded left wing leanings of the Iraqi leadership, tribalism was regarded as a major obstacle on the road to the, “socialist transformation,” of the Iraqi village and as being a result of the slow development of the, “relations of production,” in the Arab world.
 Another example comes from the Ba’ath’s Eighth party Congress Report of 1974 in which Arif’s promotion of tribalism was heavily criticised.
 Before the 1980’s, the regime, at least publicly, regarded tribalism as an ideological obstacle to the Ba’ath’s vision for social reform and as antithetical to Pan Arabism. This was a reflection of the ideological roots of Ba’athism and of the party’s largely urban makeup prior to the early 1970’s.
 However, the Iraqi Ba’ath’s ideological assertions in public did not constrain policy. Their public message was shaped and reshaped according to circumstances. To illustrate, attacking tribalism as regressive chimed with the 1976 decree forbidding the use of tribal titles. However, in addition to sharply contrasting with the state’s stance towards Iraq’s tribes in the 1980’s and onwards, the primary purpose of the decree was to mask the fact that a handful of tribes were overrepresented in party and state. 

Even in the 1970’s there was a degree of ambiguity in state tribal policy. The rhetoric was undoubtedly anti-tribal and policy in the early Ba’athi period further reduced tribal power and wealth. Beginning with the reform decrees of May 1969, the Ba’ath implemented a number of measures designed to limit land ownership. However, whilst state rhetoric and policy were ostensibly geared towards reducing tribal relevance and influence, a handful of tribes were increasingly overrepresented economically and politically. This was due to the fact that the upper echelons of the post 1968 Ba’ath were themselves of a tribal background and relied on tribal and kinship networks of solidarity in politics and in sensitive areas of the state such as the security services. This was to become increasingly evident following the consolidation of power by the Tikriti wing of the Ba’ath party following the coup of 1968 and up to the purges of 1979. Reflecting this, Hanna Batatu commented that, “Their [Tikritis] role continues to be so critical that it would not be going too far to say that the Tikritis rule through the Ba’ath party, rather than the Ba’ath party through the Tikritis.”

State rhetoric regarding the tribes underwent a significant shift beginning in the late 1970’s and becoming more pronounced during the Iran-Iraq war when the tribe began to be represented as carrying the undiluted epitome of Arab values. What the post 1979 Ba’ath stressed were tribal values with the result that a hybrid between Iraqi tribal identity and pan Arabism emerged. The tribe in the 1980’s was not an issue to be discussed with reference to the present and to specific tribes; rather it was an iconographic concept: it was used to paint the ideal of Iraqi society by illustrating the tribal origins of Iraqis and Arabs rather than as a contemporary phenomenon with political implications to be studied and discussed.
 Therefore, the re-entering of the tribe into political discourse in the 1980’s should not be overstated.
 With hindsight we can see that this change in the state’s attitude towards the Iraqi tribes in the 1980’s was only cosmetic compared to the 1990’s and so called ‘neo-tribalism.’ However, it can be argued that one paved the way for the other; reflecting on the effects of the 1990’s, a Fallujan ex-Ba’athi commented:

The reality is that all our norms and vales [mafaheem] were deformed and began regressing in the 1980’s. People, even educated people, sought a return to the village: to the values of the village, the outings of the village and the joys of the village. This was a result of the fact that it became prestigious to say, ‘I am more Bedouin-ised,’ as opposed to, ‘I am more civilised.’ In my opinion the reason for that is the regime, its policies and its background.
 

Beginning in 1991, the role of the tribes in Iraq underwent a seismic shift. Although during the late 1980’s the regime began publicly supporting sheikhs who pledged allegiance to Saddam Hussein, this practise was only to become a systematic feature following the events of 1991.
 There are three main reasons for this: firstly, by 1991, the state had had a tribal recruitment policy in many key sectors especially within the security services; furthermore, tribal networks had long since dominated party structures. Officially sanctioned tribalism rationalised an increasingly contradictory system.
 Secondly, the events of 1991 showed the party at its weakest as it completely failed to resist the uprising; the tribes were therefore seen as an agent to be worked with and through in the countryside where the state’s grip was perhaps less secure. In fact it has been argued that the events of 1991 were the final nail in the party’s coffin, after which family/tribal networks revealed themselves explicitly as the central constituent of the political elite.
 Finally, the fact of the state’s collapse in 1991 saw Iraqis revert to the tribe and saw the tribe step into the vacuum created by the absence of the state; that this galvanisation of the tribes’ status and role became a permanent feature was due to the regime’s fostering of tribal identities in the 1990’s for its own purposes. The state’s diminished resources prevented it from maintaining a significant security presence in the periphery, therefore, the state’s authority in rural Iraq was reformulated along tribal lines.
 It can be argued that this policy mirrors British tribal policy in Iraq whereby society, especially in the countryside, was compartmentalised into tribal units that are under the watch of a pro-state sheikh. With the sanctions induced constriction of the state’s capabilities and resources, tribal networks offered a practical alternative to the party. Furthermore the tribe can fulfil services that would otherwise have to be catered for by an exhausted state. For example, throughout the sanctions-era, the public’s recourse to fasil (tribal settlement) became an increasingly common phenomenon to the extent that even a simple traffic incident could result in demands for a fasil.
 This is a reflection on the complete collapse of the judiciary; in addition to that however, often a fasil was preferred by people as it carried the possibility of a material return (tribal disputes are often resolved by monetary compensation).

As will be seen below with the state sponsored Faith Campaign (Hamla Imaniya), neo-tribalism was a two way process: whilst the state undoubtedly fostered and bolstered the tribes’ role in Iraq, it was doing so largely in reaction to a phenomenon that had already emerged in the wake of the first Gulf War. The fact that it was tribal networks that emerged to fill the vacuum created by the weakening of the state reflects the totalitarian nature of the Ba’athi state which had curtailed any development of civil society. In addition to that it was a reflection upon the state’s ambiguous take on tribalism which paradoxically both weakened and sustained the continued existence of Iraqi tribal identification. Finally, the open state-sponsored tribalism of the 1990’s may be viewed as a reflection of the bankruptcy of Ba’athi ideology in the wake of the Gulf War. The regime may well have come to the realization that the party (already subservient to kinship ties) and its ideology had lost whatever mobilizational capacity it was once thought to enjoy. As such, tribal identity offered the regime an organic Iraqi social structure that, it was hoped, could be used as a means for national cohesion by giving tribalism prominence in narratives of Iraqi identity. That the tribalism of the 1990’s started ‘from below’ is unremarkable given the recession of a previously all embracing state; as 14th century historian and sociologist Ibn Khaldun commented: 

It is clear that it is in the nature of human beings to enter into close contact and to associate with each other… However, such association is weaker than one based upon common descent… When senility befalls a dynasty and its shadow recedes from the remote regions, the inhabitants of the cities of that dynasty have to take care of their own affairs and to look after the protection of their own place.
 

‘Senility’ certainly befell the Ba’athi state in 1990/1991 following the sanctions and the Gulf War and, beyond the capital, its absence was noticeable. In fact, it has been reported that some areas of the south continued to be plagued by an element of lawlessness throughout the 1990’s with intermittent attacks on party officials and institutions.
 Countless accounts of the uprisings and all those interviewed by the author have commented upon the near-absence of the state in early 1991 in the build-up to the uprising in March. People fell back on tribal networks for support and security supporting Iraqi sociologist Ali al Wardi’s argument that, throughout history, the growth of tribal power has been at the expense of the state’s so that the centralized state’s decline would lead to tribal reinvigoration and resurgence.
 However, in the case of 1990’s Iraq, the state had a role in exacerbating the situation by fostering tribal identities and patronizing loyal tribes. By doing so, the state made the tribe politically relevant: people may fall back on tribal networks for support and security in times of crisis but they will actively seek to bolster, in some cases fabricating, their tribal identities when the tribe gains political relevancy. In the 1990’s the tribe became politically and socially relevant which explains the curious proliferation of competing sheikhs. This phenomenon reached the farcical level where a Baghdadi could, ‘rent a sheikh,’ in al Thawra (Sadr City); this ‘service’ was targeted at non-tribal Baghdadis and was of course an imaginative money-making scheme not too dissimilar from a protection racket.

It has been argued that the prominence of tribal networks was the result of economic necessity as much as ideological and socio-political imperatives. This is a point often overlooked: the importance of the sheikh was not simply a matter of state policy and regressive social patterns. With the state’s restricted resources, restrictions on imports and decline of oil production, the Iraqi agricultural sector acquired new economic prominence in the 1990’s thereby propelling the economic importance of the countryside and the ‘rural bourgeoisie’. The sheikh became the point of contact between the state and the countryside in a manner similar to that adopted by the British during the Mandate.

A central argument of this study is that the unprecedented events of March 1991 were followed by deep social changes. These changes were manifested in Iraqis’ outlook and perceptions of themselves and others. The state sponsored neo tribalism of the 1990’s was a reaction to the socioeconomic situation of the time; it was also (at least in the immediate sense) a reaction to the uprising itself. In trying to discredit the uprising, the regime stage-managed public shows of tribal support. This reinforced the central theme of the state’s narrative of the uprising: that it was instigated by malicious outsiders with the help of treacherous elements in Iraq. The Arab tribes were presented as a bulwark against this foreign (read Iranian) infiltration and more importantly they were doing so as part of their loyalty to Saddam and Iraq – two terms that were synonymous in the regime’s discourse. The first publicised post-uprising tribal oath of allegiance to the regime appeared in the state run daily Al Thawra on the 17th of March 1991 whilst the uprising was still ongoing in some areas of the south.
 Shortly after the uprising, in August of 1991, Iraqi television showed tribal personalities from the south pledging loyalty to Saddam Hussein and begging pardon for the seditious behaviour of, “a few paid saboteurs,” thereby supporting the state’s narrative of the uprising. In so openly adopting Iraq’s tribes the regime was undergoing a complete ideological remake. An astonishing example of this is when Saddam Hussein admitted to a tribal delegation from Kut that his regime had been mistaken in, “inciting the people against feudalism.”
 In another example reflecting the state’s adoption and promotion of tribal networks, Saddam sealed a ‘treaty’ in 1992 with tribes from Sug al Shuyookh who, implicitly referring to the events of 1991, pledged to defend Iraq from infiltration, sabotage and partition. Saddam in turn used the occasion to describe the party as, “the tribe encompassing all tribes.”

Throughout the 1990’s and up to the fall of the regime in 2003, stage-managed tribal shows of loyalty were a feature of state directed propaganda that shifted the prominence previously given to public displays of loyalty from unions, workers, students and other modern associations to those of tribes.
 Tribal letters of support for the regime, tribal delegations often with their arms, banners and other tribal paraphernalia (not least pro-state poetry written and recited by tribesmen) were common features of Iraqi media in the 1990’s. Tribal leaders were selected, sometimes installed, and patronised by the state; loyalty was rewarded with land, state contracts and weapons. This served policing purposes as it saved the state the need to spread its troops throughout the countryside.
 Conversely, lapses in security meant that a relevant tribe was collectively held responsible in the person of the sheikh. 

These developments were not radically novel: the Ba’athi state had always relied on a select few tribes from western Iraq for staffing of sensitive posts especially in the security services. The novelty of the 1990’s lay in the spread of a system that had previously been confined to a handful of tribes (such as the Dulaim, Jubbur, Albu Nasir and others) and to the publicity that tribal networks now received. It was in the public space that the shift in tribal identifications took place in the 1990’s. Here one must be careful not to assume that society, or indeed the state, was detribalized prior to 1990. Nevertheless, tribes and tribal values were given unprecedented coverage and importance in the 1990’s as a central pillar of Iraqi identity and as central pillars of the state. For example, progression based on kinship – blood-based nepotism – has been a central part of Iraqi politics since the state’s inception; however, the 1990’s saw the first instance whereby this was officially legitimised. Blood lines and tribal pedigree came to enjoy official and public sanction; in Saddam’s own words, “… no one should be allowed to emerge in the … leadership in the Ba’ath party if… [he does not] come from a good origin… [a good] family background.”
 State organs even went as far as framing and justifying the invasion of Kuwait and the subsequent war with the Coalition in terms of tribal honour.
 This is a far cry from older points of reference that betrayed left wing pretensions such as the, ‘struggle against imperialism.’ Consequently therefore, with the widespread tribalization of social norms and values, the state and ultimately the party was tribalized in an unprecedented and publicly sanctioned way. To give a simple example, in the 1990’s tribal backgrounds and titles of party members were publicised for the first time since 1976 when the use of tribal titles, as already noted, was forbidden. As far as the upper echelons of the regime were concerned, these changes legitimised practices that had long been in place and was a reflection of their own backgrounds far more than Ba’athi ideology was. Reflecting on the course of the Ba’ath between 1979 and 2003 and its gradual subservience to family and kinship networks, an ex-Ba’athi official lamented:

Here’s the tragedy: until he [Saddam] took the top position in the country in 1979 the country was doing well. We had a development boom; I had a budget of 400 million dollars for our local government in Basra. I built hundreds of schools, hundreds of hospitals; I paved roads in the countryside. 5000 schools were built in one project at one time in Iraq. They used to call it explosive development. When Saddam took power in 1979 he held power with an iron grip; he started to sideline the role of the party. The party’s role became simply to carry out Saddam’s will and so you had this growing gulf between the people and the party. The party was no longer leading – the family was leading. The party was no longer able to fulfil national identity [sic] because all the party did was carry out Saddam’s orders. The family’s role was strengthened at the expense of the party’s and so national identity was lost.

As already mentioned, tribal justice was commonly resorted to in the 1990’s. Far from being merely the result of a weakened state turning a blind eye, tribal justice was overtly sanctioned by the regime through its policies and example. This is nowhere better exemplified than in the surreal case of Saddam’s cousins and sons-in-law the Kamil brothers Hussein and Saddam.
 Ruthless and swift vengeance had always been a hallmark of the Ba’ath, however, the manner of the killings and the subsequent justifications were framed in tribal terms in a bizarre departure from more familiar methods. Given that, ostensibly at least, the state had pardoned the Kamil brothers, the justification for their killing is especially remarkable. Officially it was explained in tribal terms: even if they had secured the state’s pardon they still had to reckon with their tribe’s vengeance. This implied, inaccurately of course, that tribal law was above state law; perhaps the fact that in this case the two were one and the same, as the tribe in question was Saddam’s own, was an implicit reminder that Saddam and by extension his tribe were the state. The al Majid clan publicly commented on the incident: “We have cut off the treacherous branch from our noble family to impose the necessary punishment. Your amnesty does not obliterate the right of our family to impose the necessary punishment.”
 Of course these were state-directed theatrics designed to explain and justify the action taken against the Kamils despite their pardon by the state. That this episode took place without Saddam’s approval is of course inconceivable. The event must be viewed in its correct context; it would have been seen as quite an aberration of state policy and ideology had such tribal recourse been resorted to in earlier decades of Ba’ath rule. However, that such methods were employed in the case of the Kamils in 1996 reflects the place that tribalism enjoyed in public and state discourse. It is not surprising therefore to note attempts by the state to reign in tribalism in later years in an effort to reaffirm the supremacy of the state and state law. In fact in 1997, the Revolutionary Command Council was forced to issue a resolution criminalising any attempt to override state law with tribal law: “Any person who advances tribal demands against he who has committed an act on orders from higher authority, or in order to enforce the law, shall be imprisoned for a period of no less than three years.”
 The obvious point to make is that, by 1997 at least, the regime regarded rampant tribalism as a threat that may undermine the state’s authority.
  

As far as tribal policy was concerned, the regime was actively seeking to gain the allegiance of a wider group of tribes, and was delegating more authority to the sheikh than ever before in the Ba’ath era. Here it is important to reiterate that the widened scope and public legitimisation rather than the actual policy of tribal patronage was what made the 1990’s novel in that respect.
 Naturally, selected Sunni tribes were closest to the regime despite disturbances in the mid-1990’s involving sections of the Dulaim and, earlier the Jubbur. In the 1990’s, not only was the co-optation of Sunni tribes widened but many Shi’i tribes were also bolstered and enjoyed government patronage. However, the regime was naturally going to favour Sunni tribes with whom existed a shared regional or wider tribal loyalty; therefore, intentionally or not, Shi’i tribes would be marginalized even whilst being co-opted thereby nurturing feelings of sectarian victimhood amongst Shi’a tribes. The same argument can be made for the Iraqi state’s relation with the Shi’a since 1963: regionalism and tribalism, rather than outright deeply felt sectarianism, may have been the reason for Shi’a marginalisation and the consequent rise in sectarian sentiment amongst sections of the Iraqi population. However, in the 1990’s there would inevitably have been a heightened level of sectarian mistrust of the southern Shi’a (at the very least) due to the legacy of the uprising. In this context it is important to note that southern tribes did not join the uprising en masse, in fact many southern tribes remained loyal to the state or, more commonly, waited to see which way the tide turned before the announcing their loyalties accordingly.
 Therefore it would be a gross oversimplification to say that the regime mistrusted the tribes of the south without elaboration; the fact is that the state had reliable tribes in the south. Nevertheless, its tribal base of support remained, as ever, in western Iraq and, regardless of intentions, the widened patronisation of tribes in the 1990’s again fell on regional fault lines that in turn fell on sectarian fault lines. For example, when discussing the events of 1991 a tribal sheikh from Qaim in Western Iraq argued that the events did not reach the western regions because they lacked sectarian affinity with Iran. He then went on to quote Saddam himself: 

Saddam said to me, and to other sheikhs, on countless occasions that al Anbar is igal al rass.
 You are the ones that held the country together, the ones that defended the country that protected the country and so forth.
 

Naturally, it is fair to assume that Saddam used similar terms of endearment with other guests from Anbar and beyond; however, what is illustrated above is how the regime’s actions, irrespective of intentions, can foster division in light of the events of 1991. Another example is the Revolutionary Command Council’s decree stipulating that the Presidency could sell or grant state-owned land in Baghdad to those who had, “set outstanding examples in the Mother of All Battles and defended Iraqi unity and the principles of the [Ba’athi] march.”
 Such laws, regardless of intent, had the potential of nurturing feelings of sectarian division as they disadvantaged the governorates that had rebelled. Had the divide between rebellious and peaceful governorates in 1991 not fitted so neatly into Shi’i majority and Sunni majority governorates in Arab Iraq (excluding Baghdad), then such laws would not have had the potential to exacerbate feelings of sectarian discrimination. In the shadow of the uprising (the scene of Iraq’s first openly sectarian clash), this served to bolster sectarian identity especially since the 1990’s were a period of increased religiosity, at least on a cultural level. The geographical divide between states that rebelled and those that did not was reinforced in the state media by reference to the former as the governorates of the mob (muhafadhat al ghawagha’a) and to the latter as white governorates (muhafadhat al baytha’a). As a Baghdadi from Nassiriya recalled, this was reflected socially with a rise in prejudice and discrimination:

The other thing that was increasingly asked in the 1990’s [besides sectarian affiliation] was ‘where are you from’? This question put southerners in an awkward position as they were from muhafadhat al ghawagha. I used to avoid this question, I didn’t want to say I was from Nassiriya... Also the term shrugi was increasingly used to denote all southerners. The term shrugi has no negative connotations, it means those living east of the Euphrates.
 But now [in the 1990’s] it was used to denote southerners as uncultured people. So de facto, if you’re from anywhere south of Hilla you’re a shrugi meaning uncultured. These simple changes in the 1990’s increased tensions between the various cleavages of Baghdadi society... After we had this idea of muhafadhat al ghawgha, southerners felt insecure. A lot of southerners lost jobs and got transferred because of this.

A highly illustrative example of how geographic/tribal discrimination can blend into feelings of sectarian discrimination was provided by a tribal leader from Babel governorate complaining about the favouritism shown to tribes of the upper Euphrates: 
All the water is with them. Here we have a drought, there’s barely any water for our lands; but go to Tharthar [lake in north western Iraq] and the water is bursting.

The conversation continued in this vein; however, the geographical dichotomy quickly gained a sectarian dimension:

I was once in a gathering of sheikhs from the western region – Tikritis and all sorts. One of them – in my presence mind you – reprimanded another, ‘we heard that your daughter married someone from Qurna [near Basra].’ The man assured everyone – and I am there with them – that the groom was a good man and from a good family. Then he was asked, ‘next thing you’ll be giving your daughters to Najafis!’ to which he replied, ‘I would sooner give her to a dog from Tikrit.’

Whether or not this story is based on fact is irrelevant; what is relevant is that the narrator believed it to be true and herein lies our point: the distinction between geographically based tribalism and sectarianism is easily blurred. The conversation was emphasising the favouritism that this Shi’i sheikh from the mid Euphrates believed was shown against him. To illustrate this, he related incidences of economic preference shown to the tribes of the upper Euphrates and western Iraq and then related a social incident that betrayed sectarian tensions as indicated by the suggestive reference to Najaf. The point is that geographically based tribal identifications of self are easily conflated with sectarian considerations. In short, the neo tribalism of the 1990’s undoubtedly had a sectarian dimension which was itself a consequence (intended or not) of geographically based tribal patronage: regional discrimination will nurture any other clearly visible differential factors between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’. 

5.3. The Religious Revival

It is exceedingly difficult to empirically assess the commonly held perception that Iraqi society became more religious in the 1990’s. We have no official figures for mosque attendance for example; nevertheless, we have a wealth of anecdotal evidence that can help us paint a picture of Iraqi religious sentiment, or public displays thereof, in the sanctions-era. We also have state policy and propaganda which can be used as an indicator as to the state’s attempts at cultural engineering. Even if we try to avoid relying on a solely Gramscian reading of cultural hegemony, it is still useful to point to the direction of the state’s cultural compass as it often reflects not just the state’s idealised cultural community but also existing trends in society that the state may wish to utilize and strengthen.
It is worth beginning with the role of Islam in the Iraqi Ba’ath’s discourse prior to the 1990’s. It is misleading to portray the Ba’ath as having ever been anti-religion. Whilst secular Arab nationalism was the central plank of their ideological worldview, they could not be described as iconoclasts: Islamic history is central to Arab nationalism and will inevitably form a part of any Iraqi state narrative of the nation state. However, the form and place of Islamic identity in Iraq was the issue; the Ba’ath prior to the 1990’s were certainly averse to allowing any form of organised Islamic association particularly as the most visible form of opposition to the Ba’ath in Arab Iraq was embodied in Shi’i religious organisations such as Da’awa and later Amal and the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq. It would perhaps be more accurate to describe the Ba’ath’s stance towards Islamic identity prior to the 1990’s as seeking to incorporate it as a secondary component of Iraqi identity that placed secular Ba’athi Arab nationalism above all else.
 As one unnamed Ba’athi official put it to the Washington Post in 1979: “In this country [Iraq] your own personal religion is up to you, but the religion of the party is obligatory.”

The state’s religious discourse in the 1990’s was novel only in its intensity and its centrality, however, it was not without precedent. During the Iran-Iraq war there was a noticeable reliance on religious symbolism alongside more familiar Ba’athi Arabist symbols.
 An excellent example of this attempt to incorporate Islamic symbolism into wider Arab nationalist discourse can be found in a 1983 symposium around the Islamic understanding of the concept of martyrdom: “Combat mandates self sacrifice; if this was for the sake of the nation and the land [umma wal watan] then it is martyrdom for the sake of God.”

What was novel about the 1990’s, beginning with the build up to war in 1990, was the centrality that religious discourse took in the framing of Iraqi identity at home and on the international stage. Therefore, Islamic authenticity, represented by Iraq, was positioned as a defence against corrupt an un-Islamic regimes such as Saudi Arabia who had placed the holy cities of Mecca and Medina under foreign non-Muslim protection. In a word: Arab muqawamma had turned into Islamic jihad and Israel became an affront to Islamic sensibilities more than Arab ones.
 

After the war, and under the shadow of sanctions, Iraqi society underwent a marked turn towards religious identity and practise. As will be demonstrated, the state followed society in an attempt to reinvent itself in terms more relevant than the long-defunct Ba’ath party and ideology. Arab nationalism can hardly be presented as the central plank of Iraqi identity and propaganda after the invasion of (Arab) Kuwait and the chronic divisions that the invasion revealed in the Arab world. Therefore, when Iraqis, “despairing of earthly salvation... looked to the spiritual... Saddam followed them there.”
 

Increased religiosity, particularly if state-sponsored as was openly the case in Iraq after 1994, carries the potential of accentuating sectarian difference.
 A mundane piety that goes no further than the basics such as daily prayers, fasting the holy month and so forth, in other words, a piety that does not impact on the way people see themselves and the world around them on a daily basis, does not lead the believer to the finer points of theology or Islamic history. The more pious a person is the more dependent he/she is on religious rulings and the more one is exposed to theological argument the more one is aware of the differences underling the Sunni-Shi’a divide: differences in sources, interpretations, historical narratives and symbolisms. In short, the more observant someone is, the more he/she will have to identify a school of thought and follow it; the more this is the case the more it will be necessary to exclude the other from one’s religious world view as an impure or wanting version of ‘the truth’. In fact, the Iraqi regime recognised as much in the early 1980’s and condemned in its Ninth Regional Congress of 1982 the elevation of ‘religious notions’ over ‘party notions’ and warned that this may undermine the party and risked dividing members along sectarian lines.
 Ironically, in the 1990’s, evaluating a Ba’ath member by the yardstick of Islam, which is what the 1982 report warns of, became official state policy. Equally, with the benefit of hindsight, the Ba’ath’s assertions that rising piety could lead to the accentuation of sectarian identity appear to have been accurate as was shown in the 1990’s. The events of post-2003 Iraq were shaped by a generation that came of age in the sanctions-era. This is why, in the build-up to war, assessments of Iraqi society provided by Iraqis living in the west were so often inaccurate. They were reflecting their formative years in a long-gone Iraq immersed in political awareness. With the restriction of political thought and the failure of a number of political programmes (particularly Communism and ‘Arab Socialism’) identity politics gained prominence in the 1990’s;
 post-2003 Iraq was not the beginning of identity politics rather it was the environment in which the forces formed in the 1990’s were unleashed. As one Iraqi sociologist wrote as he considered the changes wrought on by more than two decades of war and sanctions: “They [youth] hold different value systems than those held by older Iraqis. The ‘value of life,’ for example, occupies a central position amongst us older Iraqis; whereas its importance has receded amongst the younger generation.”

5.3.1. Al Hamla al Imaniya

No account of 1990’s Iraq fails to mention, at least in passing, the increased religiosity of Iraqi state and society. This would certainly be in line with what many see as the global resurgence of religion in the last quarter of the 20th century. Assessing global trends and currents is beyond our scope; however, as far as religiosity in the Middle East and the wider Islamic world are concerned, the idea of an Islamic resurgence would certainly seem applicable. As secular, mostly left-leaning, nationalist ideologies ran out of steam in the Middle East (largely a result of the poor performance of post independence and revolutionary regimes) religious identity and politics began to reassert themselves. Commenting on the Islamic world in the mid-1990’s, John Esposito and John Voll stated that: “The most effective opposition to authoritarian regimes is expressed through a reaffirmation of the Islamic identity and heritage. Other ideologies of opposition have much weaker appeal.”
 However, the resurgence of religious sentiment in 1990’s Iraq was not in the name of political activism – at least not initially. In fact,  despite their genuine popularity amongst many, religious organisations such as the Da’awa party or the Muslim Brotherhood were never broad based movements and were by no means a reflection of a wave of religious fervour prior to the 1990’s; hence their occasional co-existence with the equally if not more popular Iraqi Communist party until the 1970’s.

The wave of religiosity in the sanctions era was undoubtedly building on a legacy of Islamic identity and activism in Iraq. However, what distinguishes the 1990’s is the prominence of cultural religion and public piety. This can be explained in two ways; firstly, as with the rest of the Middle East, it can be interpreted as a reaction to the failure of post-independence and revolutionary ideologies and regimes; amidst the rubble of the Gulf War few appeared to have failed more spectacularly than Iraq. A second explanation would link the renewed emphasis on religion to the sanctions induced poverty specifically rather than interpreting it as a reaction to the overall failure of the Ba’ath. Of course the two are not mutually exclusive and the first explanation naturally encompasses the second as the material manifestation of the failure of Ba’athi policy. As with tribalism, people fell back on religion as the state collapsed in 1990/1991. In times of crisis people are likely to revert to primary identities; this goes a long way to explaining the appearance of renewed and reinvigorated tribal and religious structures in 1990’s Iraq. Perhaps a ‘return to God’ was part of Iraqis’ way of making sense of the calamities that befell them in the Gulf War and immediately afterwards.

For a visitor to Baghdad in the 1990’s, perhaps the most visible manifestation of the rise of public piety would be the increase in veiled women. This may be looked upon as a trivial indicator and there is certainly some anecdotal evidence to suggest that this was a feature of a necessarily simpler lifestyle in the 1990’s: it has been said that some women in the capital donned the veil to spare themselves the cost of maintaining a trendy hairstyle.
 That is not to deny that there was a genuine religious impulse amongst many women to wear the veil; however, it rightly leads many to question whether visible displays of piety and religious observation reflected changes in religious belief. I would argue that such questions defy an empirically based response; however, I would add that, for our purposes, what is important is self-definition rather than belief. Iraqis less than sympathetic to the religious fervour of the 1990’s argue that such enunciations of faith were only cosmetic and that the ‘truly pious’ were in a minority as they always had been.
 Even if this were indeed the case, what happened in the 1990’s and was reflected in post-2003 Iraq was the rising salience of religious identity. In this context, religion as a marker of group identity rather than, for example, belief in a metaphysical afterlife, is what concerns us. In any case in 1994 the Iraqi regime launched the ‘faith campaign’ (hamla imaniya) making the encouragement of wearing the veil and other religious manifestations official state policy. What is crucial for our purposes is that as public religious identification increased so too did sectarian divisions. Again this is almost impossible to empirically measure but visitors to Iraq in the sanctions-era, myself included, could not help but notice a marked increase in sectarian self-identification and discourse.
 One of the central arguments of this study is that this increase in sectarian discourse was a direct result of the events of 1991 as is shown in chapters four and six. More broadly however, it can be argued that the rise in sectarian identification and tension in the 1990’s was a result of the oft-referred to ‘breakdown of society’ and social relations that was a direct result of the hardships induced by the sanctions regime.
 Therefore, the memory of the uprising was not in and of itself the cause of embittered sectarian relations in the 1990’s; rather, the dismal economic situation soured social relations on a number of levels, one of which was the sectarian cleavage, which in turn lent prominence to the memory of the uprising and coloured its remembrance by accentuating its sectarian properties thereby reflecting the rise of sectarian identification in the 1990’s.

Other examples of the renewed and strengthened role of Islam in public life after 1991, but especially after 1994, include banning the sale of alcohol in public places.
 The introduction of ostensibly Islamic punishments, such as amputation, to the legal system were yet another example of the state trying to bolster its Islamic credentials; the same can be said with regards to the adding of Allahu Akbar to the Iraqi flag in 1990. Another visible manifestation of the Iraqi state’s newfound religious identity was the construction of countless mosques, one of which (the predictably named Saddam Mosque) was destined to be the largest in the world had it been finished. Nor was the Saddam Mosque the only religiously inspired prestige project. The Um al Ma’arik mosque, named after the Gulf War’s moniker as decreed by Saddam, was another new architecturally remarkable mosque alongside countless others. In fact, according to Faleh Abdul Jabar, the mosque to person ratio rose from 1:37,000 in mid-century Iraq to 1:3,500 in the 1990’s.
 State propaganda also increasingly used Islamic terminology and points of reference not least by Saddam himself as Islamic identity became an integral part of the state’s narrative of the Iraqi nation state. This often reached surreal levels: a 1994 circular issued by the Presidential Office stated that citizens’ petitions to the President would not be considered unless they, “included quotations from the Holy Koran, or other holy books in the case of non-Muslims, relating to the subject of the petition.”
 Religion gained importance in some unlikely quarters: advancement in the Ba’ath party and even prison sentences were affected by religious conduct and the meeting of religious benchmarks such as completing the Koran. 

Testimony to the state’s efforts to stress religious identity and values (no matter how selectively and regardless of motivation) comes courtesy of a number of hard line clerics and commentators in the Middle East when eulogising the fallen regime after 2003 and/or Saddam himself after 2006. A pre-war example comes from Saudi Salafi cleric Safar al Hawali which is notable given that he was known for his strong criticism of Saddam and the Ba’ath. It may well be that his praise for Saddam in the build-up to the war was a way for him to lend credibility to the anti war camp; nevertheless his words reflect, partially at least, the reality of Iraq in the 1990’s. Speaking in February 2003 al Hawali said: 

Iraq is living a [religious] awakening that no one but an ingrate would deny. Is Islamic education in Muslim countries generally as it is in Iraq? And are educational syllabi in the Gulf and elsewhere where a student studies only two classes for Islamic education better than the syllabi in Iraq that give a student a class in Islamic education everyday?
 
Such a pronouncement was undoubtedly related to the impending war and was designed to further discredit the Coalition by strengthening Iraq’s religious credentials. In fact one Islamic website dedicated an eight part series to Saddam’s last decade in power with a view to judging him on, ‘Islamic scales,’ of justice – Safar al Hawali was quoted in this context.
 Surprisingly, the vehemently anti-war website issued a mixed verdict that both condemned Saddam’s crimes and praised the religious revival of the 1990’s. The study for example makes mention of the increased public piety of the regime but questions its authenticity: 
Yes, the president’s last speeches (that began appearing in 1992 and then became clear and more powerful since 1996) were overflowing with expressions of faith and phrases of reliance on God and confidence in victory from God almighty… we witnessed Saddam during the last eight years often quoting the passages [of the Koran] and the Hadith; he even went further and took pride in the stories of the mujahideen and their symbols… But God does not look towards tongues and pictures, rather He looks firstly into hearts and their intentions.
 
The study listed thirty three positive points that characterised the last decade of his rule and the Faith Campaign that included various social measures taken to inculcate the Iraqi people with Islamic values. These included, Islamic banking, enforcing Islamic mores, increased Islamic education, the proliferation of Islamic institutes and mosques and the banning of many un-Islamic practices for example by making prostitution punishable by death.
 Interestingly for the purposes of our study, point nine states that a Dr. Abdul Lateef Humeim advised Saddam on the necessity of safeguarding the Hadith and the Sunna especially given, “the rafidha’s accusations against the Hadith of the Sunnis.” I am unable to ascertain whether this and many other points are accurate; however, it seems safe to assume that Islam as a point of reference and as a marker of self-identification was a feature of sanctions-era Iraq and is one of the many reasons that differentiates the sanctions-era generation from others. Speaking in April 2004, Ayyash al Kubeisi, a representative of the Association of Muslim Scholars said that the youth of the 1990’s, “were reared in the mosque,” and, “the mosque embraced them.”

5.4. Sectarian Identity

When compared to earlier decades, the Iraqi state of the sanctions-era is clearly one that had regressed in size and in function. It was essentially a lack of resources and moral-ideological capital that encouraged the faith campaign and neo-tribalism both of which started from below and were then adopted and promoted by the state. This was one of the regime’s simpler survival strategies in dealing with the internal challenges arising from UN sanctions. The state simply could not afford to maintain the all-pervasive presence of earlier years; in the words of Ali Allawi: “The state had, in effect, withdrawn from the detailed management of the country, except in a few vital areas necessary for the immediate survival and continuation of the regime.”
 The ensuing vacuum was filled largely by religious networks that satisfied the people’s need for assurance and some of the services previously provided by the state.
 More importantly religious (and tribal) networks provided assuring markers of identity that compensated for Iraqi state nationalism which had receded considerably in the 1990’s. The state had lost a considerable amount of legitimacy amongst Iraqis as a result of its failure to provide material or ideological needs. Put more simply, it was increasingly difficult for Iraqis to identify with the Iraqi state in the 1990’s. The contrast with earlier decades can be seen in the recollections of one former diplomat’s reflection on the 1980’s: 

In the 1990’s nationalism [al hiss al watani] was severely weakened because there was no nation; there was a person. You were not defending Iraq anymore, you were defending Saddam and this was a sentiment shared with people across Iraq. I assure you that there was no sense of nationalism because we felt that we were exploited.

What about the 1980’s? It is the same regime and the same person.

In the 1980’s we did view the regime with some legitimacy. Firstly the regime’s propaganda was much stronger and there was no alternative – all the Arab world was with Saddam. So we did – or at least I will speak for myself and say that I did believe what the regime was saying about Iran and about the need to fight them and so forth. But it would be incorrect to say that we identified with the state. We identified with the nation [watan].

An Iraqi academic argued that the receding sense of nationalism was linked to material factors and the state’s responsibility for the deprivation of Iraqis in the 1990’s:

In the 1990’s every Iraqi became concerned with his own life, he just wanted to survive. The government is not with him, it doesn’t give him a salary, food was scarce and jobs were unavailable. I mean teachers became taxi drivers and cigarette sellers. How is someone like that going to have a nationalistic sense? How can he defend the state in such circumstances? The alternative became a mix of things.

Such comments do not mean that people stopped viewing themselves as Iraqi. As discussed in chapter 3, nationalism is subject to the same ebbing and flowing that characterises other forms of group identity and self-identification; neither nationalism’s meaning nor its importance are fixed. What we have in 1990’s Iraq is nationalism receding into abstract notions devoid of tangible manifestations that are usually provided by the state and its propagated symbols. Put simply, more and more Iraqis opted-out of what was a loosely defined and overarching state nationalism. The tribe or religion (in a multi-faith society) cannot act as substitutes for state sponsored nationalism because, by definition, these categories are exclusionist: membership is sub-national hence the more salient such identities become the more centrifugal they will be with regards to the nation state. 

The changes that the 1990’s enacted on Iraqi state nationalism were perhaps more pronounced amongst Shi’a Iraqis due to longstanding tensions between the state and the Shi’a that fed a pronounced sense of victimhood (both real and perceived). The events of 1991 exacerbated the gulf between the state and its Shi’a citizenry, particularly those in the southern governorates as commented on by the son of a Ba’athi official from Nassiriya:

Nationalism, especially amongst the people of the south – of course put the Kurds aside – retreated: why should I defend a country ruled by someone who is not catering for my interests; rather he is against me. When the Iraqi army entered the governorates and, in its opinion, liberated them from the mob or the intifada, the street in these governorates moved from nationalism to non-nationalism. Saddam and the Ba’ath did not represent the southerner’s nationalism nor did any other force; consequently it receded considerably for the Iraqi citizen in those areas.

As already discussed, increased religious observance entails increased sectarian self-identification and the more one identifies with his/her sect, the more visible the differences with the other will be. It is not a coincidence that the 1990’s were the period in which sectarianism and sectarian identity were openly and publicly spoken of. Before then the words Shi’i and Sunni were rarely seen in print.
 Shi’i identity in particular seems to have developed into a more cohesive socio-political identity rather than a strictly religious one. This was particularly pronounced with Iraqis in exile; in 1993, Laith Kubba who during the 1990’s was a representative of the Khoei Foundation, aptly summarised the changes taking place in Shi’i identity by describing it as, “not a race and not a class. It is not acquired by birth. Shi’ism is rather a loyalty and an affiliation, and lately due to the oppression, an everyday feeling, which the Iraqi Shi’i has, even if he is not religious.”
 This description, using socio-political rather than religious definitions, underlines the formation of a strong social Shi’i identity in the 1990’s as a result of the increased disconnect from the state, rising piety and the shift to religious modes of self-definition. In short, Shi’ism acquired quasi-ethnic qualities for an increasing number of Iraqi Shi’as.
 This was evidenced by a clear departure from apologetic sectarianism to passive, and sometimes assertive, sectarianism amongst Iraqi Shi’as both in Iraq and abroad.

Nor were these changes restricted to Iraqis in exile. Iraqi regime and society altered their approach to sectarianism and sectarian identity in the 1990’s beginning with the events of 1991 as shown in chapters 4 and 6. However, it suffices to say here that state-sponsored religion almost inevitably increases sectarian tension, or at least awareness of sectarian identity simply because the state will be obliged to follow a sect’s teachings or emphasise the teachings of a sect at the expense of the other:

In the 1990’s for the first time, there was an unprecedented openness in the issue of sectarian relations. Before the 1990’s it didn’t really exist and if it did it was not on a social level and was only with regards to relations with the state.

The [state’s] faith campaign and public piety in general strengthened sectarian identity. Firstly you have general piety feeding into your sectarian identity. More importantly, Sunni or Sufi rituals were allowed and were expressed more visibly in the 1990’s whereas Shi’i rituals and expressions were still tightly controlled. This will create resentment: why do you support one group’s rituals and suppress the other’s? After all what is the difference between the [Sufi] dirbash and the [Shi’i] chain?
     

Naturally, in circumstances where religious and, by extension, sectarian identity is strengthened by socioeconomic circumstances and with the active support of a weakened state tentatively lifting the taboo traditionally surrounding sectarian identity, sectarian tension rose on a social level. 

The 1990’s witnessed a feeling of betrayal in sectarian relations. The religious campaign was in the hands of the religious endowments ministry which was a Sunni organisation. The Faith Campaign hence took a character of Sunni Islam. This helped further sectarian division. In the same way, after 2003, the first call to prayer became a Shi’i one and this to the Sunnis meant that the Shi’is were taking over and we [Sunnis] are being set aside.
 

Put more forcefully by Iraqi lawyer, Udai al Qazwini:

Anyone who tells you that the 1990’s did not witness a chasm between Sunnis and Shi’is is lying to you! Of course a ‘them’ and ‘us’ mentality became widespread. This is exactly like what they say about ostriches burying their heads in sand! It [sectarianism] has always been there but in the 1990’s it was strengthened and brought out in the open.

Essentially, sectarian identity became more salient in the 1990’s for a significant proportion of Iraqis. Often one will hear Iraqis mention the Sadr phenomenon of the 1990’s and the growth of Salfism in Iraq as manifestations of these new reinvigorated sectarian identities. Following the death of Grand Ayatollah Abul Qasim al Khoei in 1992, the Iraqi regime sought to promote an Arab margi’i and therefore co-opted Mohammad Mohammad Sadiq al Sadr (Sadr II) who was to become possibly the most popular Shi’a cleric in Iraq until his assassination in 1999. Sadr was allowed to provide charitable services to his followers serving as a substitute where the state had retreated. He was known for his accessible style and engagement with worldly matters relevant to his followers’ day to day lives. Like his son Muqtada in post-2003 Iraq, Sadr’s message was a populist mix of religious revival and nationalism. His relationship with the regime eventually soured as he became more critical of his former patrons and was killed in 1999 in what is suspected to be an assassination staged by the regime.
 Although Sadr was known for his preaching of Sunni-Shi’a unity – he urged Shi’as and Sunnis to pray in each other’s mosques – his example served to galvanise Shi’i identity. There can be no doubt that he had no intention of increasing sectarian tension; however, using the model presented in chapter 2, Sadr propelled Shi’i identity into assertive sectarianism which carries the risk of fostering a sense of threat amongst the other who may resort to counter assertions of their sectarian identity thereby feeding the cycle. A young Shi’a reminisced of the 1990’s: “When we entered Najaf city we felt as if al Sadr was telling us that you are the owner of the land... It was as if he was saying you are Shi’a, you are one of Imam Ali’s followers, you are strong.”
 Again, regardless of intent, and despite Sadr’s calls for Sunni-Shi’a unity, such sentiments can be construed by Sunnis as a challenge or even a threat; at the very least it is something that excludes them. Whatever else the Sadr phenomenon represented, it was the mobilisation of Shi’i identity on a wide scope that captured a significant demographic: young, working class Shi’as particularly in the capital and in the south. In Nasir al Samarrai’s words:

It was the first attempt to politicise the Shi’i working classes using Shi’i identity and regardless of his [Sadr’s] intentions this helped to strengthen sectarian sentiment. It didn’t create sectarian loyalties or sectarian division but the Sadr phenomenon contributed to it. Naturally, this will strengthen sectarian identity and hence strengthen the division between Sunnis and Shi’as - not necessarily to the levels of conflict but certainly division.

Sadr essentially was the only vehicle for a galvanised sectarian identity that had been sharpened with the events of 1991 and continued to evolve under the shadow of poverty, international isolation, a morally and materially bankrupt state and growing religious identification. As Salwan Hsoona recalls:

In the 1990’s the gap kept increasing between Sunni and Shi’i but it never reached a state of enmity... After the intifada, the gap between them started off small and kept growing; to what extent it reached by 2003 I don’t know but I don’t think it was enmity. This all started after the intifada; look: I am an Iraqi and I lived in Iraq and I can tell you that I never saw a Sunni consider a Shi’i as his enemy nor a Shi’i consider a Sunni as his enemy until the late 90’s. As for Sadr, with national identity gone in the 1990’s, where did people turn to? A person without an identity is not a person! They turned to a religious identity and this religious identity was embodied in this man!”

Furthermore, the Sadr phenomenon gave its followers the outlet to assert their identity and challenge the authorities. Former diplomat Mohammad al Ali claims to have never been a follower of Sadr but to have attended his Friday prayers simply as a form of expression:

I used to pray at Sadr’s prayers. This was more out of a need to pray Friday prayers rather than out of love for Sadr. Anyone who would have fulfilled this need for Friday prayers] amongst the Shi’a would have become a star. The Sadr phenomenon did politicise Shi’as and, who knows, if the same factor was present in [the events of] 1991 it might have been different. These Friday prayers were a sort of rebellion against the order of the day. For example, going to the prayers in those numbers was a kind of expression, of a silent stance. So if I go to prayers, I am not doing anything [illegal] but I know that the government is watching me. You’re basically rubbing it in the state’s face; it was a silent protest against the regime.

A far less visible phenomenon was the perceived spread of Salafism.
 To begin with it should be mentioned that such perceptions could be born of ignorance whereby any outwardly pious Sunni Muslim is labelled a Salafi. A young Sunni Iraqi who describes himself as a practicing Muslim explained:

I of course wasn’t around in the 1980’s [date of birth 1982] but what I hear is that Iraqis were very distant from Islam. In the 1990’s when you had an Islamic movement coming with correct Islam people prayed, they read Koran, they know the hadith, but wider society – because it is unfamiliar with Islam – calls it ‘Salafi’.

Many studies have mentioned the alleged rise of Salafism in 1990’s Iraq but hard evidence is difficult to come by. It has also been suggested that the state actively patronised Salafism.
 Again, proof is lacking, but it stands to reason that with the easing of restrictions on organised religion, Salafists, like other denominations, would have had more room to organise and propagate their beliefs. An interesting suggestion that is worthy of further research is that Sunni prisoners of war held in Saudi Arabia returned to Iraq as ‘Salafists.’

A common misperception is that Salafism in and of itself equates to extremism and violence. This is not the case as a Sunni ex-diplomat recently reminded me whilst adding, in a remarkable display of self-serving attributional bias, that, “most of these kids you see today, the extremist Salafists, most of them are ex-Shi’as.”
 However, it can be argued that Salafism, or any purist tradition for that matter, will preclude sectarian harmony whilst not necessarily infringing on sectarian peace. In the absence of further evidence, Salafism in 1990’s Iraq cannot be discussed beyond the fact that Iraqis commonly held the perception that it was growing.
 In any case, it is a moot point: regardless of whether there was a Salafi awakening in Iraq, what can be said with absolute certainty is that Sunnis, like their Shi’a compatriots, increasingly identified themselves on religious lines in 1990’s Iraq thereby reinforcing a ‘them’ and ‘us’ mentality. 

The fact that the religious revival was taking place in a less than benign environment may have exacerbated its divisive effects. In the late 1990’s journalists Andrew and Patrick Cockburn spoke to Dennis Halliday who, in 1997, had resigned in protest from his post as UN Humanitarian Coordinator; in their words: 

Sanctions, he [Halliday] said, were biting into the fabric of society in less visible but almost equally devastating ways… An entire generation of young people had grown up in isolation from the outside world. He compared them, ominously, to the orphans of the Afghan war who had spawned the cruel and fanatical Taliban movement. These young Iraqis were intolerant of what they considered to be their leaders’ excessive moderation. ‘What should be of concern is the possibility of more fundamentalist Islamic thinking developing,’ concluded Haliday. ‘It is not well understood as a possible spin-off of the sanctions regime. We are pushing people to take extreme positions.’

5.5. Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter is not to present an in-depth study of the sanctions regime and its consequences. What has been attempted here is a brief examination of the most relevant societal factors arising from the sanctions and how they impacted on sectarian relations. The effects of the sanctions era on Iraqi society can scarcely be exaggerated. Speaking in 2008, a tribal leader argued that, “post-1990 Iraq is a different era from the decades preceding it and it is one that continues to today. It was like a rebellion on our values.”
 The general social environment in which the processes discussed above unfolded (economic meltdown, the obliteration of the middle class, the collapse of the Iraqi education system, the humanitarian cost of the 1990’s and the increased isolation from the outside world) only served to exacerbate pre-existing divisions in Iraqi society.

The economic collapse created by the embargo may well have reinforced communal solidarities… At the same time, economic hardship may reinforce prejudices and even hostility against other groups. In any society where, as in present-day Iraq, many people are compromised by informing and cooperating with the authorities in order to safeguard their own position and that of their families, mutual suspicion, at the individual and community level, is never far from the surface.

Why sectarian identity acquired the salience that it did is due to a variety of factors such as the salience of religious identity in general in 1990’s Iraq, the retreat of state nationalism, the legacy of sectarian division in distant and recent history and perhaps above all else (for many Shi’a at least) the memory of 1991 which distanced a vast proportion of Shi’as from the state more than ever before.

In the next chapter I will be analysing the mythology of the events of 1991 and how the memory of 1991 strengthened the Sunni-Shi’a divide in Iraq. It would be a gross oversimplification to do so in isolation and without considering the social conditions of the 1990’s as the canvass against which the memory of 1991 was imagined. It is a common oversight to neglect asking which Iraq we are examining. For example, today, the memory of the uprising, or any other pre-2003 event for that matter, will be coloured by the cataclysmic events of the last few years which have undoubtedly changed perceptions regarding older events. It can be argued that this should be a consideration in Iraqi social studies because of the turbulent nature of modern Iraq: as long as Iraqis are in the midst of major crises (as arguably they have continuously been in since at least 1990) it is unfair to expect all Iraqis to be able to objectively view their modern history. As far as popular memory is concerned, it is unclear what role, if any, the uprising of 1991 will have in the future as the calamities of post-2003 Iraq may overshadow all else. Gareth Stansfield makes a similar point in a different context: “Indeed, history, or more accurately 20th-century history, is increasingly irrelevant when discussing Iraq’s future, owing to the profoundly transformative effects of violence since 2003.”
 Therefore, it is crucial to try to illustrate the social problems facing Iraqis in the 1990’s when the events of 1991 still figured in and had some relevance within Iraqi discourse as will be shown below. Whether or not the contentious memory of the rebellion will survive in the future and continue to carry the importance that it did in pre-2003 Iraq is yet to be seen.

CHAPTER 6: SECTARARIAN RELATIONS AND THE MYTHOLOGY OF 1991

To understand the effects of the memory of March 1991, it is essential to not only consider the magnitude of the events and their aftermath but also to take into account the conditions in which the mythology and imaginings of the events were formulated and that were discussed in the previous chapter. The sanctions-era was conducive to the galvanisation of sub national communal identities; however one cannot help but wonder if sectarian identity would have become so pronounced had it not been for the memory of the events of 1991: what to the Shi’a was the most explicit state attack on them generally rather than a clampdown on a Shi’i organisation, party or event. As will be seen below, the events of 1991 served to intensify Shi’i identifications of self by insulating Shi’i identity and hardening sectarian divides. This was exacerbated by the fact that the divergent memories of 1991 were, to a large extent, delineated by sectarian boundaries. The fact is that the events of 1991 continue to be imagined in polarised terms by the vast majority of Iraqi Shi’as and Sunnis which, given the emotive strength of the events, has served to furthering sectarian divisions. Underlining this gap is the extent to which the two communities differ in their historical memory of the Iraqi nation state and in their relation to the state as manifested by the influence that official narratives of the events had on Sunni and Shi’a imaginings of 1991.  
When considering the divergent memories of 1991 between Sunnis and Shi’as generally, it is striking how far the two visions are divorced from each other. With regards to supporters of the events, the memory of 1991 constituted a defining (albeit recent) myth of self-identification – at least until 2003. On the other hand, detractors in addition to delegitimizing the events and vilifying its protagonists, are often unaware of the importance that the other attaches to the events of 1991; in what might be another symptom of the cultural majority’s obliviousness to the other’s historical narratives, I often found detractors of the events genuinely believing the pre-2003 state’s narrative of the events of 1991. Evidently, the state’s intensive efforts to discredit the events of 1991 were not without result.

6.1. The State’s Response

The uprisings in southern Iraq were by far the most serious internal threat faced by the Ba’ath. Unlike the uprisings in the north, and Kurdish rebellions generally throughout the 20th century, the events in the south were an existential threat to the regime. Whilst Kurdish rebellions revolved around regional goals and ethnic politics, the southern governorates had no such ambitions. In short: for the southern rebellions to succeed, significant political change would have to be visited upon Baghdad. Compared to Shi’a Arabs, the Kurds were held as an even more distant other that posed a serious and ongoing threat to national security but not to the central state in Baghdad. The unprecedented rebellions in the south were geographically closer to the central state (some villages and towns as close as 60km south of Baghdad were enveloped by the uprisings) and were symbolically and emotively more pertinent to the average Baghdadi particularly those with kinship ties to the southern governorates. Underlining the difference between events in the south and north is the sense of entitlement and belonging to the central state felt by the people of the southern governorates thereby making any mass rebellion in southern Iraq more of a threat to the regime’s survival than would be the case with any of 20th century Iraq’s countless Kurdish rebellions. Finally, for the regime’s narrative of state and its message to the Iraqi people, the southern rebellions presented a greater ontological challenge to its legitimacy than the northern rebellions. It is these challenges that led the regime to exert considerable effort to propagate its narrative of the events of 1991 and, perhaps in a reflection of the state’s realisation that so momentous an event will be remembered, continued in its efforts to do so until its demise in 2003. 

The narrative of the state was simple enough: Iraq had essentially been invaded by Iraqis based in Iran and their Iranian minders who then proceeded to wreak havoc across southern Iraq with the aid of weak-willed and/or treacherous Iraqis and Iraqi criminals. The physical damage suffered by many cities in the rebellious governorates was, according to the Iraqi government, mostly the result of the activities of the culprits listed above.
 This narrative makes allowances for the ‘noble Arab tribes’ of the southern governorates who allegedly stood by the central state and helped fight off the foreigners and saboteurs that flooded into Iraq when it was at its weakest.
 The events’ official designation became ‘the page of betrayal and treason,’ (safhat al ghadr wal khiyana); more commonly however it was referred to by the regime and by many Iraqis, particularly in the governorates that did not witness acts of rebellion – what the regime termed ‘the white governorates’ (al muhafadhat al baydha’a) – as the ‘mob’s rebellion’, or the ‘events of the mob’ or simply as ‘the mob’ (thawrat al ghawgha’a, ahdath al ghawgha’a or ghawgha’a). That anti-governmental uprisings should be dismissed by the state in such a manner is only to be expected; however, more significant, particularly in the context of sectarian relations, was the different levels of acceptance that the state’s narrative enjoyed amongst Iraqis. The notion of a glorious people’s rebellion against a tyrannical state was not one shared by the ‘people’, nor was the government’s vilification of the uprisings one subscribed to solely by a close-knit circle of state apparatchiks. 

As mentioned in chapter 4, the state’s narrative of the events was evident before the conclusion of the campaigns to retake the cities of the south; state officials had addressed the Iraqi media on the 15th of March followed by an address by Saddam himself the following day in which foreign powers were blamed for the unrest in the country. Later in 1991, the regime officially presented its version of events on the international stage, for example, in its responses to the United Nations Human Rights Committee and to the UN Special Rapporteur.
  In the latter, the Iraqi regime stated that the events had begun when, “groups of Iranians and others who had been trained in Iran infiltrated into Iraq where, with logistical support from the coalition forces, they helped to instigate widespread sabotage and anarchy...”
 Domestically, rather than ignoring the events, the regime propagated its narrative for the remainder of its years perhaps as a defence against the enduring and increasingly glorified memory of the events amongst its sympathisers. The earliest and most remarkable example comes courtesy of the infamous series of articles that appeared in April 1991 in the Al Thawra daily explaining the events of March.
 Prior to 1991, the very terms ‘Shi’a’ and ‘Sunni’ were seldom seen in Iraqi official discourse. For example, in the Political Report of the Ba’ath Party 9th Regional Congress of June 1982, no mention is made of Shi’as or Shi’ism despite a heightened state of tension following Shi’i militant attacks and ruthless suppression of suspected Da’awa activists; rather, Iran is blamed for propagating the ‘religious-political phenomenon’ (dhahira al diniya al siyasiya) and of bolstering the Da’awa party. The Report goes on to expound on the reasons behind the spread of politicised Islam such as the alleged exploitation by militants of religious rites to, “cover up their destructive political activities.” Here it is interesting to note that the rites themselves are not subject to criticism; this may have been a reflection either of the fact that in the midst of full-scale war, the regime could not afford to alienate large swathes of Iraqi society, or, less likely, the result of a genuinely less intolerant mood towards religious ceremonies. The Report goes on to suggest that the Ba’ath party bears some responsibility for pushing young men and women into the arms of the Da’awa party that had, “filled them with fanatic, religious and sectarian emotions... and then forced them... to carry out terrorist acts.”
 Again, what is noticeable is that the target, explicitly at least, is not religion, Shi’ism or Shi’as, rather, according to the Report, it is the Da’awa party and their Iranian patrons. This was very much a consequence of the social taboo that sectarianism formed in state and public discourse and whilst sectarian discrimination was far from unknown, sectarian identity was seldom if ever mentioned in official discourse.

The first of the seven articles expounds on the ills of Iraqi society generally with a focus on regional discrepancies in cultural awareness, norms and values. That the uprisings were the result of foreign machinations is clear from the very first sentence: “The reader may expect an immediate and orderly answer with regards to the painful disturbances, or rather let us say more accurately the dirty foreign conspiracy that was executed by foreigners in identity and nationality and foreigners to Iraq in mind, conscience and feeling.”
 The first article bemoans Iraq’s cultural regression which is blamed to a large extent on foreign immigration into Iraq over the centuries. An image of a tarnished purity is presented by the anonymous author; historically, Iraqis, “in this area or that,” failed to culturally influence migrants. The author goes on to say, “More dangerously, the Iraqi people sometimes took from these [migrant] norms and traditions that which is harmful thereby undermining [Iraqi] traditions, norms and way of life and even manner of dressing in harmful ways.”
 However, it is then argued that the effects of this phenomenon were not felt universally across Iraq but were a feature of areas that were paradoxically both isolated and, at the same time, subject to high rates of immigration. On the basis of that logic, the author builds one of the central themes of the seven articles: that the people of the marshes and those of the mountains are somehow less Iraqi as a result of their isolation and their proximity to foreign cultures which has resulted in, “isolation, ignorance and restriction to the norms, language, accents and way of life that were inherited from the original [foreign] influenced condition.”
 This is juxtaposed to those Iraqis that historically lived near main communications routes and those of the desert and countryside that had no problem travelling as opposed to the people of the marshes and the mountains that were trapped by geographic boundaries. The author concludes the point with a subtle hint at the questionable Arabness of vast areas of Arab Iraq: “It is only natural that the condition of the countryside and towns that border the Arabian Peninsula would differ from the countryside and towns that border Turkey and Iran.”
 

The first attack on Shi’a identity in the articles, as opposed to attacks on regional identity which nonetheless can have the same effect as outlined in chapter 3, comes in the second article dated April 4th and that attempts to provide a critique of Iraqi society. Whilst doing so, the author cautions: “when we criticise in order to evaluate an aspect of our errors... we will not be driven to self-flagellation or self harm like the self harm and lashing of bodies and selves in Ashura in the manner exported to us by foreigners. We thank God that we repudiated this before now and we hope to repudiate other alien norms and adoptions which are harmful.”
 Trivial though this may seem, it is a direct disparagement of Shi’i rituals; furthermore, it is interesting to compare it to the state’s evaluation of religious rituals in 1982 quoted above at which time it was not the rituals that were criticised as much as the opportunistic exploitation of them. It is worth mentioning that Ashura rituals were banned in 1977 illustrating that the regime’s discomfort towards Shi’i rituals had, by 1991, been evident for some time. However, previously, and in line with state efforts to obscure any discussion of sectarian identity, the rituals themselves were not explicitly condemned; rather, the ban was implemented in 1977, officially at least, on the basis of security concerns. 

Thus far the articles had barely touched upon the events of March and have restricted themselves to providing a psychological background of the Iraqi people. Towards the end of the second article the author expounds on the effects of the Ottoman-Persian rivalry upon sectarian relations in Iraq recognising that both Ottomans and Persians served to galvanise sectarian identity in framing themselves as the defenders of a particular sect against a hostile other. However, moving into the modern era, the author suggests that the Shi’a, who are seldom referred to by name, continued to follow Iran, much as they allegedly did in Ottoman Iraq, through their subservience to Shi’a religious structures that the author argues are inexorably linked to Iran. To illustrate this point, the author points to the Shi’as’ belief in the twelve infallible Imams and the belief that a legitimate state requires the reappearance of the Mahdi as a, “psychological and mental aspect that... excludes them personally and practically from [political] power and the ruler unless he [the ruler] is blessed by Iranian clerics.”
 Making so explicit a link between Shi’ism and Iran and essentially discrediting central tenets of Shi’ism and dismissing Iraqi Shi’a clerics as Iranians is again a direct attack on Shi’a symbolism and faith that conveys to the reader a sinister ‘otherness’ about the Shi’a. More explicit still is the author’s critique of the Shi’as’ relationship with the sadah:

The ‘ruler’ they deal with in their daily life and for hundreds of years is the ‘sayyid’ or rather the person that is referred to as a ‘sayyid’ in a village or the ‘mullah’ that comes to them from the town to the village to teach them the considerations of the sect or school of thought to which they belong; he [the sayyid or the mullah] is invariably an Iranian particularly [in the day] before the revolution of July 1968. 

The author then goes further and portrays the sayyid as an exploiter of the people. Using terms reminiscent of a socialistic Ba’athism that was in its final days, the author states that:

With the sayyid’s requisitioning of the khums
 of what the poor farmer or the impoverished citizen own, he [the sayyid then] glorifies himself through the kissing of his hands by those that seek him. The exaggeration [of veneration – mughalat] descends amongst a certain type of people to the extent of kissing [the sayyid’s] feet or [his] footprints.

Regardless of whether or not the above description of the Shi’as’ relationship with the sadah is accurate, what makes this commentary remarkable in the Iraqi context is the frank discussion of sectarian peculiarities, identity and symbolisms. What makes this problematic is that a clear, and negative, value judgment is attached to these allegedly characteristic aspects of Shi’ism. 

With regards to sectarian relations, by far the most incendiary article of the seven was the third article that appeared on the 5th of April. As with the rest of the articles, it begins by conveying a problem that is presented as afflicting all Iraqis in general; namely, religious extremism. However, through the author’s choice of symbolic reference, it soon becomes apparent that this is, again, a Shi’i problem.
 The author laments the enmity that, “extremists,” who have yet to be specified, have towards the other even whilst: 

... forgetting, when they are in the midst of their blind, fanatical fervour that Musa al Kathum for example was one of the students of Abu Hanifa.
 Matters have reached a level of cruelty to the extent that... only when a mother’s children do not survive [childbirth] does she force herself to name her [one healthy] child Omar or Bakr for example.
 However, children are named outside the rule mandating that nothing is to be worshipped other than God; for example Abdul Zahra and Abdul Kathum.

Clearly, the hitherto unnamed ‘extremists’ are the Shi’a who remain mostly unnamed throughout the seven articles but are clearly identifiable by the frames of reference used. The author continues his critique of Shi’i symbols and practice:

Curses, criticisms, insults and slander... are directed even at the Prophet’s chosen companions amongst the Rightly Guided Caliphs. Some of us remember that ungrateful and evil call that is mixed with the prayers of the servants of our master [sayyidna] Hussein’s shrine... as he [the servant of the shrine] curses the Arab nation by saying ‘may God curse the nation that killed you [Hussein].’

This peculiar linkage of the curses heaped on ‘the nation that killed Hussein’ with alleged anti-Arab sentiment can only be explained as an attempt to discredit Shi’as and their rituals by portraying them as antithetical to the Arab ideal. As has already been argued, successive Iraqi regimes have delegitimized Shi’i identity by displacing it beyond the boundaries of Arab identity but seldom in so vividly articulated and public a manner. Throughout 20th century Iraq, the overriding concern with most commentaries touching upon sectarian identity and sectarian relations has been to foster unity by undermining the validity of sectarian identity and subordinating it to a wider Islamic, Arab and/or Iraqi identity. However, in the articles from April 1991, the opposite is the case: the Shi’a are openly condemned and portrayed as an alien other or at the very least a contaminated member of the group.
 As such, differences between Sunnis and Shi’as were advertised, in some cases exaggerated and even fabricated rather than obscured as was more commonly the case in 20th century Iraq. For example:

We may cite or remember how the processions in some [religious] occasions would mount one of their number, who is to represent Omar, on a donkey... and escort him through the streets where shoes and rubbish are hurled at him.

How accurate or representative such descriptions are is irrelevant for there are in any case known examples of local Shi’i folk traditions disparaging Omar. What is relevant is the fact that such localised and highly offensive practices were publicised and condemned by the state. Whilst the article goes on to explain the many problems the author sees in the Shi’a as the net effect of Iranian influence and machinations, the central message remains unchanged: the Shi’a are different, in a negative way, to ‘the rest of us’ and are intensely subject to Iranian influence hence the events of March 1991. In fact the Shi’a are presented as being of a fundamentally different and quintessentially less Arab character than the rest of Arab Iraqis. For despite pride and dignity being amongst, “the most important characteristics of Iraqis and... of Arabs,” Iranian influence has made, “a part of our people in Iraq,” subservient in abject humility to Iranian influence through Iranian religious dictates.

However, a division emerges within the southern governorates in the author’s narrative. It is argued that matters are, “somewhat different,” in the mid-Euphrates due to its contact with the, “Arabian Peninsula and the weakness of Persian influence.” As such, the brunt of the author’s attacks falls on, “our people that live in the marshes of Nassiriya and Maysan and parts of Basra and amongst those that have been influenced by the people of the marshes’ norms and manners.”
 The marsh-dwellers and neighbouring communities are portrayed as living in squalor and depravity with consequences to their character and behaviour. Their poverty and backwardness is such that, “it would not be strange to find [their] animals’ excrements hanging on their sleeping children’s faces.” The result of such conditions is a dangerous mix of rebelliousness and a reprehensible character that combined to perpetrate the events of March 1991. However, negative Shi’a stereotypes are never far off even when the author’s condemnation is ostensibly restricted to the people of the marshes:

A person’s emotional state reaches a dangerous condition when the opportunity to emerge from that environment presents itself. The condition of kissing hands and prostrating oneself until the forehead touches the smell of the mullah’s feet turns into a rebellion against honourable people and all that is honourable... Thusly the ill intentions of the evil self extended alongside the spite that has been nurtured by factors already mentioned... to kill even children and to rape in front of the victims’ families [as happened] during the recent criminal events.

Ultimately the perpetrators of the events were different and inferior to ‘other Iraqis.’ To underline that point, the author goes on to outline the alleged behavioural aberrations of the people of the marshes that influence, “even their daily lives such as in their social [and] sexual relations.”
 It is these norms and manners, the author suggests, that facilitated the events of March 1991. Furthermore, the people of the marshes seem to be almost genetically cursed with these maladies as the migrants from the marshes to Baghdad are portrayed in an equally negative light: “the son of Baghdad will notice examples of her [a woman from the marshes] rummaging in the garbage of the capital.”
 This image of almost sub-human beings is portrayed more candidly when the author states that continued isolation has meant that, “if anyone concerned were to delve deeply into [the people of the marshes] he will find that even the appearance of some of the marsh-dwellers has not evolved much from pre-historic man.”
 The author concludes the third article by making a direct comparison between the sayyid, as seen by his followers, and Saddam Hussein:

If the citizen in the marsh believes that his relation with the ‘sayyid’ has to be based on the kissing of hands and feet and the payment of protection money [khawa – intended here as a derogatory reference to the khums] then it is only natural that he will not see in Saddam Hussein or his comrades... a ‘sayyid’ for Saddam withdraws his hand when someone tries to kiss it. He will not regard Saddam Hussein as a ‘sayyid’... because Saddam Hussein does not do as the ‘sayyid’ does and requisition a fifth of [the citizen’s] property... [and because] the ‘sayyid’ hides himself and does not appear except on occasions in order to safeguard his reverent status and influence amongst the sons of the ignorant people while Saddam Hussein appears amongst the sons of the marshes...

Far from hiding the memory of the events of 1991 as is often the case with uncomfortable episodes in dictatorships, the Iraqi regime perpetuated this view for the remainder of its years. This may have been a reaction to what the regime knew was a deeply emotive subject for sympathisers of the events and hence an effort to ensure that the uprisings are discredited and delegitimized in the eyes of at least some Iraqi citizens. Likewise the fact that the state dwelled on the memory of 1991 may have been a regular reminder to the Iraqi people that the state is the only guarantor of stability and the only alternative to a state of anarchy, rampant criminality and foreign invasion as was evidenced, according to the Iraqi regime, by the events of 1991. The regime’s open attack on Shi’a traditions and its unprecedented frankness in dealing with sectarian identity may likewise have been tactical and, in its origin, a way of discrediting the events of March 1991: by portraying the Shi’a as somehow different from the rest of ‘us’ and by amplifying the Shi’i character of the events of 1991, the uprisings become an alien and malicious phenomenon aimed at the rest of Iraq whom the regime claims to represent. It is natural, essential even, for the regime to associate the uprising with an out-group as the idea of a cross-sectional popular uprising or even of a single, but nonetheless ‘authentic’, Iraqi component rebelling on so wide a scale would highlight the state’s loss of legitimacy. It therefore had to be a Shi’a uprising to ensure that its appeal does not spread to other Iraqis, most importantly of course Sunni Arabs; and the Shi’a had to become overtly suspect of disloyalty and ‘otherness’ in order to discredit the uprising which had been associated with them and to offer an explanation for the events other than the failure of the state and the alienation of its people. In the context of the uprisings, disparaging Shi’i symbolism was perhaps the most straightforward way of capturing a Sunni audience for the simple reason that the symbols mentioned, exaggerated and often fabricated are indeed alien to Sunnis. As discussed earlier, the lack of open debate around sectarian identities throughout 20th century Iraq has resulted in a state of considerable ignorance towards the other’s customs and beliefs. Iraqis’ views towards the other are often a combination of ‘facts’ gained through personal experience and inherited polemics. Against such a backdrop, the state’s need to portray the other as inherently and negatively different was made all the easier. In the articles mentioned above, attempts to divide-and-rule are evident not just with regards to Shi’as and non-Shi’as but amongst the Shi’as themselves. As Eric Davis has argued, the distinction made between the marshes and the areas bordering them on one hand and the mid-Euphrates on the other, where things are, “somewhat different,” may have been an attempt to divide the Shi’as themselves by apportioning guilt for the events of March 1991, in pubic at least, to what are arguably the most marginalised people amongst the Shi’as of the southern governorates.
 However, in the case of the articles, if this was indeed the author’s intention, the use of Shi’i symbolism guaranteed failure. A division that the state may have had more success in exploiting is the sectarian divide, or at the very least the divide between, on the one hand, Sunnis and those Shi’as who have ‘assimilated’ into the dominant framework of state and self and, on the other, Shi’as who identify themselves as such, particularly those from the southern governorates. As one ex-diplomat argues:

The events of 1991 encouraged division. The reason for this was the incitement of the other: one of the two [sects] was not rebelling and the regime’s message to them was: ‘I am your friend and from amongst you and they are your enemies.’ However, it has to be said that the regime did not officially adopt that line but personalities, individuals and leading figures absolutely had that view.
 This was part of a trend whereby the state tried to remind people what the consequences are of another vacuum. This had, on a subconscious level, an impact on sectarian sensibilities. The regime was essentially reminding its friends, who let us say are the Sunnis, that the Shi’as, or Shi’a areas, are such and such. This had social ramifications especially in the areas that lived through the events or that were hurt by it.
         

It is fair to question how relevant the articles were at the time of publication; it is equally fair to assume that, relatively speaking, they were not read by a large proportion of the Iraqi people. Furthermore, even with regards to those who did read them, one can question how much faith the average Iraqi placed in government propaganda particularly in April 1991 when the regime’s image was at its weakest following the Gulf War and the beginning of the sanctions regime. I would argue that the impact of the articles was more retrospective and cumulative: the content of the articles was widely known, particularly amongst Shi’as and has been commented on by Iraqi writers both Sunni and Shi’a. More importantly, the articles were the first step in a profound change in public discourse whereby sectarian identities were to some extent unshrouded.
 As for the state’s narrative of the events of 1991, it is a theme that was expounded throughout the remaining years of the Ba’ath. To illustrate, in February 2002, Iraqi state television broadcast a documentary consisting of several episodes retelling the events of 1991. The state’s narrative as outlined above was retold with the aid of tribal leaders from the southern governorates acting as ‘eyewitnesses’ to Iranian infiltration and the resulting ire of the ‘noble Arab tribes,’ who repelled foreigners and traitors alike with the aid of the central state.
 That the regime would go to such lengths to propagate its narrative of the uprisings eleven years after the events is indicative of the need to combat the emotive strength of the memories of 1991. Furthermore, it is evident that the state’s narrative is one subscribed to by many Iraqis particularly amongst Sunni Arabs: in the absence of detailed information during the events themselves and in light of the fact that many do not have a tangible link with the southern governorates, the state’s narrative became the main source of information as to what happened in March 1991. However, it should be added, and this is the crux of the issues surrounding Iraqi sectarian relations, that this was amplified and facilitated by pre-existing prejudices and suspicions which ultimately account for the longevity of the divided memories of the events of March 1991. In other words, the explanation for the considerable acceptance of the state’s narrative is that it played on pre-existing, but latent, fears and antagonistic myths of the sectarian other.

6.2. The Page of Betrayal and Treason

Such is the moniker (safhat al ghadr wal khiyana) given to the events of March 1991 by the regime; it has since survived and has become a fixture in most negative accounts of the uprisings.
 However, why should an authoritarian regime’s highly predictable narrative of the events of March 1991, or of much else for that matter, be relevant to a discussion of sectarian relations in Iraq? The reason, simply put, is that the idealistic image of a less than savoury regime on the one hand and ‘the people’ on the other, with the sensibilities of the twain seldom if ever converging, is an inaccurate one. Whilst I am not denying the profound unpopularity of the regime, particularly in its final 13 years, I would argue that, as discussed in chapter 3, we must differentiate between popularity and legitimacy and it is this distinction that makes the pre-2003 state’s narrative of the events of 1991 relevant to sectarian relations. It is the legitimacy, if not popularity, of the state rather than the person of Saddam Hussein or Nuri al Maliki – in other words the political superstructure – that drives sect-state relations and consequently colours sectarian relations themselves. One of the key, though not sole, factors fostering sectarian identities in Iraq have been the divergent views regarding the legitimacy of the state and the fact that the divergence can in large part be traced along lines of sectarian identity. It is naturally the cultural majority that will identify with the state and accord it a measure of legitimacy for it is that political superstructure’s existence that has guaranteed their culturally dominant status.
 This need not be the result of conscious design rather it can arise out of a convergence of a group’s symbolism and interest with those of the state. Furthermore, this is far from unique to Iraq and is a condition obtaining in states where communal identities are accentuated by political relevance and where the concept of citizenship is weak. The memory of the events of 1991 and the role of the state’s narrative in competing imaginations of the uprisings is a perfect illustration of this: whilst recognising the many exceptions and the inevitable pitfalls in any generalisation, it is overwhelmingly the case that the state’s narrative of the events has been accepted, to varying degrees, by Sunni Arab Iraqis whilst being completely rejected by Shi’a Arab Iraqis who have continued to glorify the events as remembered by them.
 

The state’s continued efforts to delegitimize the events of 1991 had an effect on Sunni opinion and even wider opinion in the Arab world.
 That negative views towards the events of 1991 were often borne out of conviction rather than state pressure is evidenced by, for example, former head of Military Intelligence Wafiq al Samarrai’s comments to Kuwaiti daily Al Qabas made after he had defected. When asked why he and others within the state security apparatuses supported the regime in March 1991, Samarrai said that, “the success of the intifada would have meant the annihilation of the Arabs from central Iraq; therefore, backing the regime was the only alternative.”
 As was discussed in chapter 4, there is little, if any, evidence to suggest an anti-Arab – meaning Iranian – movement or organised element to the uprisings; however, the conviction is firmly rooted and survives to the present.
 For example, ex-diplomat Basil al Qaissi’s explanation for why the uprisings in Arab Iraq were restricted to the nine southern governorates is revealing. I inquired why, given his belief that all Iraqis, including himself, were disillusioned with Saddam Hussein’s regime in 1991, did the Sunni-majority governorates not witness disturbances:

Because the spread [of the uprisings] was Shi’i so it is impossible for a Sunni to support it and the Shi’as that were in these [Sunni-majority] governorates were a minority so they couldn’t do anything and they were not subject to [Iranian] influence.
 
Sheikh Sabah’s response to the same question was remarkably similar:

Let me tell you what the reality was: this [the uprisings] is an issue that was adopted by the Shi’a; [or] some of the Shi’as who were not Iraqis and they are found in Tel Afar and all sorts of places. So in Ninewa it was these people that took part in Tel Afar and in Balad. So there was trouble in all of Iraq except for Anbar.

I submitted to Sheikh Sabah that it is surely impossible for Iranian infiltration/influence alone to cause the fall of nine governorates and, according to him, of causing limited unrest in the remaining Arab-majority governorates in the space of a week. He explained that there were, “weak souls,” in Iraq who were influenced by Iranian attempts to make them rebel against their state. However, one cannot help but wonder why Iran was unable to influence the ‘weak-souls’ of the other Arab-majority governorates; in Sheikh Sabah’s view: 

Geographic reasons partly: for example, Amara is on the border [with Iran], Kut is next to Amara. It is difficult for them to provide logistical support to somewhere as far as Anbar. Diyala is on the border but they didn’t succeed. Why? Because there is a Sunni majority in Diyala and the majority of the Shi’as [there] are patriotic and Arab.

His views on Diyala are particularly interesting for they implicitly, perhaps subconsciously, suggest that whilst a Sunni Arab’s patriotism and Arabness are assured and require no validation, the reverse is true for Shi’as. This is equally evident in comments made by Iraqi Sunni politician, Lu’ay al Si’aidi, regarding the events of March 1991: whilst accepting that many Iraqis were indeed rebelling against the regime, a rebellion he applauds, he goes on to argue that this was overshadowed by an Iranian, or pro-Iranian, component. Again, it is the Sunni Arabs’ patriotic and non-sectarian credentials that are credited with stopping the spread of the uprisings beyond the southern governorates:

Even in Ramadi there was an insurrection but when they sensed that this was Iranian they stopped. In Mosul likewise there was the beginnings of an insurrection but when they saw that the matter had become Iranian, covered in a mathhabi
 wrap with a despicable sectarianism there was a backlash.

It is these preconceptions and inherited myths of somewhat suspect aspects amongst the Shi’a that made the unprecedented attacks of the Al Thawra articles believable to a Sunni readership.
 Furthermore, the fears conjured by the mobilisation of Shi’i identity as discussed in chapter 3 are clearly prevalent amongst Sunnis, and even some secular Shi’as, thereby facilitating the state’s vilification of any threat that can be characterised as ‘Shi’i’. When asked whether there were lingering suspicions towards the loyalty of the southern governorates after the events of 1991, Shiekh Sabah answered:

Absolutely yes there was an ‘X’ on them. From the state? Absolutely. From us as citizens there wasn’t any suspicions because we know them and have known them for years. There are tribes in the south that have Arab roots and we know them and trust them. However, there are tribes [in the south] whose roots are not Arab and we cannot trust them... The south will always have an ‘X’ on them regarding their loyalty to the state and this will always be a problem.

It is perhaps this impossibility of mobilising Shi’a identity without eliciting charges of sectarianism or subservience to Iran as evidenced by the memory of 1991 that led to a move away from apologetic Shi’i sectarianism in the 1990’s. The massive cost of the uprisings and the socioeconomic conditions of the sanctions-era as illustrated in chapter 5 led to the formation of a more coherent and unapologetic Shi’i identity.
 This was accentuated by the polarised memory of the events of 1991: that the Shi’as’ chosen trauma of choice in the 1990’s, what they regarded as an example of patriotic duty, was dismissed and vilified by their fellow citizens served to further harden sectarian divides. Not only was the memory of the events polarised, even the importance assigned to them differs vastly between detractors and sympathisers. To many Sunnis the events were no more than a two-week disturbance of little relevance; a, “black and shameful page in Iraqi history,” as one former officer in the Republican Guards described them but one that barely merits any notice. In fact the same officer, after recounting the standard state-account of the events and after assuring me that absolutely no one in Iraq wanted Saddam in 1991 was nevertheless surprised by my belief that the memory of the events was at all disputed:

How do you explain the polarised narratives of the events; from glorious intifada on the one hand to the page of betrayal and treason on the other?

Who calls it intifada? The Supreme Council and Da’awa and those living in Iran but... they [Shi’as] never glorified these events. Only after the [2003] war, and a year after the war, did they start calling it the Sha’abaniyah or the intifada. Prior to that, this phenomenon was unheard of. What was said [prior to 2003] is that the south rebelled. Even then; rebelled? What rebelled? Who was supporting Saddam other than the people of the south? Even during the sanctions years the people of the south were the ones supporting him.

Given how hallowed an event the intifada is to most Shi’as, particularly those from the participating governorates, I found it astonishing that some Iraqis were unaware of the term’s usage in that context prior to 2003. For all the intermarriage and social mixing of Sunnis and Shi’as, clearly years of totalitarianism have stifled understanding of the other’s views on what were deemed sensitive subjects. This divergence of memories has had an effect on sectarian relations and on the way Iraqis (state and people) deal with the issue of sectarian identity.  The crushing of the uprising and the tremendous cost of the aftermath strengthened the sense of Shi’a victimhood; however, until 2003 at least, the events were regarded as a unique episode that far surpassed any previous tragedy, real or perceived, in the context of modern Iraq thus constituting a turning point in the Shi’as’ conception of themselves and their place in the Iraqi nation state. For the first time in modern Iraqi history, the Shi’a were attacked rather than a particular group amongst them. In the aftermath of the events the Shi’a myth-symbol complex itself appeared to be under threat through the desecration of the shrines, murder of clerics and the collective and brutal punishments visited on the cities of the south. Accentuating the sense of victimhood and isolation was the absence of sympathy or solidarity during and after the events from many of their compatriots. The inescapable fact was that, whatever the realities and intentions at the start of the uprisings, the events of 1991 became an issue viewed primarily through a sectarian lens. That none of the Sunni-majority governorates rebelled, and then accepted the state’s narrative of the events in effect vilifying those that did rebel proved highly detrimental to sectarian relations particularly in the context of the societal breakdown of Iraq during the 1990’s as illustrated in chapter 5. The mere fact that Sunnis felt threatened by the uprisings, in effect seeing the unruly rebels of the southern governorates as a greater evil than Saddam is incomprehensible to the overwhelmingly Shi’a sympathisers of the events.

Following the uprisings, the subjects of sectarian identity and sectarian relations were, for the first time, evident in public discourse.
 Unfortunately, neither the conditions specific to the sanctions-era nor the space available for discussion under the Ba’ath allowed for a fruitful debate; rather what was witnessed throughout the sanctions-era was a heightened salience of sectarian identities and rising sectarian antagonisms that paved the way for the sectarian violence of the post-2003 era. The divergent memories also bred a feeling of alienation amongst the Shi’a: many wondered why so much effort was required to justify a rebellion against a man the vast majority of Iraqis, regardless of communal identity, wanted to be rid of? How, despite the enormous toll paid by the southern governorates, can it be that the same governorates came to be viewed with an air of suspicion – as exemplified by the ‘X’ that Sheikh Sabah believes hovers above the south’s loyalties? As one Baghdadi Shi’a remarked:

Of course, deep down, there was a feeling of betrayal [amongst Shi’as after 1991] but they could not express this clearly because of the problems it would cause. They [the Shi’a] don’t have a state, the state is against them and the state is the culprit, what can they say? What can he do? He cannot blame anyone [publicly]. On the contrary he started saying things just to try to arrest the [sectarian] breakdown because that is something no Iraqi wants. But if you want the truth, deep down, he [the Shi’i] would be cursing their fathers! Really! Anyone of us! I mean you see him sitting there relaxed with his army and they killed all these people and no one complained or criticised – why? Of course the people would ask why?

The shock of the uprisings and of the subsequent campaign to quell them changed the way Shi’as and the state viewed each other which was then transposed onto sectarian relations on a social level as many Sunnis accepted the state’s narrative of the events furthering a Shi’i sense of isolation. Underlining this is the conviction amongst many Shi’as that they as a group were the subject of attack in 1991. In the words of Iraqi academic Shawqi Jewad:

1991 definitely forms a turning point in sectarian relations. There is such a thing as common norms and values [urf]; shrines and places of worship had a sanctity that was broken in 1991. It was new to us; a line had been crossed. Now you ask me about how the Shi’a reacted, well there’s nothing they can do, but deep down the reaction within themselves was a very strong one. He [the Shi’i] can see that this is an attack against him and his sect and his religion and the things in which he believes in.

6.3. Al Intifada al Sha’abaniyah

The counter-memory is the polar opposite to the one outlined above and can be easily found in the writings of Iraqis in exile between 1991 and 2003.
 Any suggestion of foreign, particularly Iranian, help or influence is vehemently denied; furthermore, the events are, in this narrative, wholly Iraqi and, being a struggle of ‘the people’ against tyranny, are morally beyond reproach despite the oft-recognised excesses. When combined with the tremendous cost paid by the rebellious governorates, the events of March 1991 became the chosen trauma of choice during the sanctions-era for many Shi’as, particularly amongst those of the southern governorates. Naturally, prior to 2003, the public glorification of the events was restricted to Iraqis in exile who commemorated the uprisings’ memory in poetry, articles and books.
 One of the more interesting examples of the hallowed status of the events of 1991 can be found in Abdul Karim al Uzari’s book of the same year in which he presents a lengthy handwritten dedication to the rebels of March 1991 whom he compares to the protagonists of that holiest of Iraqi nationalist symbols, the rebellion of 1920.
 Similarly, far from an Iranian conspiracy, Shawqi Jewad views the events of March 1991 as proof of the strength of Iraqi Shi’as’ patriotism:

In 1991 we saw an increasing enthusiasm towards the crystallisation of something that had been long present: the conviction that the Shi’a are the majority, that they are the primary stakeholders in Iraq, that they are the caretakers of the unity of Iraq. And this goes back to 1920 – they have always been devoted to Iraq.

Although the uprisings were associated with Shi’i Islamic oppositionists who proceeded to patronise its memory, sympathisers of the rebellion extend far beyond them as is evident in the case of Uzari. For most active opponents of the Ba’ath in the sanctions-era, Islamic or otherwise, the uprisings became a glorified symbol;
 however, beyond that glorification, memories differed in detail and emphasis. For example, those affiliated to Islamic parties such as the Supreme Council and Da’awa invariably inflate the role played by organised militias and Islamic sentiment in what they nevertheless agree was a spontaneous uprising.
 However, despite this divergence, I am unaware of any sympathetic accounts that portray the events as an exclusionist Shi’i rebellion much less as being Iranian-led or inspired. That Shi’as rebelled has been a source of pride for Shi’a sympathisers of the rebellion; however, they are careful, in public at least, to dismiss sectarian explanations for the uprisings or for the fact that Sunni-majority governorates did not participate. Likewise the issue of the undeniably Shi’i slogans raised and heard during the uprisings has either been blamed on Saddam loyalists trying to tarnish the image of the uprisings or, in the case of Shi’i activists and their sympathisers, the slogans are presented as a universally recognised moral force.
 The underlying motivation for such stances is to bolster the Iraqi nationalist credentials of the events of March 1991; a motivation that was undoubtedly encouraged by the fact that the events’ Shi’i character was the prime delegitimizing factor in polemics that cast them in a negative light.     

Whilst one can trace the evolution of the mythology of the intifada amongst Iraqis in exile, it is far more difficult to gauge popular sentiment within Iraq towards the ‘page of betrayal and treason,’ during the sanctions-era. However, in 2003 the symbolic strength of the memory of 1991 amongst Shi’as in Iraq was evident in the first days following the fall of the Ba’ath. It seemed that, in 2003, the injustices that many, particularly in the southern governorates, felt they had endured under the Ba’ath were embodied in this most recent of grand tragedies or chosen traumas.
 The feeling that the Ba’ath era, as epitomised in the Shi’i imagination by the events of 1991 or the resulting mass graves, were the definitive and unsurpassable tragedy of the Iraqi Shi’a was soon to give way in the face of newer catastrophes as Iraq descended into chaos as will be discussed in the following chapter. Nevertheless, following the fall of the Ba’ath, Iraqis in the southern governorates renamed place-names after the intifada and inaugurated commemorative monuments in various locations across the southern governorates.
 Organisations have been established to honour the memory of the events of 1991 and the annual commemorations of the intifada have enjoyed Prime Ministerial participation.
 In effect the intifada has become a brand name that symbolises communal victimhood and opposition to the pre-2003 order.

An excellent illustration of how the events of 1991, as remembered by the majority of Shi’as,  augmented Shi’i myth-symbol complexes by adding another chosen trauma to an identity that is defined to a large extent by its celebration of victimhood is to be found in a lengthy poem written and presented sometime between 2006 and 2008. A wide variety of issues and icons of Shi’a symbolism are used, from the Battle of Karbala to the Ba’ath era to the events of 1991 to more recent symbols associated with the post-2003 era.
 The poem is recited by two men and consists of a dialogue between a ‘martyr’ of the ‘Sha’abani Intifada’ who rises from the mass graves to debate a member of the Iraqi parliament of the day. The poem begins with a glorified narrative of the uprising itself to then turn into a series of questions and answers addressing what is evidently felt to be the wasted cost and glory of the uprisings of 1991. More generally the poem addresses the perceived injustices and weaknesses of the post-2003 order; the parliamentarian of 2006-2008 is presented as a self-interested and callous man exploiting the country and failing to stand up for Iraqi interests – which are framed in strongly Shi’i terms such as the need for Iraqi politicians to refute accusations that Iraqi Shi’as are Persians. The poem is a product of the post-2003 environment and addresses contemporary issues of the day yet its author(s) chose the epitome of an event over fifteen years old. Even if the poet felt it necessary to rely on Shi’i symbolism when choosing the central protagonist, he would have been spoiled for choice: given the content, it would have been just as easy to choose a ‘martyr’ from one of the many mass casualty attacks against Iraqi civilians between 2003 and 2006. However, the events of 1991, as embodied by the mass graves were chosen precisely because they are a source of emotive symbolism for a Shi’i audience that have profoundly influenced the Iraqi Shi’i imagination. The inclusion of so specific a reference to the mass graves in the poem’s title is likewise indicative of the emotional power carried by the mass graves amongst Shi’as as will be discussed in the following chapter. Finally, perhaps the martyr of 1991 was considered by the poet to be the most morally authoritative modern figure to question the Iraqi parliamentarian due to the magnitude of the martyr’s undertaking.

The poem begins with the martyr recounting what is a glorified narrative of the uprising of 1991 using a mix of references to the House of the Prophet and more popular Iraqi Arab references to chivalry and bravery: 

I will speak and blame is an executioner surrounding us
And thanks but spare me your ‘well dones’

We made a pact and marched and swore to God

And whoever walks the path of Hussein will have no regrets

We taught a lesson on 15 Sha’aban [1st March 1991] 

And we taught the ones that refused to learn

We met the bullets with the excitement of a groom 

When love has overwhelmed him as his cousin waits

We maintained and leapt over death - a wolf’s leap

Our faces bright not a masked one amongst us

And we suffered a condition: we die standing up

And when Death cries we smile

The fallen would let the charge cross over with a roar 

[Like] An archway to cross for whoever wants to

We ran, ran shouting ‘ya Ali’, the goal was known:
We know nothing of thrones and know nothing of parties

Never by God will we forget Hussein

He is our crown and with him we beautify ourselves

We gathered our anger and our chivalry oh Abbas 

And with anger the masses gathered

We boil in winter and turn into summer

And the blood that boils is only cooled with blood

Before confronting the parliamentarian, the martyr concludes his telling of the events of 1991 by expounding on the rebels’ motives:

That’s who we are, I swear to you without exaggeration 

Anyone who thinks otherwise is deluded

Neither thrones nor power were on our minds 

All we cared about was destroying Tikrit’s idol

And we swore by our families and by the kindness of the kind

Can we leave our children to be orphaned?

The time for blame has come; a martyr’s blame confronts you 

Find yourself an excuse may your excuses suffice

The phrase used to describe Saddam and the Ba’ath – ‘Tikrit’s idol’ (sanam Tikrit) – carries connotations of falsity, blasphemy and all that opposes Islam by evoking the sanam (idols) that the pre-Islamic Arab pagans worshipped. The martyr then directly confronts the parliamentarian warning him to arm himself with a sufficient excuse for the ills of Iraqi society before proceeding to question him (the verses spoken by the parliamentarian are in italics):

Why do our children suffer 

Whilst the gangs of the Ba’ath prosper till today?

 Just be thankful that your children are alive 

Because the voice of the Ba’ath speaks till today

Eid comes and they [our children] have no new clothes to wear

Black [clothes] suit them and go with [their] worries

An abundance of worries is to the politicians’ benefit

And if they [children] did not see Eid, the profits are greater!

Why no schools? And the schools 

Are in need of repairs six times every two months?

Because it’s a time of globalization, opening and liberation 

And repairs have been handed to the foreigner

Why are their homes falling on top of them 

Why is it easy even for a small child to hunt them?

It’s no time for the poor, we are far too busy for them

Leave the needy and feed the big shots

Why does the comrade’s son become an officer
 

Why did my son get kicked out and insulted when he applied?

Because your son is poor and did not follow so-and-so

And you know his papers need to be stamped by the party

Thus far the central theme of the martyr’s complaints revolves around social justice. With the exception of the two references to the Ba’ath the themes touched upon are relevant to any number of countries and settings: corruption, housing, schools and poverty. However, from this point on, the tone of the verses changes to a more specific nature. A much clearer Shi’i symbolism emerges as terrorism, sectarianism, the mass graves and a host of issues relating to the pre and post-2003 orders are raised by the martyr: 

Why were those that carried out bombings deemed innocent 

And why were those who called for their killing deemed sectarian criminals?

Because we have to forgive the gangs of bombing

Perhaps they will retreat and regret their actions.

Why is comrade so-and-so in your parliament? 

My blood is on his shirt! Look at the blood!

Because we see him as a bogeyman and we have to fear him 

And I fear the parliament may collapse on us.

How can you shake the hand that cut my throat?


A mark of shame! [inaudible]

The saying goes: ‘kiss the hand that hurts you’
We shake hands perhaps we will escape having our throats cut

The blood of the people of the [mass] graves that covered every door; 

Isn’t that your blood and your door [why is] your sword broken?

My share is power and your share is an unknown grave

The party is just and never oppresses those it smiles on

Not a holy silver window, [just] stones [will do]!
 

Do I not deserve a grave!

The funds for your grave are all spent and you know well 

That we [politicians] need to escape in hotels and travel

Even in your time [as opposed to Saddam’s] graves are not allowed?
 

Our benefactor! When will you stand up for us.

I’m worried that your grave will arouse the people’s conscience 

And will have them asking why your child was orphaned?

When they said ajam, shame! 

How could you stay silent? Iraq’s soil spoke in our voice

You are an Iraqi and I agree with you on this one

But if we speak no one will back the party
All these skulls rose up amidst gunfire! 

These are my brothers’ bones don’t you understand?

I swear my brother, by God, I saw piles of bones

But the throne cheated me and made me forget about them

My killer is in jail and he demands an air-condition!
 

Whilst my house hasn’t had electricity since before Sha’aban [March 1991]!

Yes it is his right no matter what he asks for

Because his followers rule in parliament

You have a shaking sword in your hand but it’s not out of strength it’s out of fear! 

And your laws are honey to them and all that is mine is poison

I am scared of decisions that save the oppressed 

Because every time my wings grow they get clipped!

Why is it that you lived in the Green Zone 

And my son couldn’t escape the suicide bomber?

I am the party’s son and your son is the son of Sha’aban! 

How can we enjoy ourselves if we live equally in safety?

Why was the Askari shrine destroyed?
 

And I challenge you to rebuild that which has collapsed

There will be a parliamentary sitting this week; 

We will vote on it and perhaps it will work out.  

Does the parliament have to vote unanimously? 

The demolisher doesn’t build, wake up stop dreaming!

Yes we have to vote unanimously 

Otherwise parliament will collapse

Federalism is forced on us in the north 

But when the south calls for it you say Iraq will be divided

Because the people of the north united faithfully

But if your people united it would anger your enemies

Oh our leader [Jalal al Talabani], why was the flag pulled down in your areas? 

That can’t be right!

It’s not the leader’s fault this is reality! 

The head that is lowered when hit is the one that learns

Even she who was weaned on shame is embarrassed! 

How can you keep your eyes closed?

Never mind your sectarianism, your shame and your dead! 

Submissiveness and profit is a great gain!

In the final part of the poem, the parliamentarian recognises the legitimacy of the martyr’s complaints and the dialogue turns from one of question and answer to one of joint lamentation. Both the martyr and the parliamentarian reflect on the state of Iraq and appear to conclude that the uprisings of 1991, and the ideals they embodied as represented in this poem, were betrayed. The bloodshed and the sacrifice were all for naught and in a subtle attack on the post-2003 order, the only long-term winner in the poem is the opportunistic politician:   

Oh 15th Sha’aban, your blood is lost!

They sold you cheaply; how dear you are to me!

I feel your pain! So many wounds bleed! 

What can I say to you oh martyr with a fire in my chest?

What will you tell me about with so many deep wounds? 

Do you want to tell me about them?

I will tell you and count them [the wounds] oh blood of 91;

And the first [wound] is your orphans’ tears on my cheek

For your sake my blood and all the blood of 91 flowed

My blood is a source of pride for your children and mine

The sorrow of your youth oh sky of the two rivers

Oh patience of the mountains and smile of the papyrus

Tell me do you still pass by the house? 

How is the dear woman who never slept after I was gone?

I do pass by the house and in your memory your mother raised her head high 

But I fear you will be hurt if I tell you what I know

I lived with you and feel what is happening to you 

The screams of the mothers that lost their sons echo in my grave

Did you know that after you were gone we never saw a celebration?

Your mother tasted oppression and your son resorted to begging

I know, I know, congratulations to the political parties

Even those that were with me are now against me

Do you know in what shame, in what humiliation we live? 

Do you know how they sold your effort and mine?

I know, I know, your effort was sold and Iraq was sold! 

People from amongst us betrayed [us] and did not honour my pact.

Parties, stolen rights and marginalisation

And we pay with our blood in a suicide bombing

Forced displacement, kidnapping, explosions; 

Terror and militias and brigades [inaudible]

Where can we go? The tears have turned into a flood; 

And our patience screams enough you’ve crossed my limits.

We need to make a stand where is the one that rises to the difficult challenges?

Help us help us, rise oh Mahdi! 

Needless to say the martyr represents Iraq; or at least Iraq as imagined by a particular strand of Shi’i society present in the recitation of the poem. As argued elsewhere, the difficulty with Iraqi national identity, or Iraqi nationalism, is not in its weakness, much less its absence; rather it is the multiplicity of Iraqi national identity and the salience of different contradictory definitions of self within the Iraqi framework that has been the source of social discord. That such divisive narratives at times gain salience relates to wider socio-political and economic factors such as, for example, the sudden poverty that Iraq plunged into in the 1990’s or the confusion of the post-2003 era.
The above poem perfectly illustrates the problem of contradictory symbolisms of Iraqi identity. Nowhere in the poem is there a hint of rejection of the other or of the Iraqi nation state or a suggestion of an alternate entity; in fact it can be viewed as an intensely nationalistic poem. The martyr complains that the Iraqi flag is not flown in the Kurdish north – a common lament amongst Iraqis who could not comprehend how the Iraqi flag was suppressed on Iraqi territory. The martyr takes offence at being equated with Iran and rebukes the accusation by equating himself and all those in the mass graves with the soil of Iraq. Finally both the parliamentarian and the martyr bemoan the fact that, “Iraq was sold!” Yet this poem would be received very differently by Sunni and Shi’a audiences. At the very least, a Sunni listener may feel excluded as a result of the abundant usage of Shi’i symbolism (albeit in an Iraqi context). In the worst case, the poem may be called ‘sectarian’ as the symbolism would be interpreted as a promotion of Shi’i identity at the expense of Iraqi identity. Were the same sentiments to be expressed by an anti-establishment Sunni poet, then the symbolism would be starkly different – perhaps the martyr would be one of the fallen in the battles of Fallujah.   

As is commonly the case in sectarian dynamics, the heart of the issue lies in the contradictory symbolisms under which either side shelters. In the above example, it is perhaps the symbolism associated with 1991 that is most controversial. Most Sunni listeners would immediately be repelled by the poem if the central figure is one of the ghawgha’a of 1991; a protagonist in ‘the page of betrayal and treason,’ or, to some, one of the thousands of Iranians that poured over the border in March 1991. What is important to stress, and what is often overlooked, is that such sentiments do not necessarily equate with anti-Shi’a sentiment. As will be seen in the next chapter, several interviewees expressed a genuine belief that the mass graves were full of Iranians or Iranian agents without a trace of malice towards the people of the southern governorates – which stands to logical reason as they do not believe that the people of the southern governorates participated en masse in the events of 1991. Nevertheless, the lines are blurred especially when one takes into account the sensitivity of the subject: the fact that observers equated the uprising with Iran reflects, Shi’as will naturally feel, an ingrained distrust of Shi’as. Consequently, the result is the same: the negation of the other’s tragedies, regardless of intent, will serve to strengthen sectarian identification in juxtaposition to the other. The other half of this endless cycle is that it nourishes, in this case, the Shi’as’ sense of victimhood which, when emphasised, becomes an assertion of Shi’i identity which serves to further divide Sunnis and Shi’as. This same destructive dynamic made itself apparent amongst both Sunnis and Shi’as in post-2003 Iraq as each denied the tragedies of the other (whether related to the pre or post-2003 eras). In countless private conversations since 2003, I have repeatedly heard both Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as present their community as the main, if not sole, victim of recent events whilst at the same time expressing incomprehension of the other’s views and attitudes. With regards to the events of March 1991, what is apparent to this day is that they created a pantheon of powerful symbols (both for and against the uprising); for the Shi’a it is a relatively recent ‘chosen trauma’ which is still felt today by, for example, the opening of the mass graves. That such a hallowed event (for the Shi’a at least) is regarded as a foreign-inspired or foreign-instigated attack on Iraq is what makes it so divisive.

CHAPTER 7: SECTARIAN RELATIONS IN POST-2003 IRAQ

7.1. The New Iraq

Since the fall of the Ba’ath, much has been written about post-2003 Iraq and about Iraqi sectarian relations. The prominence and politicisation of sectarian identity has made both issues highly contentious. More problematic is the influence that post-2003 Iraq has had on readings of sectarian relations in Iraqi history. As has been argued throughout, when discussing sectarian relations and sectarian identity, it is essential not to lose sight of context. The fall of the Ba’ath did not unleash ancient or perennial hatreds nor, conversely, did it result in the importing of an alien sectarian discourse to Iraq; rather a combination of factors relating to both pre and post-2003 Iraq served to galvanise sectarian identity ascribing it with political relevance and heightened salience. The manner in which political space was opened in 2003 and the conditions of the preceding thirteen years were conducive to the accentuation of identity politics. The social and political changes that Iraq has undergone since 2003 have been nothing short of revolutionary. Part of this ‘revolution’ has been the unleashing of previously suppressed modes of expression and organisation. As far as sectarian identity is concerned, the taboo with which it was shrouded was suddenly removed. This is particularly relevant to Iraqi Shi’as who sought to assert what they regarded as a long suppressed sectarian identity. A strongly assertive sectarianism was triggered by the sudden fall of the Ba’ath, the ascendancy of Shi’a dominated parties to the top of the political pyramid, the politicisation of sectarian identity and the violence and uncertainty with which the post-2003 era was tragically characterised. Underlying sectarian tensions since 2003 has been a clear contest over cultural ownership of Iraq and a clash of sectarian symbolisms in the new state. The unleashing of long-repressed but seldom dormant sectarian identities in a political vacuum resulted in sectarian identity gaining unprecedented salience and ultimately leading to sectarian civil war as will be discussed in chapter 8. What the years since 2003 represent are a renegotiation of sectarian identity in unfamiliar political territory that for the first time allowed, even encouraged, the articulation, assertion and politicisation of sectarian identity. Understandably, given the decades-long absence of active popular politics in Iraq, this sudden openness with which a previously sensitive taboo was dealt with aroused as much fear as celebration.

It is commonly stated that Sunnis were against regime change while Shi’as were all for it. As with much that is said about ‘Shi’as’ and ‘Sunnis’ this is an inescapable reduction and one that I have admittedly made in chapter 3. It might be a slightly less inaccurate generalisation to state that the majority of Sunnis were less optimistic about regime change than the majority of their Shi’a compatriots.
 That pessimism was only turned into opposition and rejection after their suspicions were perceived to have been confirmed in social and political developments following the fall of the Ba’ath in April 2003.
 These suspicions revolved around fears of the rise of a ‘Shi’a state’, Sunni marginalisation, loss of Iraqi sovereignty and the rise of Iranian influence. It should also be noted that few Iraqis, Sunnis or Shi’as, regarded the foreign troop presence on Iraqi soil as anything but an occupation.
 As such, sectarian antagonisms were less related to the Coalition’s presence than to the perceived legitimacy of the post-2003 political order.

It is beyond the purposes of this chapter to delve into the general history of post-2003 Iraq. Of the numerous accounts of the post-war era, all will touch upon the impact of sectarian identity on political developments and attempts at democratisation. However, little attention has been paid to the changes in sectarian relations and how sectarian dynamics in post-2003 Iraq fit into the broader context of Shi’a-Sunni relations before and beyond the immediate post-war era. My focus in the post-war era is on the clash of symbolisms that, I would argue, are the underlining driver of sectarian antagonisms in Iraq. The examples of contentious symbols provided below are illustrative but not exhaustive; however they do demonstrate how symbolisms can embody, inflame and drive group identities. Before that, it would be useful to consider the circumstance which galvanised and promoted sectarian myth-symbol complexes in post-2003 Iraq.

7.2. Sectarian identity in post-2003 Iraq

Sectarian self-identification amongst Iraqis had increased throughout the sanctions-era for reasons discussed in chapters 5 and 6. By 2003, Iraqi nationalism, despite being as emotive a sentiment as it had ever been, had become diffuse with the receding of the state in the 1990’s and its concurrent loss of legitimacy. As discussed in chapter 3, receding state nationalism, such as that evident in the 1990’s, leads to a diffusion of nationalist sentiment along communal lines as the state loses its ability to propagate an overarching and unifying national identity. Therefore, by 2003, the grounds for sectarian politics were already in place as a result of the saliency of sectarian identities and the absence of clear political alternatives. However, the situation was exacerbated and the politicisation of sectarian identity was propelled by the unrestrained assertion of sectarian identity, returning exiles, the occupation authorities and the political vacuum that Iraqis found themselves in after the Ba’ath. It is doubtful that many Iraqis or Iraqi political actors consciously pursued the politicisation of sectarian identity or the exclusion of the other; however, the divergent imaginings of Iraq that have been dwelt upon throughout this study clashed in the post-2003 era meaning that whilst everyone perceived themselves to be serving ‘Iraq’ the reality was that Iraq as imagined by prominent Iraqi political actors would, intentionally or not, marginalise the other or at the very least foster fears of marginalisation. As will be seen below, a strongly Shi’i-leaning state nationalism was propagated following the fall of the Ba’ath effectively resulting in a clash of identities as Sunnis challenged their loss of cultural ownership of Iraq. In essence, Sunnis were no longer the Staatsvolk of the Iraqi-nation state and it was this crisis of identity that underlined Sunni rejection of the post-2003 order. As Ahmed Hashim perceptively observed:

For the Sunni Arabs the downfall of the regime in April 2003 was not only or even primarily the collapse of power and privileges – indeed, many of them had little power and few, if any privileges – but of the entire nationalist edifice that has been in existence for more than eight decades and that had identified Iraq with them.
 

This, what Hashim goes on to term, ‘identity disenfranchisement’, is the fundamental root of Sunni opposition to the post-2003 order. In the (near) absence of a functioning state following the fall of the Ba’ath, Iraqis turned to communal identities for physical and ontological security. The nascent political order nurtured and consequently politicised communal identity. As Iraqi psychologist Qasim Hussein Salih recollected: 

If the state collapses and law is suspended and life becomes anarchic, fear will spread amongst people and they will separate [themselves] into groups or individuals whose behaviour is governed by the need to exist. Consequently they will resort to a source of power or group that can protect them... This was the first psychological change that happened to Iraqis amidst the happiness that prevailed amongst most of them at being rid of the dictatorship. After the fall of the tent of state, which had guaranteed the people the need to exist, the people were divided between those that resorted to a tribe or to a religious figure or to a civil or residential group...

What exacerbated the situation was the fact that the new political order perpetuated amd nourished the politicisation of communal identity which served to heighten Sunni fears of exclusion in the face of a more developed and institutionalised Shi’i identity. Whether this was avoidable is far from certain; Andreas Wimmer argues that the introduction of democratic politics, more often than not, lead to a rise in ethnic-religious tensions as sub-national identities acquire political relevance.
 Needless to say ethnic or religious plurality is not antithetical to democratic development; however, in Wimmer’s view, the absence of strong networks of civil-society organisations and the weakness of the state prior to and during democratisation are what make the introduction of democracy in such cases problematic and raise the potential for communal strife.
 In the Iraqi case, the truths of state changed in April 2003: sectarian identity was unleashed and Shi’i identity became central to official narratives of state leading to the aforementioned identity disenfranchisement of Iraqi Sunnis which was underlined by a profound ontological insecurity in light of the rapid changes that saw the identity of the state change from one reflecting their own to one reflecting that of an assertive Shi’a identity. As Kinnvall noted: 

The fact that many... people find themselves both structurally marginalised and ontologically insecure often gives rise to a politics of resistance and the growth of local identities... As Sigel has noted, “There exists in humans a powerful drive to maintain the sense of one’s identity, a sense of continuity that allays fear of changing too fast or being changed against one’s will by outside forces.”

One of the most immediately noticeable features of sectarian identities in post-2003 Iraq have been the divergent memories of the Ba’ath era and the different conceptions of the post-2003 order both of which are related to the issue of the legitimacy, if not popularity or adequacy, of the state.
 One consequence of this has been the adoption of elements of the Ba’ath era into the relatively under developed Sunni myth-symbol complex. The longevity of this is difficult to predict and it may well be a temporary act of rebellion against what is perceived to be an illegitimate political order. As such, criticism of the previous regime is avoided for fear of inadvertently appearing to condone the post-2003 order. As one Baghdadi Sunni said when asked about the Iraqi constitutional process:

I didn’t vote for the constitution and wouldn’t vote: let’s say my father is responsible for a family; whether he is good or bad is not the point. The family is his responsibility and his alone. So you can’t take someone out of their house and form a government in the shadow of an occupation… that cannot be right.

Clearly Saddam is the father and Iraq is the family in this analogy; however, these are not necessarily terms of endearment for us to pounce on as evidence of Sunni pro-Saddam sentiments and could just as well reflect a form of rejection of the post-2003 order. The above quote was one of over twenty telephone interviews conducted with Baghdadis in November 2006. The sample was purposefully split evenly between Sunnis and Shi’as, one of whom was a Feyli Kurd.
 The rejection of the post-2003 order was immediately noticeable with all Sunnis interviewed whilst Shi’i respondents demonstrated a cautious optimism maintaining that the post-2003 order was, despite its apocalyptic violence and the woeful performance of post-2003 Iraqi governments, preferable to the Ba’ath regime; as one respondent from Sadr City put it: “Overall, I am optimistic because for thirty years we have suffered.”
      

7.3. Outsiders, Insiders and the Formalisation of Sectarian Politics

The occupation and the returning exiles made the formalisation of sectarian politics all but inevitable. That is not to say that it was imposed on an unsuspecting Iraqi society; the sanctions-era heightened the salience of sectarian identity in Iraq and this was reflected by the spontaneous assertion of sectarian identity upon the fall of the Ba’ath. However the push towards sectarian politics may have been halted or at least slowed down had there been such an initiative from above. Unfortunately, both the returning exiles and the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) placed much emphasis on Iraqi sectarian dynamics and identities. The Iraqi Shi’a opposition in exile was so traumatised by what it regarded as sectarian discrimination and so focussed on the sorrows of their group that their overriding ambitions were a mixture of righting sectarian wrongs, asserting the Shi’as’ majority status and ensuring that Iraqis would never again be victim to sectarian discrimination. Ironically, and regardless of their intentions, placing so much emphasis on sectarian victimhood and righting sectarian wrongs had the opposite effect to the one ostensibly intended: it galvanised sectarian identity propelling it into the heart of politics. In such a situation Sunnis found themselves on an unequal playing field; unlike their Shi’a compatriots, Iraqi Sunnis did not have the experience or structures to organise themselves along sectarian lines for their group identity, particularly in politics, had always been intertwined with the state.
 Both politically and religiously, Shi’a Iraqis had veteran structures independent of the pre-2003 state that stepped into the post-2003 vacuum. However, these structures, by definition and despite their claims to the contrary, are geared towards Shi’a interests. Whilst the Supreme Council, Da’awa, the Sadrists or indeed the marji’iya are not anti-Sunni by nature, they are Shi’a organisations. Their stated goals and ambitions have always revolved around Iraq, but in practice they have acted as Iraqi Shi’a-interest groups and legitimately so. However, the fact that after the fall of the Ba’ath there were no obvious Sunni counterparts enhanced Sunni feelings of exclusion and encirclement. Returning to the issue of the exiles, whilst there were Iraqi oppositionists of every political hue in exile during the Ba’ath period, of those that returned to secure prominent political positions the best placed amongst Arab Iraqis were the Shi’a political parties. Reflecting the importance of sectarian self-identification within Iraq, secular politicians, both insiders and former exiles, found that they could not compete with the Shi’a organisations whose names, legacies and Shi’a identities secured broad based, albeit superficial, support.

The importance of sectarian identity to the Shi’a opposition in exile can be gauged through the ‘Declaration of the Shi’a of Iraq’ signed in London in January 2002.
 The Declaration is important not just as a reflection of Shi’a political activism in exile but also as an example of the negative reaction that mobilised Shi’i identity, or assertive Shi’i identity, causes amongst many Sunnis. Broadly speaking, the Declaration is a standard political document calling for many of the features characteristic of liberal democracies around the world such as the abolishment of any form of sectarian discrimination, the establishment of a constitutional parliamentary democracy, ensuring equality before the law, religious freedoms and human rights. However, it is signed in the name of the Shi’a and expresses and speaks for a specifically Shi’a Iraqi identity which, in the Iraqi context, makes it a problematic document. That this should be the case is a reflection of the failure of Iraqi society to discuss and absorb sectarian identity rather than of the Declaration’s lack of legitimacy as an expression of communal identity.
 What makes the Declaration important to a discussion of early post-2003 developments is that it shows the centrality of sectarian identity to many of those who were to gain political prominence after the fall of the Ba’ath.
  Many Shi’a oppositionists came to define themselves in exile primarily through their suffering, real or perceived; the oppression that they considered themselves to be victims of was seen to be a result of sectarian discrimination and hence sectarian identity was paramount in their conceptions of self as reflected in the Declaration and in early post-2003 Iraqi policy. In fact, so central is Shi’a victimhood that article 2 of the Declaration argues that the Iraqi state’s sectarian policies and the exclusion of Iraqi Shi’as have led to:

...the transformation of the Iraqi Shi’a into a recognisable social entity with its own peculiarities, far from any specific ideological or religious considerations. In other words the crystallisation of the Shi’a as a distinct group owes far more to the policies of discrimination and retribution than to any specifically sectarian or religious considerations. This condition now defines the status of the Shi’a in Iraq irrespective of the individual Shi’i’s doctrinal, religious or political orientations.

Again, there is nothing malicious in this statement and it may even have been largely accurate at the time it was written; however, in the Iraqi context, where sectarian identity, particularly Shi’i sectarian identity is viewed with suspicion, such an overt expression of Shi’a identity was bound to raise Sunni, and even some secular Shi’i, concerns. Furthermore, the Declaration’s suggested solutions to Iraq’s sectarian problems, some of which were implemented after 2003, were bound to have the opposite effect to that intended, namely, raising the salience of sectarian identity thereby increasing the potential for sectarian tension. For example, in article 9, a federal authority is envisaged to, “combat sectarianism,” and that may at some point have its mandate extended, “to include the combat of all forms of sectarianism in official and private institutions.” Regardless of the intention behind it, the effect of such importance being assigned to sectarian identity will be the rising salience of sectarian definitions of self and the added importance of sectarian considerations to state policy. Furthermore, if Shi’as have been discriminated against in the past and if a federal authority is to be established to ‘combat sectarianism’ then logically this would entail positive discrimination in favour of the Shi’a. Again regardless of the intention, the reality of, for example, dismissing a Sunni for a Shi’i to take his position will undoubtedly foster the perception of anti-Sunni discrimination and this is precisely what happened with the policy of de-Ba’athification in post-2003 Iraq. Article 9 goes on to state that in abolishing the policy of sectarianism, the envisioned state should undertake, “revising the elements of the history curriculum to remove all disparagement of the Shi’a, and the writing of an authentic history that would remove any anti-Shi’a biases.” Again, in post-2003 Iraq, this has only served to foster the perception of Shi’a domination amongst Sunnis and has accelerated the withdrawal into sectarian identifications of self.
 The Declaration in itself is relatively unimportant as it was never held up publicly as a blueprint in post-2003 Iraq; however, its importance lies in its focus on sectarian identity and the fact that some of the signatories were to become influential policymakers in post-2003 Iraq. Whether in government or in opposition, the pre-2003 Shi’a oppositionists had a sect-centric identity which was doubtless fostered by pre-2003 sectarian victimhood both real and perceived. Neither the Declaration nor its signatories in themselves provide grounds for condemnation: the assertion of group identity, provided that the other is not disparaged, is a legitimate form of expression and demanding group rights is likewise a legitimate form of advocacy. However, regardless of its legitimacy, the fact is that fears of sectarian encirclement are aroused by assertions of Shi’a identity for reasons already discussed. What exacerbated the situation in post-2003 Iraq was that the paranoiac fears of sectarian discrimination were reinforced by the new political elite many of whom had noticeably sect-centric political orientations; furthermore, the drive towards sectarian politics was aided by the CPA’s excessive focus on sectarian dynamics. 

The Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), comprised of 25 members appointed in July 2003 by then head of the CPA Paul Bremer, was the first step in crystallising sectarian politics. In their desire to present a representative Iraqi governing body, the CPA divided the IGC’s membership along communal identities based on estimates of what each communal group’s size was believed to be; hence, 13 Shi’a Arabs, five Sunni Arabs, five Kurds, a Turkoman and a Christian were appointed. Whilst the intention may have been to ensure a fair distribution of power according to population size, the fact is that the makeup of Iraqi society is a highly contentious issue as will be seen below. In any case, the IGC’s ‘original sin’ was in granting communal identity primacy in politics thereby politicising group identity to unprecedented levels.
 In the same way that foreign diplomats and missionaries elevated the political importance of communal identity in Ottoman Mount Lebanon thereby altering the socio-political landscape, the CPA, through the IGC sought to measure and represent the size of Iraqi communal groups thereby, in Pelham’s words, elevating, “sectarian and ethnic identity to the rank of primary organising political principle.”
 It is ironic to note that the Declaration of the Shi’a, two of whose signatories were members of the IGC and one of whom was a rotational president, had explicitly warned against such sectarian mathematics in politics. Article 6 perceptively states that, “Any policy that calls for the official adoption of the division of powers on the basis of overt sectarian percentages... cannot be workable in the context of Iraq.” The Declaration states, with a prophetic warning, that the Shi’a did not want, “some bogus solution based on the division of the spoils according to demographic formulae, a condition that would very probably result in communal sectarianism becoming a social and political reality...” Yet this is precisely what the consequences of the establishment of the IGC were on Iraqi society and politics.
 Beyond the IGC, sectarian identity continued to gain in salience as it dictated appointments and progression;
 however, what may have been of more profound consequence was the effect that the powerful sense of Shi’i victimhood had on the new Iraq as the attempts to right perceived historical wrongs increased a sense of sectarian encirclement amongst Sunnis.
 This was reflected in the urge to proclaim the majority status of the Shi’a and in state policies such as de-Ba’athification and, not least, the constitutional process.
   

7.4. The Collision of Myth-Symbol Complexes in Post-2003 Iraq 

Whilst the 1990’s were a period in which sectarian identity came to be more prominent and where apologetic sectarianism was less common in sectarian relations, post-2003 Iraq offered the opportunity and space to articulate an assertive sectarian identity particularly amongst Shi’as.
 The fall of the Ba’ath was seen by Shi’as as an opportunity for Iraq to be delivered to its rightful and hitherto oppressed and excluded majority. It has been argued throughout that the mobilisation and assertion of Shi’a identity has more often than not been a source of alarm for Iraqi Sunnis and many secular Shi’as; with that in mind, the Shi’as’ assertion of their identity, their rights and their victimhood led to a galvanisation of Iraqi Sunni identity. In such a climate in which sectarian identity has been inflamed by political competition, historical claims and counter claims and accusations and counteraccusations, fears of sectarian encirclement were ignited by the mere assertion of the other’s sectarian identity. Amongst the Shi’a a long-suppressed identity exploded into public view as millions expressed an unbridled Shi’a identity that had been cultivated for the most part behind closed doors. Shi’i iconography was everywhere to be seen; the Shi’a marji’iya’s influence, following and political weight were equally visible from the outset. Historical grievances were also publicly aired, be they the events of 1991, the mass graves, Ba’athi oppression or religious laments over the Shi’as’ Imams.
 

Perhaps as a result of real and perceived Sunni marginalisation in post-2003 Iraq, Sunni organisations and political personalities were overwhelmingly rejecting of the post-2003 order. Their uncompromising stance came to be coloured with sectarian identity as Sunni communal identity was asserted in the face of its Shi’a counterpart and as a rejection of what was regarded by many as the new Shi’i-dominated political order. The fact that Shi’i domination was the cause of so much consternation was in itself a factor in increased Shi’i identification of self as they sought to safeguard the gains made and felt incensed that what they regarded as their legitimate right was the source of so much controversy. A further complication came from the presence of Coalition forces on Iraqi soil. The Shi’a were portrayed in Sunni polemics as having betrayed Iraq and facilitated its occupation. For the vast majority of Shi’a politicians and clerics, the occupation of Iraq was a necessary and temporary evil and was the price to pay for ridding Iraq of the Ba’ath and for Shi’as to ascend the political pyramid.
 As anti-Coalition violence became increasingly mixed with anti-Shi’a violence, Sunni and Shi’a views of the ‘resistance’ further inflamed sectarian tensions.
 

To outline the assertions and counter assertions of sectarian identity and the major catalysts between 2003 and 2006 that helped escalate sectarian tensions to sectarian civil war is far beyond the scope of this study. As can be seen from the brief glimpse provided above, the hardening of sectarian identities was the result of mutually assertive, at times aggressive, sectarianisms manifested in both symbolic politics and sectarian violence. It is difficult to identify a single turning point in sectarian hatred between 2003 and 2006 that is worth comment above all other: was it the Ashura bombings of March 2004, the escalation of anti-Shi’a bombings throughout 2003-2005 or was it the two battles of Fallujah?
 Was it the identification of Sunnis with an anti-state and anti-Shi’a insurgency, or was it the identification of the Shi’a with a state that was perceived to be anti-Sunni? Was it the elections of 2005 or was it the legitimacy of the entire post-2003 political order?
 Undoubtedly all of these and so many other factors were part of a process of cumulative sectarian tensions and violence that reached their apex in 2006-2007. For our purposes, the point to be made is that when the salience of sectarian identities is inflated they reach a point of incompatibility; hitherto dormant symbolisms and sentiments are pushed to the fore overriding unifying identities and passive sectarian identities. The fact that this process is reversible explains the partial accuracy of both alarmist and reductionist analyses of sectarian relations in Iraq.  

7.4.1. Sectarian Nationalism in Post-2003 Iraq

The gradual deterioration of sectarian relations and the elevated importance of sectarian identities led some observers to deduce that sectarian identity was a more powerful form of self-identification than Iraqi nationalism and that the unleashing of the former had effectively invalidated the latter. I would argue that such a view is flawed and is rooted in the common tendency to divorce sectarian and national identities from each other. However, as argued in chapter 3, in the Iraqi context, sectarian identity is wedded to a sectarian nationalism that is in turn related to state nationalism; the measure of overlap between state and sectarian nationalisms depends on the salience of sectarian identity at any given time and the inclusiveness of state nationalism. The higher the salience of sectarian identity and the less the inclusiveness of state nationalism the more appealing and relevant sectarian nationalisms will be to members of the group. It can be argued that, in post-2003 Iraq, the weakness of the state and its legitimacy and its characterisation by an overtly Shi’i leaning state nationalism in an atmosphere of inflamed sectarian identities led to the galvanisation of sectarian nationalisms in the form discussed in chapter 3. Despite the persistence of the pluralistic non-sectarian ideal, post-2003 Iraq has witnessed strongly accentuated and overtly expressed sectarian nationalisms reflecting a considerable inflation of what was for much of modern Iraqi history the preserve of a fringe element that subscribed to what were, for most Iraqis, dormant sectarian symbolisms. In post-2003 Iraq the importance, salience and relevance of sectarian symbolism was commonly reflected in public discourse; however, when examining Iraqi sectarian rhetoric one finds variants of Iraqi nationalism embedded within even the most offensive vitriol. Furthermore, few groups ever articulated an alternative to the Iraqi nation state;
 regardless of their political ambitions, more often than not, militants had to at least pay lip service to Iraqi nationalism in one form or another.
 Even sectarian plurality in Iraq was paid lip service in militant and extremist rhetoric; needless to say, whether this was borne out of genuine conviction is immaterial for it reflects what extremists believed would increase their legitimacy and popularity.
 However, even while allowing for a pluralistic Iraq, the rhetoric and indeed public sentiment was often contradictory in that whilst the relevance of sectarian identity was played down, the other would be blamed and attacked in the same breath. It can be argued that this reflects the combination of nationalistic imaginings against the realities of post-2003 Iraq: a deeply embedded belief in the negativity of ‘sectarianism’ and the conviction in a pluralistic Iraq struggled, in the Iraqi mindset, against the sectarian violence, sense of victimhood that both Shi’as and Sunnis felt and the sense of outrage that each felt towards the actions of the other.
 Hence one often heard and continues to hear the mantra of ecumenical harmony followed by qualifiers that excludes a significant proportion of Sunnis as ‘Wahhabis’ or ‘Ba’athists’ or excluding many Shi’as and Shi’a organisations as ‘Safavids’ or ‘Persians’.
 The point to be made is that these positions were formulated on an Iraqi nationalist canvass and were in effect a contest as to who of the two communities better embodied Iraq and what Iraqi nationalism represented. As such, what was witnessed was a collision of competing sectarian but Iraqi myth-symbol complexes combining differences over historical memory, real or perceived historical and contemporary injustices, historical and/or contemporary threats posed by the other and, ultimately, cultural ownership of Iraq. What is often overlooked is that sectarian identity was imagined in post-2003 Iraq in religious, transnational and, above all, national terms. In other words, sectarian identity in post-2003 Iraq was a vehicle for Iraqi nationalism rather than a substitute to it. What made this problematic was the weakening of state nationalism, its lack of inclusiveness and the strengthening of contradictory sectarian nationalisms.

7.4.2. The Contest for Cultural Ownership of Iraq

A contentious issue that emerged early on after the fall of the Ba’ath and that embodied the nature of Sunni-Shi’a tensions in post-2003 Iraq was that of demographics. This was perhaps to be expected given that the basis of the first Iraqi post-2003 national institution, the IGC, was based on the population size of communal groups. However, what quickly became apparent was that the figures that many assumed were as close to accuracy as possible were far from universally accepted within Iraq.
 Many, though not all, Sunni public figures have continued to dispute their status as a numerical minority challenging what is the primary justification for Shi’a political ascendency. Some have even argued that Sunnis, Arabs and Kurds, constitute the majority of the Iraqi population. As General Secretary of the Association of Muslim Scholars, Harith al Dhari, argued in 2004: “Sunnis in Iraq are more than half the population... numbers quoted for the Shi’a majority in Iraq are a lie which we have not disputed until now for the sake of national unity.”
 This echoed earlier statements from 2004 made by then head of the (Sunni) Iraqi Islamic party and member of the IGC, Muhsin Abdul Hameed, to Al Sharq al Awsat:
Interviewer: 
There are Sunni objections regarding their representation in the IGC which they regard as weak compared to Shi’i representation.

Abdul Hameed: 
Without a doubt there were mistakes made when constituting the IGC... they kept repeating that the number of Sunnis is small [but] if we added the number of Sunnis from the Arabs, Kurds and Turkomen Iraqis our percentage would be more than 60% [of the population]... the number of Sunni Arabs is the same as that of Shi’a Arabs.

Interviewer: 
Shi’as claim that they constitute more than 60% of the people of Iraq.

Abdul Hameed:
This is rejected by any sane person in Iraq. If we added the populations of only three Sunni governorates, and they are Mosul, Sallah al Din and Anbar, their number would exceed the number of Shi’as in Iraq.
 

This belief has persisted amongst many Sunnis throughout the post-2003 period and to the present. For example in 2007, a leading politician in the (Sunni) Accord Front, Khalaf al Ulayan, echoed Abdil Hameed’s assertion that Sunni Arabs and Sunni Kurds, if combined, would constitute over 60% of the Iraqi population and that Sunni Arabs alone constitute 42% of Iraqis thereby equalling the numerical weight of their Shi’a compatriots.
 More recently, in the summer of 2009, a Sunni politician referred to the notion that Sunnis are a minority as a, “media lie,” promising that a study will be released in the near future proving that Sunni Arabs are between 41% and 42% of Iraqis whilst Shi’as constitute 41% of the population at most.
 Needless to say, the issue of demographics in post-2003 Iraq is a politically charged one as the political system was established on the basis of what proved to be a controversial breakdown of the numerical weight of communal groups. However, more importantly the demographic debate has been central to the contested cultural ownership of Iraq. Sunnis such as those quoted above refuse to countenance the notion that they were members of a cultural minority that was numerically inferior. For Shi’as on the other hand, their numerical majority is an indisputable fact and is the bedrock of their sense of entitlement in Iraqi politics; furthermore, it is central to the Shi’i sense of victimhood as the oppressed majority. The above comments and others like them have led to strong Shi’a condemnations. In response to Abdul Hameed’s comments quoted earlier, the late poet Rahim al Maliki rebuked the former’s assertions that the Shi’a are a minority in verse. His poem provides a glimpse into the rising sectarian tensions that were already visible in 2004/2005. It is worth quoting at length as Maliki touches on many of the themes that were animating the sectarian divide at the time. This and countless other expressions of sectarian identity reveal an assertive sectarianism that was seldom, if ever, seen in pre-2003 Iraq. Maliki begins by dedicating the poem, “exclusively to terrorism”:

We support no other [than you] the one God
Loving the House of the Prophet is the path in my life

In their love to the Almighty and through them I get closer [to God]

I have a brain and I discerned where the righteous lie

You cannot equate coal with a bead of amber

A Shi’i, and some people call me a rafidhi
Yes I reject your oppression; I will never pledge allegiance to a lizard [dhab]

I pledged allegiance to the saint [Ali] that was established by God 

It is a pledge of honour that completed this faith [Islam]

It is easy for a Shi’i but for others it is difficult

Let these people talk and say whatever they want

I’m the one who overcame difficulties unlike others

To me death is rest; and this is the way of Hussein

Tastier and more refreshing than honey on my lips

The sickles have been cutting me for years

While those that were loyal to the oppressor drank fresh water

You set up a God [Saddam] and excused all he did

Your Koran is written with his dirty blood

To me, the turban is a revolution against the tyrant

While others kept stealing from the tyrant’s coffers

In what was typical of much popular post-2003 Shi’i poetry, the central theme is an assertion of Shi’a identity both in a theological sense – “it is a pledge of honour that completed this religion” – and in an Iraqi cultural sense which is clearly discernible in the references to Shi’a victimhood at the hands of the Ba’ath. Maliki then breaks out of verse and addresses his audience: “That Abdul Muhsin [sic] says Shi’as are a minority.” He then continues in what is a response to anyone who questions the majority status of the Shi’a in Iraq:

I am the Shi’a, [I am] Iraq length and width

I am all [of Iraq] not just a part and anyone who objects is a liar

I am the whole house and all that’s in it

I die on my ground and never left the field

Maliki then addresses an issue that promises to continue being a source of contention for many years to come and that is responsibility for and the nature of the carnage that enveloped post-2003 Iraq. After dwelling on Shi’i victimhood during the Ba’ath era, Maliki moves to post-2003 Iraq and the violence that, he argues, is not aimed against American troops as much as against the Shi’a:

How many sacrifices have I made for the faith!

The latest was the catastrophe of Karbala

And the blood in Najaf that covered the altar

Rivers of our blood push forth; they [attackers] would not allow it to be held back

They were happy to see our blood spilled and Ashura was renewed

I am the one whose blood is wanted not America’s

And it’s not a question of occupation and we know all too well

We are aware how infiltrators are arranged

And on what note the gangs of terrorism play

The post-2003 insurgency is dismissed out of hand as terrorism aimed against Iraq and particularly against the Shi’a. As already mentioned the divergent views between Sunnis and Shi’as towards the post-2003 political order and, perhaps consequently, of the insurgency served to sour tensions as both were the source of emotive chosen traumas and glories for Sunnis and Shi’as: the glory of Iraq’s deliverance to its rightful majority coupled with the trauma of sectarian attacks and the glory of the anti-American insurgency coupled with the trauma of the price paid by rebellious cities. The fact that Sunnis and Shi’as, by and large, disagreed on what were such divisive and emotive issues meant that one’s traumas were callously dismissed by the other as exaggerations, fabrications or just desserts whilst one group’s glories were variously delegitimized and criminalised. Maliki concludes by issuing a warning:  

If a fatwa came out against you, the earth will shake
We will sever the hands that extended their claws
We know who you are and we know where the snakes of the house live

And we know in which corners the scorpions hide

Enough blood! Or I will get upset and whatever happens will happen

Beware the people’s tolerant ones when their anger is aroused

Nothing will survive

And a ship will [be able to] sail in your blood

We forgave and made excuses

We built and constructed while others destroyed

We did not want destruction and we’re not the ones to have started

And this school of thought [Shi’ism] is always furthest from extremist

But others wanted destruction

Maliki concludes by returning to the issue of demographics:

Majority is not a fault! This is reality!

In spite of those who like it or not [we are a] majority

Ali will always be Ali and will always be God’s vice-regent [on earth]

And whoever doesn’t like it let him drink the sea.

Defenders of Maliki can easily, and accurately, remark that not once are Sunnis mentioned and that his verses are aimed at the enemies of all Iraqis. However, despite that, the mere assertion of one’s sectarian group identity in so forceful a manner, particularly in a climate of heightened sectarian tensions, serves to nourish the feeling of sectarian encirclement. After all, Abdul Hameed’s comments, for example, did not mention the Shi’a in a negative light, however, questioning the symbolism or truths of the other serves to further harden sectarian divisions as manifested by Maliki’s poem and his reference to Abdul Hameed. 

After the January 2005 elections there was no doubt as to the Shi’as’ political ascendency and perhaps as a result Shi’i sectarian rhetoric was characterised by an unprecedented assertiveness. Gone was the apologetic Shi’i sectarianism that sought to placate suspicions and be accepted. The clearest embodiment of this can be viewed in the Shi’i anthems that have proliferated in post-2003 Iraq. These are almost always in the Iraqi vernacular often using offensive slang and are recorded to a synthesised beat resembling the rhythmic chest beating of Shi’a laments. They are in effect a religious substitute for music and the content of these anthems varies according to context: from glorification of the House of the Prophet to patriotic anthems to assertions of Shi’a identity. The most prolific producers of these anthems have been the Sadrists and as such there is a considerable body of examples dedicated to Muqtada al Sadr, the Mahdi Army and, again depending on context, the various confrontations that the Sadrists in their numerous offshoots have been in.
 Shi’i anthems in general and Sadrist ones in particular encapsulate the intertwining of Iraqi nationalist and Iraqi Shi’i identity. By far the majority of Sadrist anthems can be described as Shi’i Iraqi nationalist and/or anti-Coalition; however, being reactive to the wider context, many anthems from 2006 for example had a more aggressive Shi’i sectarian tone as will be illustrated in the next chapter. An interesting feature of Shi’i anthems in general is the uncompromising display of group identity that is reflective of a widespread shift away from apologetic sectarianism in post-2003 Iraq. When considering the anthems, the closest parallel that comes to mind is hip hop, and in some cases gangster rap: in their disregard for taboos and social convention; their uncompromising assertions of group identity; their revelling in underclass status and their celebration of the other’s animosity towards them even going as far as using terms considered offensive to Shi’as, such as rafidha, to refer to themselves. To use a non-Sadrist example from late 2005/early 2006:

If only Ali al Sistani would order me

What’s an American, what’s a Brit?

If only he would order us to see what we’re made of

Sayyid al Sistani our governor

We would have turned Qatar on its head

You are our commander never another

If only Abu Mohammad Reza [Sistani] would order us

We’d shake the world and fill the horizon

Let the people see what the rafidha are made of

Let them see how the mathhab [Shi’ism] nourished me.

Again, no mention is made of the sectarian other; however, Sunni listeners will, at worst, feel threatened by such an assertion of Shi’i identity and strength or, at best, will feel excluded as non Shi’as. Even anthems that are primarily an expression of Iraqi patriotism are potentially problematic to Sunni listeners replete as they are with Shi’i symbolism that sends a message of Shi’i cultural ownership and unstated exclusion of the other. In other words, the anthems display a patriotism that is rooted in a distinctly Shi’i Iraqi nationalism as is illustrated by this Sadrist anthem: 

We’re not worried by an American or a terrorist

Not a Bin Laden nor a Zarqawi 

This game of yours is dirty, you who wear the short dishadeesh.

We’re not worried by an American or a terrorist

Not a Bin Laden nor a Zarqawi

And by Ali whoever touches a grain of my soil

[will find me] exploding like a bomb.

This is the land of Najaf this is the land of Hussain

This is the land of Ali Haidar the protector

Here was buried the rebels’ Sadr

This is the land of Abbas 

This is the land of the saints

It has the soil of Karbala

They thought that we feared foreign weapons

For me every prayer is a rocket

For us prayer on the Prophet is a missile

And any tank that passes by we destroy

We were raised by Sadr

The victor of the [Shi’i] madhhab.

Reflecting a common theme in Shi’i anthems, the enemy here is both Americans and Sunni extremists – here referred to as Wahhabis. Again, regardless of the intentions behind such expressions of sectarian identity, the effect is the same: alienation of the other; whose best and most likely defence will be a retreat into their own sectarian identity thereby eliciting the same fears and alienation amongst the other and so forth. The essence of this anthem is that Iraq is the home of Shi’i Islam which in turn conveys the implicit claim of Shi’i cultural ownership of Iraq. Essentially what is presented here is Iraq as imagined by its Shi’as; or at least by a particular segment of its Shi’as at a time of inflated sectarian sentiment. As far as many Shi’a listeners are concerned they would see nothing malicious in this anthem: attacking Americans and ‘Wahhabis’ and glorifying the linkage between Iraq and the House of the Prophet is all, they would argue, a reflection of ‘reality’ and to Iraq’s benefit. Most Sunnis are unlikely to agree; furthermore, given the Mahdi Army’s involvement in some of the worst of the sectarian mayhem, invoking the name of Sadr will inevitably carry the risk of alienating Sunnis.
 Nevertheless these remain, for the most part, examples of assertive rather than aggressive sectarianism. In chapter 8 we will see examples of much more aggressive sectarianism reflecting the breakdown of sectarian relations and the descent into civil war. However, prior to 2006, the ferocious anti-Shi’a bombing campaign resulted in aggressive displays of sectarian identity. In addition to physical retribution which increased after the elections of 2005 and the institutionalisation of Shi’a militias in the Ministry of Interior, there was an abundance of symbolic attacks in Shi’i rhetoric. To quote Rahim al Maliki again:

Why do you blow us up oh enemy of the faith?

Because your Sufyan is not convinced of his religion?

You call the rejecter of your liars a rafidhi?

Yes [I am] a rejecter [rafidh] and I blaspheme in his religion

His religion is Hubal and Munat and Uzza of the crude

And my religion’s laws were proclaimed by Mohammad  
Your Taymiya and your Aflaq; hear this view

Listen to this view of a Shi’i who has nothing to lose:

Your Salaf’s beards are not worth the mud

[Of] Ali ibn abi Talib’s slippers!
 

Such verses, whilst perhaps eliciting approving smiles from many Shi’as, especially amidst a wave of bombings targeting Shi’a civilians, would undoubtedly be highly offensive to Sunnis; in fact amongst some Sunni clerics disrespecting the companions of the Prophet in this manner would be grounds for charges of apostasy. 

Some may dismiss the Shi’i anthems and the poetry quoted as unrepresentative or as the preserve of the extremist few. I would argue that whilst popular-commercial Iraqi cultural activity since 2003 has indeed been focussed on ecumenical unity, the passages quoted here are nonetheless representative of forms of sectarianism that became relevant to an increasing number of people in those years. Furthermore, people are seldom so particular in their musical or poetic tastes that assertions of sectarian identity and of national unity become mutually exclusive. Many Iraqis were able to relate to the popular-commercial hits that carried a non-sectarian message of Iraqi unity and called for the realisation of an elusive ideal while at the same time being able to relate to more exclusionist messages that speak to their sectarian identity and reflect the unpalatable realties of the day. As I have tried to illustrate, an assertive sectarian message may be seen as a perfectly legitimate form of patriotic expression to members of the group. However, the state’s adoption of a sectarian symbolism serves to harden the sectarian divide in the manner outlined in chapter 3; in that context it is important to note that Rahim al Maliki was regularly hosted on the state-run Al Iraqiyya network.
 With regards to the anthems, whilst they may not have been commercial productions, we do have footage of Sadrist militants singing the anthems or listening to them. More significantly, we have footage of Iraqi state security personnel listening to Sadrist anthems whilst conducting operations.
 

The effects of assertions of sectarian identity, even whilst not explicitly referring to the other, can be glimpsed in a recent case of human rights abuses committed by members of the Iraqi army. In February 2009 footage emerged of Iraqi forces taunting and mistreating a blindfolded elderly detainee in Mosul during the latter stages of the multi-phased Charge of the Knights operations which had been initially based in southern Iraq to combat the Mahdi Army. Amidst laughter and chatter the soldiers are heard singing and chanting: 

Ali ibn abi Talib everyone talks of his kindness

The world would have committed apostasy had Ali not been protecting it

Your beard does not scare us oh son of Sufyan

Our grandfather is Ali who fought off the cannon fire 

You’re known for running like a woman when the going gets tough

Heroes, by God, the Charge of the Knights!

And we are the ones who in battles stood their ground in Maysan [Amara]

Basra bears witness and we came to Mosul to fight the enemy.

The footage is reprehensible for the humiliating way in which the elderly detainee is treated. He is sat on a concrete floor blindfolded and in his underwear surrounded by taunting Iraqi soldiers. When I first saw the video, no sectarian connotations had crossed my mind even though the clip was posted under the title of ‘the rafidhi army in Mosul’. However, the footage can also be found on a deeply anti-Iraqi government website that displays an unmistakable Iraqi Sunni-leaning nationalism. In this case the footage was attached to an article entitled: “Dancing and chants reveal their ugly sectarian faces. Look at the ‘pagan guard’ and their reprehensible actions with an elderly detainee in the city of Mosul.”
 The writers at the Iraqi Rabita (Iraqi League) regarded the footage as clear evidence of sectarianism; in their own words, the Iraqi army and the National Guard:

... continued to show their ugly sectarian face when an old man was detained without fault except that he is bearded. Let us see the dancing and partying and sectarian anthems... Look at the latest farce that will disgust all who are part of an army that never knew sectarianism or discrimination between the Islamic schools of thought [mathhabiyah] before the occupation and the rule of the dirty turbans of the devil. We say to [Prime Minister] Maliki and [Minister of the Interior] Bolani... look at your wretchedness! When did the Iraqi army or police ever lift sectarian slogans as your soldiers and guards did? 

This perfectly illustrates the potential that clashing symbolisms have on sectarian tensions. In addition to a vividly different historical memory of the Ba’ath era than that of the average Shi’i, the above betrays a deep sense of outrage at the assertion of Shi’i identity. The soldiers’ actions, as reprehensible as they might be, are not immediately apparent as anti-Sunni particularly given the references made to Maysan and Basra. However as has already been argued, the assertion of a distinctly sectarian identity, even if done without explicitly transgressing against other groups, carries the potential of instilling a sense of threat in the sectarian other, particularly in a climate of heightened sectarian self-identification.  

7.4.3. An Old Symbol in a New Environment: the Mass Graves

By the time the regime fell in 2003, one of the strongest surviving reminders of the events of 1991 was the mass graves. Rather than an abstract notion of the oppressed Shi’a, or the memories of the ageing survivors of the uprising, the mass graves carried the potential of being a symbol that can physically demonstrate the magnitude of the calamity that befell the rebellious governorates. The fact remains that mass graves are gruesomely abundant in Iraq; with many more having been created since 2003. However, to a very large extent, the notion of mass graves is near-synonymous with the events of 1991 especially for Iraqis from the southern governorates. It should be pointed out here that the mass graves of 1991 are far larger than others – the term mass grave (maqbara gama’iyah) is used to refer to graves with as little as a dozen corpses whilst the largest mass graves believed to be related to the uprisings sometimes carry thousands of corpses as does for example the notorious al Mahawil mass graves.
 As can be expected, the uncovering of the mass graves led to an outpouring of public displays of grief and commemoration in the form of television programming, conferences, poetry, articles and debate. Equally expected perhaps, Shi’a and Sunni views on the mass graves and how the matter was explained and remembered reflects wider discourse on the events of 1991: polarisation charged with moral and symbolic sentiment rooted in sectarian identity. In addition to the existing polarisation of opinion regarding the uprisings, the cleavage was further widened by the occupation of Iraq: to condemn Saddam or the Saddam era carried the risk of appearing to condone the occupation. Likewise, often those who had stood against Saddam and the Ba’ath found it difficult to condemn or criticise the post-2003 order for fear of appearing to condone the pre-2003 era.

In the early days after the fall of the Iraqi Ba’ath, before old chosen traumas were superceded by newer and bloodier ones, there was much debate on Iraqi and Arab satellite channels and on the internet and other media regarding the Ba’ath era. The mass graves, and the events of 1991 more generally, often featured in these debates revealing how polarised, and polarising, views on these subjects were. Those Shi’a Iraqis that sympathised with the uprisings, or at least those that were critical of the Ba’ath era, took issue with what they saw as Iraqi Sunni and wider Arab opinion towards the Ba’ath and by extension towards the Shi’as’ cherished status as an oppressed majority within Iraq. As discussed in chapters 5 and 6, many Iraqi Sunnis, and detractors of the events of 1991 generally, are often convinced that the mass graves are little more than Iranian cemeteries. As ex-Diplomat Basil al Qaissi argues, the mass graves were a combination of foreign invaders and Iraqis that deserved their fate:

They call it an intifada but the majority of the people they found in these mass graves were Iranian secret police and Iranian revolutionary guards. What I was told was that these were Iranian soldiers; they were wearing uniforms. They came and entered [Iraq], Iranians, soldiers and revolutionary guards and they got killed and they were buried where they fell. Some of them were also drifters, thieves and what have you who were killed in the streets. No one knows who he is so they bury him in these [mass] graves. In a lot of cases, when a thief is killed his family will not claim his body so there is no way of knowing who he is so the state buries him. These mass graves are nothing but a political manoeuvre from the occupation.

Sheikh Sabah echoed the sentiment in less absolute terms:

Look, I’m not making excuses for the state; but the people killed from the retreating Iraqi army amounted to tenfold those killed by the state. And they were killed by people with ties to Iran and it became mass graves; so it’s from both sides.

Given the emotional outpour that accompanied the opening of the mass graves and their elevation in the pantheon of Shi’i chosen traumas, such views were deeply offensive to Shi’as and sympathisers of the events of 1991 and fostered feelings of sectarian victimization. In the debates that ensued following the opening of the mass graves, Shi’as were exacerbated by the indifference that Sunni Arabs, Iraqi or otherwise, showed towards Shi’a suffering. It can be argued that this stance was rooted firstly in a reluctance to validate Shi’a claims to victimhood above other Iraqi groups; secondly, out of the genuine belief that the protagonists in the events of 1991 were primarily Iranians and criminal/treacherous Iraqis; finally such views were influenced by the effects of the 2003 war and occupation on Sunni opinion across the Arab world.

Undoubtedly, anti-Americanism and/or opposition to the war of 2003 and the subsequent occupation hardened opinions creating often unlikely defenders of the former Iraqi regime in protest at America and the post-2003 Iraqi political order. Time and again, the subject of the mass graves would be addressed on various media with a clearly identifiable Shi’a speaker speaking of the injustices represented by the mass graves and a Sunni (Iraqi or Arab) speaker offering a completely different narrative. In addition to the effects of the post-2003 environment on public opinion, views on the mass graves were shaped by the fact that the victims were a clearly identifiable ‘other’: Shi’as who were seen in the Arab world as being, alongside the Kurds, the prime supporter and beneficiary of the war. It is unsurprising that there was little sympathy for Shi’a suffering in pre-2003 Iraq as the Arab world strongly identified with Iraq as an Arab Sunni state akin to themselves. The Iraqi state and its complete destruction was far more pressing than the past sufferings of an out-group often viewed with a degree of suspicion in Arab discourse; after all, during the uprisings in 1991 the Arab world was far from supportive of the rebels. In one of countless examples, two months after the fall of Baghdad, Al Jazeera’s popular Al Itigah al Mu’akis debate show hosted Iraqi political activist Sadiq al Musawi and Palestinian writer Mohammad Asa’ad Bayuth al Timeemi; the title of the debate was ‘the Iraqi opposition and settling the score.’ In short, the discussion revolved around the legitimacy of the post-2003 political order (represented by Musawi and attacked by Timeemi). At one point, Musawi pointed to the mass graves as evidence of Saddam’s crimes and of the Arab world’s silence towards them. Whilst the ‘debate’ descended into a caricature of stubbornness and blinkered opinions based on stereotypes, it is indicative of each side’s myths and symbols:

Musawi: Saddam Hussein has a history with Mossad before anyone else in the region. Saddam Hussein and his henchmen have a history with Mossad long before... [interrupted]

Timeemi: This opposition [pre-2003 Iraqi opposition] is criminal. Man! You have burnt the [Arab/Islamic] nation’s identity in Baghdad! Baghdad is the capital of the nation for 700 years! You burn its identity; man you burn its museums, you burn the libraries – after Mossad had stolen all the [archival] documents to hide the crime’s evidence... [interrupted]

Musawi: Go! Go and protect its identity! Iraq’s identity is safe. The identity of the Iraqi human being is safe.

Timeemi: Where is it? Let me tell you what Mossad has done in Baghdad. A historic painting; the most expensive, dangerous and oldest painting in history. The painting of the Babylonian enslavement. And it weighs tons... [interrupted]

Musawi: You cry over a painting! You cry over a painting but you do not cry over the mass graves! You cry over a painting and the Iraqi people were being burnt for 35 years, and you cry over a painting! Cry over the Iraqi people!

Timeemi: Impossible! This is evidence; this points to who you are. It points to this conspiracy. It points to you! Theft! Theft! I cry over the Iraqi people and what you have done to them.

Musawi: Where were you when Saddam was executing hundreds, killing many, and these mass graves - where were you? 

After a prolonged series of accusation and counter-accusation, Musawi tries to give a holistic explanation for why the Iraqi opposition was, mostly, supportive of the war to remove the Iraqi Ba’ath concluding:

I want to state the democratic truth. Brothers! The Americans came because we lost hope in the Arab regime, and we lost hope even in the Arab street siding with us... till today, there are people in the Arab street who telephone in [to Al Jazeera] and say that these mass graves are graves of Iranian soldiers [or] of the Iraqi army. They do not believe!

Towards the end of the program, Timeemi gives his narrative regarding the mass graves; it is a narrative heard often in Iraq and beyond:

[As to] the mass graves, there is an error. There is a purposeful campaign with regards to the mass graves that people must know. In the rebellion of the mob [thawrat al ghawgha’a] when forces entered southern Iraq from neighbouring countries and incited the people to rebellion, they slaughtered everyone who – what happened was a sectarian extermination and slaughter. Slaughter and group extermination against anyone who was known to be a Sunni in southern Iraq. Children were slaughtered, men were slaughtered, women were slaughtered – they were killed in their tens of thousands. No one speaks of these people at all... The truth must be known because this is a proven truth: man, tens of thousands were killed! Tens of thousands because of sectarian accusations and this is known. Why do people not know the truth?

Musawi: Fabrication of history! By God you are fabricating history. My brother you are fabricating history. Fine, did Saddam not kill Iraqis?

Timeemi: Saddam Hussein used to chase spies, traitors and agents...

What seems like a trivial and overly emotional debate is in fact indicative of the clash of symbolisms that animate sectarian relations. In post-2003 Iraq, Arab identity turned into a divisive question: for Sunnis, Arab identity was central to Iraq hence, for example, their insistence on its explicit mention in the constitution; Shi’as however were exacerbated by Arab indifference to their past and present suffering. With their ascendance up the political pyramid, Iraqi Shi’as expressed a more assertive Shi’a identity that differed from the apologetic version of past decades that sought to allay Sunni suspicions. Nowhere was this more apparent than on the subject of the Arab world. 

7.4.4. Iraq, the Arab World and Arab Identity

In the Arab world, the rise of Shi’a parties in Iraq was cast as part of the growth of Iranian power or the Safavid spread (al med al Safawi). Furthermore, Arab glorification of Saddam and of the anti-American insurgency and the widespread condemnation of Shi’a cooperation with the Coalition left little room in Arab discourse for sympathy with Shi’a victims of pre or post-2003 Iraq. As a result, Shi’a discourse often expressed strongly anti-Arab sentiments. It should be noted here that this does not mean that Shi’as saw themselves as anything other than Arab Iraqis; however, Iraqi identity was clearly differentiated from and prioritised over Arab identity even if the latter was still linked to Iraqi identity. Furthermore, in the post-2003 climate of assertive Shi’i sectarianism, Arab distrust of Shi’as was met with vehement denouncement from Iraqi Shi’as who were deeply offended that their ascension to power in their own country should have caused such trepidation in the Arab world. Iraqi antipathy towards the Arab world, or at least the feeling that Iraq has been let down by the Arabs, is one shared by many Iraqis and not just the Shi’as amongst them. However, in the post-2003 environment, many Sunnis anchored their identity in the Arab world that was seen as their only ally against what they regarded as a political order that excluded them and that was dominated by Iranian influence.
 Arab identity and relations with the Arab world have therefore become a contentious issue between Iraqi Shi’as and Sunnis particularly between 2003 and 2008.
 Linked to this is the divergence of historical memory between Shi’a and Sunni Iraqis, particularly with regards to the legacy of the former regime and the notion of exceptional Shi’i victimhood in the Ba’ath era. As already mentioned, it is a gross reduction to portray Sunni Iraqis as supporters of Saddam or the Ba’ath; however, as discussed in chapter 3, state nationalism throughout the Ba’ath era was more closely aligned with Iraqi Sunni nationalism than its Shi’i counterpart. As a result, Sunni opinion in post-2003 Iraq became sympathetic to the Ba’ath era in light of their sense of alienation from the new political order. On the other hand, Shi’i rejection of pre-2003 state nationalism was manifested in an explicit rejection of Arab nationalist ideals amongst many Shi’as and certainly amongst the political class. Whilst this is more a rejection of a political ideal than of an identity marker, the sectarian divide and the inflamed salience of sectarian identity in post-2003 Iraq ensured that the issue would occupy a prominent position in the clash of sectarian myth-symbol complexes.     

With the contraction of apologetic sectarianism in the wake of the Ba’ath, the Arab rejection of the Shi’a and the Shi’as’ perceived sense of encirclement elicited an assertive, often aggressive display of Shi’i identity and a rejection of the Arab nationalist ideal. In one of countless examples of Shi’a assertive sectarian identity confronting Arab accusations made against them, Sadrist poet Jawad al Hamrani addressed the Arab world in the following verses: 

The Arab Golan [Heights] to this day is stolen

Go liberate it then come and be a terrorist [in Iraq]
I am the one who protected you

When the sons of al Qaynuqa’a [i.e. Jews] attacked and you became a beggar

The keys of the [Arab] capitals are in the hands of David [i.e. Jews]
And the alcohol made the weapons rust

The [Arab] League of what? The League of sheep!

You who celebrated my ruins and destruction
The source of this assertive rejection lies in a variety of issues such as Arab views towards Saddam and the Ba’ath:

Al Fao was never the property of Sa’ad Zaghloul!

Nor was Kirkuk Ahmed Urabi’s

You sing Saddam’s praises till today

And you worship the coup plotting officer!

You go well together [with Saddam]

Flies always congregate together

Congratulations oh Arabs, cry over Saddam 

What does the corpse of the Ba’ath attract other than dogs!

The second half of the poem is replete with displays of Iraqi nationalist sentiment that are presented in contradistinction to the Arab world. It is worth repeating that this should not be read as a denial of Iraq’s Arab identity; rather it is an expression of the poet’s assertion of Iraq’s alleged cultural superiority and distinctiveness within the Arab world: 

I’m an Iraqi and my head is lifted high in front of all!

I’m still mad and saddled up [for a fight]

Play the Arab card like you? No a thousand times!

Americanise myself? Never it’s impossible

I’m an Iraqi and my head is lifted high in front of all! I am a Sadrist!

I am the son of civilization and the son of Hussein

And I would honour you if you wanted to befriend me

The poem ends with a more focussed attack on two prominent Arab institutions: the Arab League and Al Jazeera. Both institutions became anathema to Iraqi Shi’as, and many Iraqi Sunnis, after 2003 for their perceived indifference to Iraqi suffering, glorification of the violence that plagued Iraq and their opposition to the new Iraqi political order:

Cross them [the Arabs] out oh [Iraqi] people! 
And you’ll see how they will come drooling

Cross out their League! You have two rivers!

The League’s poison contaminates my water

Amr Musa, what a name and how it suits him!

Assi and Asha’ari both of them my ruin!

Which Arab lost a tear over the [mass] graves?

Which Arab asked why am I depressed?

Which Arab asked Saddam one day about the [hangman’s] ropes
And how many necks it devoured?

I want to count the skulls and cry over the bones

And tomorrow I will prosecute and recriminate

And close Al Jazeera’s mouth and bury Saddam

And import curses for swearing

I declare that all those that worship bribery are filthy

Whether dead, alive, present or absent

Cross them out oh [Iraqi] people you are the sons of the free!

And those besides you oh Iraq are sons of [dogs]

Hamrani’s poem echoed the widespread sentiment amongst Iraqi Shi’as that the Arabs had betrayed Iraq and that Iraq had paid a high price for its association with an Arab world that failed to reciprocate and, for Shi’as, that never entirely trusted them or accepted them as equals. Furthermore, it is indicative of the wholesale rejection of pre-2003 official narratives of state, a central component of which was Arab nationalism. The assertiveness of post-2003 Shi’i identity meant that it was no longer hidden or ameliorated for the sake of being accepted by the Arab world. In this new climate, Shi’a confidence in their own ‘Arabness’ did not require validation or justification from Sunni Arabs in Iraq or beyond as shown in the following verses by Na’il al Mudhaffar addressing Iraqi Sunnis:

Do you stick with the Arabs and say that they are your brothers

But when they ask you about me you say I am Iranian?

Look at what your brothers [the Arabs] do to me?

Look at how your brother returns my favours

Mudhaffar goes on to rebuke the common criticisms of Shi’a cooperation with the Coalition in effect defending the legitimacy of the post-2003 order: 

In front of America, you all lowered your heads

You made excuses for yourself but I was reproached

True, I did lower my head in front of the Americans

But I lowered my head to tie my shoelaces

And just because Shi’as are ruling, you want me to pay a tax?

And what gains did I make and what did the Shi’i give me?

My heart was broken on my hut,

He [the Shi’i ruler] tore it down and said he’ll build me a palace to live in

Just wait just wait just wait

I have waited for five years and he hasn’t laid a single brick of this palace

What is important to note is that legitimacy of a political order does not equate to its adequacy, good performance or popularity as is evident in Mudhaffar’s verses. In a reversal of roles, many Sunnis rejected the legitimacy of the entire post-2003 order viewing it as an illegitimate successor to what was a flawed, possibly unjust, but nonetheless legitimate state;
 Shi’as on the other hand, whilst often critical of the government of the day would defend the post-2003 state as a legitimate political order.   

The post-2003 regional climate further encouraged the division of Iraqi views regarding the Arab world along sectarian lines; to name but a few examples: King Abdullah’s warning of a Shi’a crescent in 2003, Arab fighters in Iraq and the widespread support they commanded across the Arab world, President Husni Mubarak’s frankly expressed belief in 2006 that Arab Shi’as’ loyalties lie with Iran and negative Arab views towards the post-2003 Iraqi political order in general.
 Due to the heightened sectarian self-identification and tension prevalent in Iraq, views towards the Arab world were, to a large extent, split along sectarian lines for much of post-Ba’ath era. Consequently, Shi’a rejection of the Arab League, or the Arab world was often presented as evidence of the fruition of Iran’s nefarious plots, the loss of Iraq’s Arab identity and proof of what Sunni Arab polemicists had argued all along, namely that the Shi’a were Iranians and/or prone to Iranian influence. However, the reality of the relationship between Arab identity and Iraqi Shi’as is not of an alien frame of reference being imposed on unwilling subjects; on the contrary, one senses a clear sense of betrayal in post-2003 Iraqi Shi’i rejection of Arab nationalism. This sense of betrayal indicates onetime subscription to an unfulfilled identity that has been corrupted rather than an alien identity that the Shi’as of Iraq were struggling to be rid of. As such, Iraq is imagined by many Iraqis, particularly Shi’as, as having gone above and beyond the call of duty with regards to the Arab world and yet, exponents of this view will argue, were let down, exploited and betrayed by their Arab brethren. However, in the post-2003 environment, the sectarian divide was seldom absent; in a poem written after the 2005 elections, Sameer Sabeeh laments the Arab world’s rejection of the post-2003 political order.  Before beginning his recitation, Sabeeh addresses his audience: “The most recent victory for the Shi’i school of thought after the victory of blood over the sword, the Battle of Karbala, is the victory of the elections which the Arabs did not bless.” He then begins:

Oh land of bounty!

Your bounty floods onto the neighbours 

Whilst your children go wanting

Between you and the Arabs, I measured the distances:

It’s like the distance between the Prophet and the devil

Arabism and Arabism and all these frivolities

I present them as a sacrifice at your [Iraq’s] feet 

And I would use the League to weave you a pair of slippers

And I would use Amr Musa to tie the laces

In the past, all the Arabs stood with the executioner [Saddam and the Ba’ath]

They supplied him with wood when the fire in which you are in calmed

Amr Musa is Shimr and the League is the bin Ziyad

And oh Iraq you are Hussein and your people are your supporters

Graves are not just in the soil

Dig in every [Iraqi] heart and you will find graveyards

If I hear someone saying ajal and find him loving Saddam

I’ll sentence him to death by shoe-throwing! [ramyan bil qanadir]

The sense of Arab rejection felt and reciprocated by Iraqi Shi’as is more forcefully and offensively articulated by Rahim al Maliki:

I [Iraq] am full of graves, and the houses are prisons

It’s as if the Ba’ath party was made to imprison me

I tasted all of this and the Arabs oh shame!

They drank and toasted my death and they sing

They sang to death and supported Haddam

What should I say about Arabism that increased my sorrows?

Lost between exile and the executioner’s dagger 

And the Arab embassies would not accept me

And they shake my killer’s hands some of the Arabs till today

And their satellite channels till now are killing me

Arabs! Rotten Arabs – humiliated throughout history

To hell with the League that disappointed me

And to hell with Amr Musa and all and anyone

I don’t want the Arabs ever to come near me

I do not need the whore’s [Ahira] dog for anything

I do not need Cairo’s [Qahira] dog [meaning Amr Musa] for anything 

I know the way of glory and glory knows my way

In another example, Shi’i poet Murtadha al Nihaybawi heaps vitriol on the Arab world, particularly on Syria, for their alleged complicity in the violence that was engulfing Iraq. Addressing his words to Syrian President Bashar al Asad Nuhaybawi says:

Your nation will be lost o’ Bashar

Because today you have transgressed against the Iraqi

For the slaughter of Iraqis you pay dollars 

Pleasing the [Arab] League that abandoned me to myself

Where did you get money from?

If it wasn’t for Zainab’s grave your people would be begging

The Ummayad palace is still in the Sham 

So you are Yazid that killed my ancestor

Your father is Mu’awiya

And your people are the people of Yazid

When you speak to me stand to attention

Like a soldier when addressing an officer

And you must bow down to me wherever I go

Because I am an Iraqi in the state of the Mahdi

Patience oh homeland the Mahdi shall return

And he will drag every leader that sold his morals

And the first two he’ll drag are two lowlifes: 

Lakhdhar Ibrahimi and Amr Musa

Many a reader may question the validity of quoting poets whose prominence in the annals of Iraqi poetry may be limited. I would argue that whilst they may not be the darlings of the (often elitist) Iraqi literati, they are part of a new post-2003 generation of Iraqi poets that are reflective of a significant strand of popular sentiment embodied in ‘low’ as opposed to ‘high culture’. I would also submit that, for our purposes, their importance lies in the fact that they epitomise a previously unseen Shi’a assertiveness whose symbolism of Iraq would contradict that of many Iraqi Sunni listeners. Finally all poets quoted thus far, with the exception of Hamrani, have been hosted on state run Al Iraqiyya; in fact the footage of Nihaybawi quoted from above was aired on Al Iraqiyya. This again goes to show the Shi’i-leaning state nationalism of post-2003 Iraq and whilst this has ameliorated in recent years such symbolism would be problematic to Sunni viewers of a state-run network. Putting aside the attack on the Arab world and Syria, Sunnis may disagree with the description of Iraq as the “state of the Mahdi” on Iraqi state-run television particularly in a climate of heightened sectarian tensions. This is an example of the clash of symbolisms that became so glaring in post-2003 Iraq in the absence of a unifying state nationalism or any curb on the expression of sectarian identity.     

7.4.5. Arab Fighters in the Sectarian Imagination 

As already mentioned, views towards the anti-Coalition insurgency divided Iraqi Shi’as and Sunnis. At root this was a reflection of the divergent views regarding Iraqi identity, the legitimacy of the post-2003 political order and the foreign troop presence. Attacks against Shi’a civilian targets ensured that the Sunni insurgency received precious little Shi’a support. It also soured sectarian relations as Sunnis exhibited support for an insurgency that Shi’as were increasingly associating with sectarian violence rather than national liberation. When combined with the aforementioned rejection of Arab nationalism it is unsurprising that few figures commanded as much hatred amongst the Shi’a as the foreign Arab fighters to whom some of the more spectacular attacks were attributed. In the Shi’a public domain, the foreign fighters confirmed Arab disdain towards the Shi’a and indifference to their suffering further alienating Shi’as from the Arab world and Iraqi Sunnis both of whom Shi’as regarded as applauders of the foreign fighters in Iraq.
 Again a polarisation of opinion can be detected in views towards Arabs and Arab fighters in Iraq which in turn reflected the differing attitudes to the legitimacy of the post-2003 order. It is by no means the case that all Sunnis supported the insurgency or Arab fighters in Iraq (especially following the rise of the Awakening Councils)
; however, it was common for Sunni Iraqis to give Arab fighters (and insurgents in general) the benefit of the doubt and assume that they were fighting foreign troops rather than attacking Iraqi civilians.
 To illustrate, an article praising Arab fighters in Iraq appeared in April 2009 on the Iraqi Rabita’s website. The article praised Arab fighters who were described as having, “set the greatest battles and set the most wonderful of examples of unity of the Arab world in the battle for a single destiny.” The article was followed by a photographic tour of a cemetery in A’adhamiya dedicated to ‘Arab martyrs’ who died fighting the Coalition in April 2003:

They were not Ba’athis nor were they al Qaeda nor were they Wahhabis as was propagated by the Americans and by those agents and hypocrites that licked their boots and divided the pieces of Iraq over banquets of hate in the treacherous London Conference [December 2002 Iraqi opposition conference]... They were nothing but Muslim Arabs who share with every Iraqi a commonality of history, civilization, language and religion far greater than what unites the States of America themselves... They were pushed to bearing the costs and hardships of travelling to Iraq before the war by nothing other than the fact that they saw Iraq as their second home [watanahom] and Iraqis as their own brothers, sisters, children, mothers and honour.  

Praise is then showered on A’adhamiya and more importantly, Iraq’s link to the Arab world and Arab identity is juxtaposed to Iran:

Amongst the areas in which the Arab fighters spread, A’adhamiya is unique in that it insisted on honouring its martyrs and immortalising their memory in spite of the invaders and the agents of Bani Faris [Iran] who wanted to strip Iraq of its Arabism...”

Such praise for Arab fighters is incomprehensible to most Shi’as who view the insurgents, particularly the Arab fighters amongst them, as murderers. The reason for the vilification of Arab fighters might be linked to the person of Abu Mus’ab al Zarqawi and the media attention given to foreign fighters or perhaps because it was more soothing to blame foreigners for the anti-Shi’a side of the insurgency. In any case, disapproval of Arab fighters in Iraq and rejection of the Arab world fed into polemics equating Iraqi Shi’as with Iranian identity and that position Shi’as in general as being an anti-Arab force. 

Insurgents themselves have often praised foreign fighters – however they are keen to stress that the ‘resistance’ is Iraqi and that Arab fighters form a small contingent.
 In one insurgent anthem courtesy of Ansar al Sunna, we see a dozen or so militants glorifying foreign fighters in verse:

The sister of faith screams: who will stand against them [Americans]?

Oh brothers, my honour has been violated I begot a child from them

In a car or with a [suicide] belt, oh martyrdom seeker raid them

And from abroad come heroes, how sweet is their arrival

Lions that tear the ground, how sweet is their [Arabs’] arrival

Pilgrims [muhajireen] to us and we are supporters [ansar] to them

And in the Green Zone hit them in their stronghold

Let the fires be the government’s only way out

In stark contrast to the above, Shi’i commentary strongly condemned foreign fighters as nothing short of terrorists. Iraqi Shi’i poet Riyadh al Wadi gained much popularity in the post-2003 period for his comedic poetry. In addition to commenting on daily difficulties, and rare celebrations such as Iraq’s winning of the Asian football championship in 2007, Wadi was active in the inflamed sectarian rhetoric which will be discussed in chapter 8. The following example was written in the context of Shi’a pilgrims and burial convoys being murdered on the road south to the holy cities; specifically at al Latifiyah which gained notoriety for sectarian violence:

It’s unheard of for a dead man to be beheaded

Those Wahhabis have really overdone it!

Anyone who wants to bury, finds them there before him

A Shi’i will get beheaded a million percent!

They hate you oh Ali! Evildoers!

Those sons of Aflaq, they’re all Ba’athis

They have no conscience, no honour and no religion

A lot of dogs came to us from Saudi!

This type of rhetoric, of which more will be presented later, is a reflection of the troubled times in which it was written. The sentiments expressed do not represent eternal positions held by Shi’as and Sunnis; rather it as an embodiment of the state of sectarian relations and identities at that particular juncture. Above all, it exemplifies the aggressive assertion of sectarian identity that became so common after 2003. This was often done in opposition to an ill-defined other that was nevertheless unmistakably Shi’a or Sunni: rather than explicitly naming Shi’as or Sunnis as the enemy, sectarian incitement was done in code; albeit a very simple and easily decipherable code. The fact that ‘Persians’ and ‘Safavids’ or ‘nawasib’
 and ‘Wahhabis’ were more often the targets of militant vitriol rather than ‘the Shi’a’ or the ‘the Sunnis’ reflects an acceptance of the inescapability of a pluralistic Iraq.
 That conviction in an Iraqi pluralism failed to act as a bar to communal violence indicates the nature of the clash: rather than an abortive genocide, the sectarian violence of post-2003 Iraq was underlined by a struggle for the cultural ownership of Iraq and primacy over the other within a pluralistic Iraq. Similarly, commenting on the appalling sporadic communal violence that has plagued parts of India for generations, Kakar argues that Hindu-Muslim antagonism, “on the more unconscious level... betrays the existence of an unwanted relationship with the same foe – an intimacy held at bay by disdain, even hate, but an intimacy nonetheless.” Whilst the nature of Hindu-Muslim relations in India is not analogous to that of Sunnis and Shi’as in Iraq, Kakar’s description of the former is particularly relevant to the latter, and indeed to many other contexts: “Viewing oneself as the “good son” of the mother [India]... is an unconscious acknowledgment of their [Hindus and Muslims] connectedness, even when this connection exists only in an unending and obsessive competition.”
   

7.5. Competing Victimhoods 

The ‘obsessive competition’ between the sects has, in the past, been most pronounced in the realm of Islamic historical memory. However, the post-2003 environment has allowed for a more accentuated and explicitly articulated competition over Iraqi history. Far from suggesting that Iraqi historical memory was agreed upon in pre-2003 Iraq, I would argue that the articulation and assertion of competing historical memories of Iraq had to await the fall of the Ba’ath. In essence whilst the divergence of memories is as old as the Iraqi nation state itself, its division along sectarian lines matured in the Ba’ath era during which the culturally dominant sect was largely unaware of the competition over historical memory as its articulation was prevented by the central state. This has changed in post-2003 Iraq as evidenced by the clashing narratives of the Ba’ath era that have been coloured, to a large extent, by sectarian identity.
 The years since 2003 will be debated for many years to come as they constitute a prolonged chosen trauma for both Sunnis and Shi’as. The result has already been manifested in competing sectarian victimhoods; a phenomenon that Makiya predicted in 1994.
 The inability to comprehend/acknowledge the other’s tragedies and the preoccupation with emphasising the group’s own traumas and the other’s guilt is a common feature of communities that suffer or have suffered from outbreaks of violence. What historian Alfred Erich Senn termed, “comparative martyrologies” has become a central feature of sectarian relations and sectarian identity in post-2003 Iraq prior to which, Sunni identity did not suffer from a victimhood complex as its Shi’i counterpart did. Sunni polemicists have dedicated much time to dismissing Shi’i victimhood in a reflection of a genuinely divergent memory of the Ba’ath era and in an attempt undermine Shi’a claims to exceptional victimisation and hence to invalidate the justification for Shi’a political gains made in the name of righting the wrongs suffered by the oppressed majority. The acknowledgment of the importance of competing victimhoods was vividly portrayed by an allegedly Sunni Iraqi caller to an Al Jazeera talk show that was hosting Sunni Iraqi politician Taha al Luhaibi:

We are oppressed! Would it be possible for this noble man [Taha al Luheibi] to approach the Arab League or the Security Council on the matter of our oppression? I mean nowadays we want to apply for military posts and we are refused. My sons’ grades were all [at the level of] geniuses; I mean they could have become doctors or scientists [but] now all of them have been failed. Why? Because they are from A’adhamiya.
 Is it possible to present our victimhood [madhlumiyatna] to the world? About a million and a half of us have been killed; they expelled [hajjiro] 3 million. Where do we go? There is no one talking about us. And they [Shi’as] say ‘we are victimised’ and we are God knows what and ‘victimhood’ [madhlumiya]. I mean I wish it was Saddam’s era; at least we could go out in safety. God rest his soul, by God every time I pray I pray for God’s mercies on him. We did not see any sectarianism from the man [Saddam] or anything else. I am a Sunni man but by God I did not know what a Shi’i was until now. We did not know what these things were!
       

This lament is far from unique; what makes it problematic is the implicit monopolisation of post-2003 victimhood and its explicit dismissal of the Shi’as’ belief in their having been especially victimised by the Ba’ath. A group’s sorrows are often key components of a group’s identity markers or, as discussed in chapter 2, its ‘border guards’. They not only define who is a member and who is not but they accentuate the divide between groups by presenting the other as an oppressor or an otherwise privileged group. Commenting on the competing victimhoods of Iraqis since 2003, Salih put it in the following terms:

From our personal experience, those afflicted with paranoia enjoy dramatic skills in embodying the role of ‘the victim’ and a high ability in convincing the other that his illusions/myths [awham] are fixed truths. Each side [in post-2003 Iraq] broadcasted their myths across their media... The change of 9 April, 2003 spread a new culture called the ‘culture of the victim’. Shi’as and Kurds spread amongst their millions – through the psychology of victimhood – that they were the victims of the previous dictatorial regime. The Sunnis spread amongst their millions that they have become the victims of the new democratic regime! And so everyone saw in themselves the victim and in the other their oppressor.

The future is likely to see a continuation of this phenomenon. Iraqi Sunni identity has undergone significant change since the fall of the Ba’ath with a newly acquired victimhood complex being a key component of its post-2003 manifestations.
 That the years since 2003 form a prolonged chosen trauma for both Shi’a and Sunni identity and given that both often appear to monopolise, or at least claim primacy in, post-2003 victimhood, the memory of this troubled era is likely to form a contentious marker of group identity for the foreseeable future. This has already been apparent particularly with regards to the civil war of 2006-2007 which will form the focus of the next chapter.

CHAPTER 8: CIVIL WAR

It is a point of agreement that violence between 2006 and 2007, particularly in Baghdad, grew to its most appalling level; likewise it is beyond debate that the communal violence, whilst a regrettable feature of the Iraqi landscape throughout the post-2003 period, became more pronounced between 2006 and 2007. More contentious is the question of whether Iraq was in a state of ‘civil war’ in those years. This chapter will briefly try to determine the validity of the term’s application to 2006 and 2007 before illustrating a far more demonstrable point: the noticeable shift to aggressive sectarianism in those years and the reasons for that shift and its eventual reversal. This chapter is not a study in ethnic conflict or civil war theory nor do I have pretensions to being an ethnic conflict theorist. However, when considering the communal violence of post-2003 Iraq, a useful starting point is theories emphasising the centrality of identity in conflict: it is in the perceptual and political rather than in the tangible and economic that the post-2003 violence must be understood; hence theories defining ethnic war as a struggle over the survival of identity are particularly useful.
 The centrality of identity and its representation in the state (i.e. cultural ownership of the Iraqi nation state) was a prime driver of communal violence as will be evident when we examine some of the rhetoric employed during the peaks of violence and the clear display of aggressive sectarianism therein.     

8.1. What is a Civil War?

Political scientists agree that providing an accurate analytical definition of civil war is virtually impossible. The criteria used by various datasets and scholars to define armed conflict generally are ultimately and unavoidably arbitrary ones.
 Within conflict theory, a further, and equally diverse and arbitrary, set of conditions are likewise applied to defining what constitutes civil war and what distinguishes it amongst other types of armed conflict. As Sambanis has argued:

I find that it is not possible to arrive at an operational definition of civil war without adopting some ad hoc way of distinguishing it from other forms of armed conflict. Although a core set of “ideal” cases of civil war may exist, too many cases are sufficiently ambiguous to make coding the start and end of the war problematic and to question the strict categorisation of an event of political violence as a civil war as opposed to an act of terrorism, a coup, genocide, organised crime or international war.

If one relies on the Uppsala Conflict Data Program’s (UCDP) definitions, then Iraq has been in an ‘intrastate conflict with foreign involvement’ since 2003.
 UCDP’s definition of a civil war, what they refer to as ‘intrastate conflict’, is, “a conflict between a government and a non-governmental party, with no interference from other countries,” thereby excluding Iraq.
 However, it has been argued that few if any intrastate conflicts, or civil wars, are free from interference by other countries whether through the direct role played by foreign actors or, less visibly, through global economic linkages.
 The very notion of clearly delineating internal and external wars is therefore analytically questionable.

Identifying a single cause of conflict is likewise problematic. Labels such as ‘sectarian civil war’ or ‘ethnic civil war’ should not be treated as analytically accurate categories for despite appearances, conflict is never about any one thing particularly when one examines violence at the micro level. The drivers of violence can never be condensed into a single factor and whilst a ‘master cleavage’ may be identifiable, there are always many layers to a conflict that are grafted onto the ‘master cleavage’.
 For example, Zaman has illustrated the interconnectedness of sectarian violence with other forms of social conflict in Pakistan: in some cases sectarian identity becomes another vehicle amongst many that is used to advance the same communal grievances that at other times were expressed in ethnic, class or linguistic terms.
 As Kalyvas aptly put it: “civil wars can be understood as processes that provide a medium for a variety of grievances to be realised within the greater conflict...”
 This inherent ambiguity of conflict was evident in post-2003 Iraq in the overlapping intrastate conflicts that enveloped various parts of the country.
 

In 2006 there was much debate as to whether the conflict in Iraq should be classified as a civil war. Following the 22nd February bombing of the Askari shrine in Samarra, sectarian violence escalated, particularly in the capital, reaching an astonishing 3,159 civilian deaths in July 2006.
 Former Prime Minister Ayad Allawi stated in March that Iraq was, “losing each day an average of fifty to sixty people throughout the country, if not more. If this is not a civil war, then God knows what civil war is!”
 The various arguments put forward in this debate were often reflections of one’s political views; indeed Allawi himself was, at the time he made the above statement, an opposition politician who had an interest in emphasising the ineffectiveness of the government and the deterioration of the security situation.
 In any case, I would argue that the debate was a largely irrelevant one: inter-communal violence of a distinctively sectarian hue dramatically increased in 2006-2007 reaching gruesome highs in the summer of 2006. Whether this is defined as civil war or not is a matter of semantics. For the purposes of this study, it makes little difference whether sectarian violence, lasting several years, is labelled pogroms, communal violence, ethno-sectarian riots or civil war. All are episodes of extreme breakdown of communal relations; arguably, the main factor differentiating civil war from the other categories is the political dimension: protagonists must be using violence to pursue a political objective be it a change of government, territorial configuration or major government policy.
 Having said that, it should nonetheless be pointed out that Iraq in 2006-2007 met the criteria set out by most standard definitions of civil war.
 As Sambanis remarked in late 2006:

It’s stunning; it should have been called a civil war a long time ago, but now I don’t see how people can avoid calling it a civil war. The level of violence is so extreme that it far surpasses most civil wars since 1945... there’s a consensus... I certainly don’t know anyone who argues otherwise at this point.

I would argue that Baghdad and many other mixed areas in Iraq (particularly in Diyala governorate) went through a sectarian civil war that was in evidence by 2005 but that escalated and became far less ambiguous in 2006 and 2007.
 Whilst sectarian attacks were taking place from as early as 2003, the February 22nd bombing of the Askari shrine in 2006 signalled the beginning of a new phase of intense sectarian violence that furthered the breakdown of sectarian relations. My argument rests on the following: a) an armed conflict took place within the borders of a nation state of over 500,000 people resulting in over 1,000 deaths per year on both sides here defined loosely as Sunni/anti-government and Shi’i/government-aligned;
 b) the civil war was sectarian in that much, though not all, of the violence was driven by sectarian identity whether in terms of sectarian political representation, sectarian demographics or the dominance of sectarian symbolism in an area or in state policy; c) the clash was primarily political and symbolic but was partially manifested in territorial calculations as evidenced by the forced expulsions of the other from many mixed areas; d) that the state was not a neutral force for stability but an active participant for the duration of the violence differentiates the events of 2006-2007 from episodes of communal violence such as riots or pogroms; e) finally, the politico-ideological underpinnings of the violence revolving around the nature and cultural ownership of the state further reinforces the case for applying a ‘civil war’ tag to the violence of 2006-2007.

8.2. Ethnic Conflict

The substantial literature on ethnic conflict is particularly useful when considering sectarian violence in Iraq. The term ‘ethnic’ should not deter us from relying on theories of ethnic conflict to understand sectarian violence in Iraq. As argued by Goody, what is described as ‘ethnic conflict’ is often at root a religious conflict.
 In any case, the term ‘ethnic’ has often been used in a manner that eludes precise categorisation. ‘Ethnic groups’ and ‘ethnic conflict’ are used to refer to a variety of mobilised group identities; as Horowitz put it: “Ethnic groups are defined by ascriptive differences, whether the indicum is colour, appearance, language, religion some other indicator of common origin, or some combination thereof.”
 Ethnic conflict, or what would more accurately be labelled group-identity conflict, erupts for a variety of reasons depending on context. Again, there is no set formula for why violence ensues in some cases and not others. Scholarly debate has shifted away from grand narratives focussing on one or two factors to recognition of the ambiguous nature of conflict particularly in civil wars or ‘ethnic wars’.
 Hence arguments emphasising ethnicity/identity,
 elite manipulation,
 security dilemmas
 or economic and/or political factors (greed and grievance)
 as the cause of inter-group conflict retain relevance only as part of a wider recognition that conflict is caused by multiple and not necessarily rational causes and drivers. Stefan Wolff identifies four underlying causes – defined as necessary but not in themselves sufficient – for inter-group violence: structural, political, socioeconomic and cultural/perceptual.
 In post-2003 Iraq all four were in evidence: state collapse and an acute power vacuum (structural); identity politics and discriminatory state policies (political); uneven economic development, economic uncertainty generally and economic discrimination or fears thereof, such as the fears that federalism would impoverish the western region (socioeconomic); contested cultural ownership of the Iraqi nation state, competing myth-symbol complexes and a climate of assertive sectarianism (cultural/perceptual). Wolff’s analysis of how such situations evolve and lead to violence draws on a number of commonly recognised catalysts of conflict such as emerging anarchy, security dilemmas and the role of ‘political entrepreneurs.’
 Whilst all the above are relevant contributors to the numerous conflicts that erupted in post-2003 Iraq, the cultural/perceptual factors are key to understanding sectarian animosities and ultimately violence since 2003. Criminality, personal gain, private vendettas, local rivalries and political empire-building undoubtedly acted as motivators of violence; however, these remain secondary and localised factors within a broader clash of identity and contested definitions of the Iraqi nation state revolving around competing sectarian myth-symbol complexes.  

It has been argued that any theory of group conflict focussing on rationalist explanations, be they economic, structural or political, will inevitably remain wanting. Kaufmann’s argument is that an understanding of ‘ethnic conflict’ cannot be formulated without considering the emotional, even irrational, aspects of group conflict and identity mobilisation; as such, symbolic, rather than rational choice, theory is relied upon in his analysis.
 His focus on ethnic symbolism is particularly useful when considering sectarian relations in post-2003 Iraq generally and the civil war of 2006-2007 in particular. Whilst Kaufman accepts that manipulative elites will use a group’s myth-symbol complex to mobilise followers, particularly when a real or perceived conflict of interest is at work (such as economic discrimination, political marginalisation and so forth), this is only successful when there are, “mythically based feelings of hostility that can be tapped using ethnic symbols.”
 This dynamic can remain peaceful and indeed can be described as a normal part of non-violent inter-group competition. However, Kaufman argues that peaceful rivalry turns into war when competing myth-symbol complexes are employed in a manner aimed at dominating the other; when, “... the politics of ethnic symbolism shaped by myths justifying hostility against other groups, [turns] into a contest over who would dominate whom.”
 As was seen in the previous chapter, this was manifested in post-2003 Iraq in the contradictory claims of sectarian ownership of the state and of the nation’s cultural identity. This divisive dynamic was nurtured by a climate of uncertainty and violence (some of which, from as early as 2003, was of a distinctly sectarian character). Given that identity politics were not only a mass-led phenomenon but an elite-led one too, there was no credible push from above to halt the escalating sectarian violence. Indeed looking back, it would not be unreasonable to conclude that the escalation of sectarian violence was unavoidable by 2004.
 

The route to communal warfare, as argued by Kaufman, has a number of prerequisites: a) the presence of hostile myths; b) opportunity to mobilise and c) fear of group extinction. Together these factors carry the potential for communal war if they create: 1) mass hostility; 2) a political climate dominated by extreme symbolism and 3) a security dilemma.
 Between 2003 and 2006 all of the above applied: hostile myths, as discussed in chapters 2, 3 and 6, exist and will continue to do so; however they are usually dormant and only awakened in times of heightened sectarian tension such as in the period under examination. Hence, the political marginalisation of Iraq’s Sunnis nourished a specifically Sunni identity and coupled with the abundant expressions of Shi’i identity, as Shi’as ascended the political pyramid, served to awaken hostile myths that were dormant, ignored or forgotten.
 Therefore, extremist rhetoric used recognisable myths, fears and historical (mis)conceptions as opposed to newly fabricated ones to mobilise group identity. For their part, Shi’as saw post-2003 Iraq as a chance to right what they regarded as the historical wrongs enacted against them. However, despite their political ascendancy, Shi’a identity and hostile myths regarding Sunnis were nourished by violent attacks targeting Shi’a areas and Shi’a ceremonies and, as is often the case in group conflict, violence had a powerful politicising effect on group identity.
 
The political and security vacuum of post-2003 Iraq meant firstly that the opportunity to mobilise was abundantly available and secondly, with violence spiralling out of control, fears of group extinction (physically from a given area, or politically through sectarian discrimination or appropriation of the cultural symbolism of state) were ignited. As Shi’as and Sunnis turned into self-proclaimed victims who portrayed themselves as uniquely under threat or exceptionally victimised, the tangible effects of the escalating violence and the hostile myths about self and other operated in a cyclical fashion, with the former offering ‘proof’ of the latter, to justify communal animosities.
 These are some of the processes that led to the second half of Kaufman’s formula for communal war: mass hostility, a political climate dominated by extreme symbolism and a security dilemma. It can be argued that the concept of a security dilemma, whereby mutual fear leads to increased group mobilization, can, and did, unfold in both armed mobilization and in the mobilization of group identity. In other words a security dilemma can take the form of a mini-arms race or a spiralling series of assertions of antagonistic group identities. It is important to note that the processes outlined above need not affect a majority of either group for war to break out. If extremists gain enough ground to constitute a significant minority and if there is no organised force to curtail their movement communal violence becomes more likely.
 ‘Mass violence’, whether in a civil war or in an insurgency, does not require significant percentages of a population to be effective.

8.3. Sectarian Relations and Sectarian Civil War 

Due to the difficulties of conducting field research in Iraq today there has yet to be a detailed study of the civil war of 2006-2007.
 From the comfort of London, even the most thorough research will only yield an incomplete overview that provides essence rather than detail.
 Through journalistic accounts, militant videos and publications, interviews, cursory overviews of the violence in general post-2003 works and – an overlooked source – online chatroom and forum threads dating to 2006/2007, one can discern a clear but far from complete picture of the sectarian violence in the capital. Rather than dismissing the violence as mindless semi-criminal mobs rampaging through Baghdad, an analytical survey of the escalation of sectarian bloodshed is needed to chart the progress of events, identify the underlying local cleavages, if any, that animated the violence and identify the militant networks and the extent of coordination between different areas of the capital.
 This considerable task is beyond the scope of this study: for our purposes, what is more relevant than the precise chronology of events is the widespread shift towards aggressive sectarianism. 

By 2006, it was no longer possible to blame Arab fighters for sectarian attacks, nor was it possible to deny the existence of Iraqi Sunni and Iraqi Shi’a militants and their involvement in sectarian violence. Street battles between rival Shi’a and Sunni militias, forced expulsions of the sectarian other, the bombing of mosques on both sides of the sectarian divide and the pervasive fear of the sectarian other (at least the militants amongst them) hardened sectarian identity and fostered a distinctly aggressive sectarianism amongst many Sunnis and Shi’is.
 That calls for ecumenical peace and harmony persisted did not change the on-the-ground facts of sectarian civil war where one’s sectarian identity became a death warrant in certain areas;
  nor could it hide the glaring discrepancy between statements made to a mixed audience and what was said amongst members of the group. Whilst commercial music and poetry from the time continued to stress Iraqi unity and to condemn the pernicious effects of sectarianism, and whilst unity indeed remained the stated ideal of the vast majority of Iraqis, the reality of sectarian violence fostered an aggressive sectarianism and altered Sunni-Shi’a relations.
 The sociological effects of the sectarian civil war will be felt for years to come; it is a subject that has already been touched upon by Salih who, writing in 2007, laments: 

One of the painful consequences of this [sectarian] extremism is that the ‘father of the kids’ [abul ‘iyal], whether through choice, necessity or compulsion, divorced the ‘mother of the kids’ as a result of the sectarian strife between Shi’as and Sunnis especially in Baghdadi neighbourhoods beginning in 2005 onwards.

As is only natural, victims of the sectarian violence viewed their relationship with the sectarian other in a new light. In June 2009, Al Jazeera interviewed Iraqi internally displaced refugees who were driven from their homes in Hurriya (west Baghdad). A man who had been kidnapped by the Mahdi Army and who said that his release was secured only with the intercession of a Shi’i friend reflected on the current state of sectarian relations:

The chasm that has been opened in the Iraqi social fabric cannot be remedied because there is now blood between us. A Shi’i cannot live in a Sunni area nor is a Sunni able to live in a Shi’i area; and this is a reality. We had some people coming and saying that there is nothing to worry about and some people did go [return to their homes]... some of them were killed.
 

The generational longevity of such traumas will depend, to a large extent, on the salience of sectarian identity at any given point in the future. I would argue that it is inaccurate to view the civil war as a final and irreparable break in Iraqi sectarian relations. Whilst the wounds are perhaps too fresh and too deep not to have an effect on sectarian relations for the foreseeable future, eventually the events of the post-2003 era will be consigned to the contentious field of collective memory to be called upon at times of heightened sectarian tensions.
 That many commentators view the sectarian violence of 2006/2007 as signalling a definitive break in sectarian relations or indeed as the end of Iraq is, I would argue, the result of a misunderstanding of the interdependent relationship between Iraqi national identity and Iraqi sectarian identity and the result of a misreading of the nature of the sectarian violence of 2006/2007. Sectarian tension, of which much will survive as a result of the recent bloodshed, need not entail a rejection, much less a violent rejection, of the other. Put in the simplest of terms: communal groups need not like each other to coexist or to subscribe to an overarching, but differently defined, identity.
 The violence in Iraq was never genocidal in the sense that fighters subscribing to the Iraqi nation state felt the need to purge the country of Sunnis or Shi’as. As discussed in chapters 2 and 3, sectarian pluralism is an accepted fact, palatable or otherwise, rather than a perceived imposition. What is at stake is the cultural ownership of Iraq and the identity of the Iraqi nation state: who is more (rather than sole) representative of Iraq and vice-a-versa. Many commentators and scholars saw the jubilation in Iraq following the national football team’s victory at the 2007 Asia Cup Finals as proof that, for the majority of Iraqis, sectarian identity was of little relevance. This is a gross misreading of the interplay between sectarian and national identities: if Iraq as a nation state is not in question, and if its sectarian plurality is likewise accepted then it stands to reason that the national football team’s victory would be a source of pride and joy for all Iraqis. That Iraqis were able to celebrate the July 2007 Asia Cup victory amidst continuing, though diminishing, sectarian violence reflects the nature of that violence: in essence it was a clash of sectarian identities within an Iraqi nationalist framework. It is also reflective of the fact that sectarian identity, for those who subscribe to one, is an integral part of, rather than mutually exclusive to, national identity. 

8.3.1. The Symbols of Assertive and Aggressive Sectarianism 

When considering the nature of sectarian identity in Iraq it is arguably more instructive to look at enunciations of assertive, or even aggressive, rather than passive or apologetic sectarianism as it would offer us an example of uninhibited assertions of sectarian myth-symbol complexes free from societal conventions and restraints. It is only when sectarian identities gain salience, thereby driving the shift towards assertive/aggressive sectarianism, that dormant, but by no means novel, myths are awakened and both the negative and positive sides of sectarian myth-symbol complexes are displayed. In 2006/2007 aggressive sectarian discourse was widely in evidence beyond strictly militant circles. Speeches, articles, poetry and song reflected a clear shift towards an uncompromising aggressive sectarianism that differed from the rhetoric illustrated in chapter 7. Reflecting the climate of the time, one would struggle to find parallels of the strength of aggressive sectarianism in 2006/2007 from modern Iraqi history. Take, for example, the chorus from a Sadrist anthem made in 2006/early-2007:

Let them meet us [in battle]

Let them hear us: a Shi’i roar

Let the Wahhabis meet us [in battle]

By Ali we will turn al Latifiyah upside down

What is particularly interesting about this anthem, besides its uncompromising aggressive sectarianism, is that, on at least one occasion, it was used in public in the context of the sectarian civil war in Baghdad. In November 2006 footage emerged and was widely distributed on Sunni websites of a group of men marching down a typical Baghdadi residential neighbourhood chanting, “By Ali we will turn Amiriya upside down,” in the same melody heard on the Sadrist anthem.
 At present it is impossible to ascertain whether the mob is copying the anthem or vice-a-versa; it is nevertheless an indication that the anthems, particularly at a time of inflamed sectarian tensions, had an echo beyond the recording studio.

As discussed in the previous chapter, the fact that the sectarian other is seldom mentioned in a direct and explicit fashion does not detract from the impact of such rhetoric on sectarian relations and sectarian identity. In Sadrist anthems deom 2006/2007 the pernicious Wahhabi was a common theme often interspersed with Iraqi nationalist sentiment and claims to cultural ownership of Iraq. For example:

You are the son of the nation and jealousy is in your eyes

Raised by al Sadr and everyone knows you

The Sadr’s son said that if they touch your soil

The nation [will] call out to you and [will] hold you in high esteem

Who but you will lift the nation’s worries?

Let your voice roar at its loudest:

Woe betide the Wahhabi today, woe betide him

Samarra guides you on the path of manhood.

From an objective rational point of view, the above verses should not cause consternation amongst Sunni listeners provided they are not self-declared ‘Wahhabis’. However, identity is neither objective nor rational particularly in a climate of sectarian violence. In the above, and in countless other examples, a distinctly Shi’i identity is mobilised against a variety of labelled groups all of whom have direct or indirect symbolic associations to the larger Sunni population. An attack on the sectarian other can be imagined or insinuated by the shared identity of the speaker and audience regardless of whether or not the ‘enemy’ is clearly identified and regardless of the speaker’s intentions. For example, in a climate of highly salient sectarian identities, a distinctly Shi’i message stressing Shi’i victimhood and symbols and seeking to mobilise Shi’i identity against ‘Ba’athists’, or even ‘terrorists’ may lead Sunni listeners or viewers to perceive an attack on Sunni identity. The symbolic baggage associated with terms such as Wahhabi, Ba’athi, Safavid or Persian during a time of sectarian tensions was demonstrated in one of the most widely circulated examples of incitement to sectarian violence courtesy of Sadrist cleric Hazem al A’araji.
 The setting appears to be a Friday sermon – it could equally be a mass rally; the location is almost definitely Kadhimiya, Baghdad as that is where A’araji is primarily based. The date is unclear; however, footage of the sermon was in wide circulation in late-2006/early-2007. In it we see Hazem al A’araji clearly ordering his listeners to take up arms and kill ‘Wahhabis’ and ‘Ba’athis’:

[It is] an order from Mohammad [Sadiq] al Sadr... and from the hawza al natiqa
 that you kill every despicable Wahhabi and every lowlife Ba’athi. Yes!

What exactly constitutes a ‘Wahhabi’ and who specifically amongst the millions of ‘Ba’athis’ should be targeted is left to the listener’s discretion. A’araji continues and leaves no room for doubt in Sunni minds that the message, in its worst interpretation, targets them, and at its best, excludes them:

It is your responsibility, and my responsibility and the responsibility of every religious leader and tribal leader to mobilize armies of Shi’a believers to kill the Ba’athis and the takfiris. The Imam orders you to kill... 

My brothers, no one wait for a fatwa [sanctioning violence] from the marji’i please... Take your weapon and fight every filthy Wahhabi. Yes! From here I tell you and I am responsible for what I say: anyone who kills a filthy Wahhabi or Ba’athi whose hands are covered in blood [will have] the doors of heaven knocked and opened for him...

In a different recording of the same sermon A’araji further elaborates on the theme of the ‘filthy Wahhabi’: 

We don’t want to hear the word fatwa anymore [in response to Shi’i demands for a fatwa sanctioning violence]. The fatwa exists. The fatwa exists. Mohammad Sadiq [al Sadr] said it seven years ago; he said it: the Wahhabi is filthy, even filthier than a dog!

The potential reaction amongst any Sunni listeners was conveniently illustrated to me by a Sunni Iraqi who, in an effort to help me in my research directed me to a clip in which Hazem al A’araji calls on his followers to kill Sunnis. As I was already aware of the clip in question, I pointed out that the phrases used were Wahhabi and Ba’athi rather than Sunni. I was assured that I was wrong and advised to check the clip again!
 In other words, the implicit message of the sermon, as understood by this particular Sunni Iraqi, was so strong and so clear, that it completely dominated his memory of it. It is safe to assume that sermons, such as the one quoted from above, had the effect of threatening Sunnis generally regardless of the precise terminology used. A’araji’s sermon was given in the context of a relentless anti-Shi’a bombing campaign which heightened the sense of encirclement amongst Shi’as and the fears of group extinction. The reaction, in its various manifestations as exemplified in A’araji’s sermon, will have the exact same effect on Sunni Iraqis who had for a variety of reasons felt equally besieged and threatened.
Openly sectarian rhetoric, whether asserting one’s own identity or denying/attacking the other’s, is often mixed with a strongly Iraqi nationalist message. As has been argued elsewhere, the battle between Sunni and Shi’a militants was often tinged with rivalling claims to the legitimate ‘ownership’ of Iraq. As is evident in the poem below, and as was touched upon in the previous chapter, the divergence of historical narratives is central to the competition of myth-symbol complexes. In the following example Iraqi poet Hamza Hussein blames ‘nawasib’ and ‘terrorists’ for the violence in post-2003 Iraq and evokes a Shi’i historical memory to express himself:

It has reached breaking point with the terrorists

And they’ve gone too far and I have stayed silent

Because I know that troubles will serve Israel

That’s why I did not want to declare my jihad

And I know that sectarianism is wanted by Mossad

So that they can reinforce America in my country
I did not start the troubles

Nor did the sorrow make me an aggressor

I knew what sorrow is when I heard Hussein 

Asking ‘Is there no one to support me’

Never did I take off my black clothes

So that in this catastrophe I should don my blacks

[God’s] throne declared its mourning for you oh Lord [Hussein]

Before I declared mine
Because the same lineages have returned to me

Ibn Milgim has returned the same Muradi

He came but couldn’t find Ali [ibn abi Talib]

And vented all his hatred on Ali al Hadi

You came asking us for Walid’s vengeance
 

And Marhab’s vengeance and Ibn Wid al Amiri’s too

And this, the shame of your ancestors you criminals

Don’t cleanse it with the slaughter of all Ja’afaris [Shi’as]

Because it is agreed upon in history

You will even have to slaughter al Tabari.

It is interesting to note, that the opening verses convey the sense that the final threshold of violence had already been crossed. In contrast to earlier poems – recall Rahim al Maliki’s warning: “I’ll get upset and whatever happens will happen,” – here the poet seeks to assign blame for what is being spoken of in the past tense – “I did not start the troubles”. More importantly, the obvious point to make is the strong Shi’i symbolism conveyed in the poem and the aggressive tone used when addressing the vaguely specified enemy. Despite the mention of terrorists in the opening verse, the enemy in the poem can easily be construed as the sectarian other. The Shi’a-centricity of the poem serves to reinforce this impression: it is Shi’i victimhood rather than Iraqi victimhood that is stressed in juxtaposition to the ‘terrorists’ which consequently alienates non-Shi’as. In a climate of sectarian tension, such verses would appear aggressive, or at least exclusionist, to Sunni listeners. The poem continues to illustrate the central point regarding assertive/aggressive sectarianism in the Iraqi context: that it is formulated within an Iraqi nationalist framework. As such, whilst the focus is on Shi’i victimhood rather than a more inclusive Iraqi one, this is largely due to the synonymy that the poet ascribes to the terms ‘Shi’i’ and ‘Iraqi’. In other words, it is not the un-Iraqiness of the verses that makes them problematic for sectarian relations; rather, it is the poet’s narrow definition of what Iraqiness constitutes that will alienate non-Shi’as and even perhaps secular Shi’as:

In Samarra you demolished the graves

Yes you demolished the physical structure

But what will you use to demolish our hearts

In which a thousand domes are built for al Askari [the 11th Imam] 

Oh Iraq, you are towering and lofty oh Iraq

Because you carry Karbala in your hand as a flag

And yesterday, the oppressors wrote ‘No’ on your name

The ‘No’ got up and wrote ‘Yes’ 

As is clear thus far, and as is illustrated in many similar examples, the Samarra bombing has taken a prominent position amongst the chosen traumas of the Shi’i myth-symbol complex. The poet goes on to stress the magnitude of Shi’i victimhood in the post-2003 era portraying Shi’i identity as a target of the murderous ‘nawasib’. The moral authority of the Shi’a in the face of a merciless enemy is conveyed by an imagined oneness of Shi’as and Ali ibn abi Talib: 

Because I carry your identity oh Ali

They consider me a Shi’i and my slaughter is an obligation

With the sword that split your head on the pulpit

The nawasib have returned to slaughter us

[They are] a people without mercy and all of us are wanted

And from them oh Ali I saw the unbelievable

When the suicide bomber bombs he does not differentiate

Here is a young girl and here is an old man

And that’s why you will notice when they bomb

You will find an igal fallen on the pig tails

And you will find books here and pencils there

And a bag on the sidewalk and next to it a student

Death registered him ‘present’ in the graveyard

But the school registered him ‘absent’

It is worth pausing to elaborate on the place of such strongly defined sectarian myth-symbol complexes with regards to Iraqi social-sectarian relations. As with much of what has been discussed in this study, a zero-sum approach to assertive/aggressive sectarian rhetoric is misleading. Listening to the above poem or any example of charged sectarian rhetoric does not necessarily imply existential and perennial hostility towards the other. I would suggest that, apart from the ideologically committed, the above poem and its Sunni counterparts can be listened to and even appreciated by Shi’is and Sunnis respectively whilst coexisting, dealing with, befriending and even marrying from amongst the sectarian other. I would argue that such strongly defined sectarian messages will often appeal to an aspect of an individual’s identity which in itself does not tell us much about his/her world view nor necessarily about the strength of his/her sectarian identity. Regardless of the strength or weakness of one’s sectarian identity, and certainly regardless of one’s piety, the above messages can appeal to an individual’s sectarian identity provided a person subscribes to one. The point to be made is that this does not reflect on an individual’s daily relations with and general views towards the sectarian other. After all, most of the rhetoric refrains from explicitly and unambiguously calling for violence; furthermore, as discussed in chapter 3, views towards the mass and the individual (an acquaintance or friend for example) can be, and often, are contradictory. The situation changes during times of heightened sectarian tension: views towards the mass come to dominate perceptions over the other at the expense of the more favourable, nuanced and realistic views towards the individual which are grounded in first-hand experience and are more detached from myth than is the case with views towards the mass. What the rhetoric from 2006-2007 demonstrates is the form that aggressive sectarianism takes and the traction that such messages gain in times of heightened sectarian tension. Therefore, taking Sadrist anthems in isolation, it is very telling to chart the rise in sectarian messages in 2006-2007 when compared to earlier and later years. The ‘nasibi’ or the ‘Wahhabi’, whilst forever being a reviled figure amongst Shi’as – a feeling that is abundantly reciprocated – is not as ubiquitous a hate-figure as he was during the civil war. If one takes the civil war as part of a wider look at sectarian relations in the first decade of the 21st century, what is most noticeable is the elasticity of sectarian identity and the relative ease with which its relevance advances and recedes. In short the standard dichotomy whereby sectarian relations are either a perennial and central aspect of Iraqi society or an alien irrelevancy to Iraqis is a highly misleading and overly simplistic one. The degree of sectarian self-identification and the form of sectarianism expressed is entirely dependent on a variety of factors relating to context.

As 2006 wore on, the fighting between Sunni and Shi’a militants became more openly a battle for territory and control of Baghdadi neighbourhoods. In an audio recording of what is allegedly the aftermath of one such battle, alleged Sunni militants are heard celebrating a successful clash with the Mahdi Army in A’adhamiya. Amidst celebratory gunfire, the alleged victorious militants of A’adhamiya are heard singing verses that offer a Sunni parallel to Sadrist anthems in their sect-centric symbolism:

We taught America’s army a lesson

We defeated the Mahdi Army, every filthy Shi’i
We made their blood flow when the [enemy] columns entered [A’adhamiya]

[Abu Hanifa al] Nu’man’s city will persevere

Safina today crushed the enemy

And 20th street will always resist

Omar Street are champions

When they repelled the scoundrels

And Harra will always stay vigilant

When the eye set on the love of the martyr

Today we all seek martyrdom

The martyr’s blood is a weapon

Loving them [the martyrs] is provision and happiness

We fight America and all the infidel armies
Where is the rafidha’s army and the meaning of combat?
The Nu’man battalion tell them [Mahdi Army] we’re the real men

[We are] supporters of Abu Hanifa

Even if the [air force] pilot annihilates us

[It is] from Harith al Dhari he decided it

In your name Abu Hamza al Muhajir we are inspired

These convoys today on your orders will set out

The Sunni champions are true men and al Qaeda are heroes
The army of Islam left America dazed and confused

From the rebellion of 1920 we march on the road

And today we’ll turn Kasra upside down

And we’ll show all the people that Sunnis are a ferocious bunch

In your name oh God we will lead the Omar battalion.
  

An aggressive Sunni sectarianism and a clear Sunni myth-symbol complex are clearly discernible here. What is interesting is the reference to al Qaeda, the Islamic State of Iraq and the rebellion of 1920. One would assume that references to al Qaeda and the ISI would negate any association with the Iraqi nation state as the former reject nation states as a division of the Islamic world. However, evoking and glorifying the memory of 1920 is a staple tradition of Iraqi nationalists and is one of the most recognisable pillars of the Iraqi myth-symbol complex. This illustrates, once again, that what we have is a clash of secondary identities, with all the symbolic baggage they carry, within an Iraqi framework. It can be argued that the above verses illustrate an extreme Sunni Iraqi nationalism pertaining to the conditions of 2006/2007 and divorced of any state nationalism (see chapter 3 for a discussion of sectarian nationalism’s relation to state nationalism). As mentioned previously, the opposing myth-symbol complexes of Shi’as and Sunnis, secondary though they may be, will overwhelm Iraqi nationalism if the latter is weakened or if sectarian identity is inflamed. Needless to say, it is impossible to accurately define the attributes of sectarian nationalism beyond identifying frames of symbolic reference that are relied upon to articulate sectarian nationalism at any given time. Beyond that, the precise character of sectarian nationalism is dependent on prevailing conditions and context.

 Perhaps the most shocking example of Iraqi sectarian vitriol that has reached us in the west is Iraqi politician Adnan al Dulaimi’s speech at the Conference for the Support of the Iraqi People in Istanbul in December 2006. Speaking to an audience of Sunni Arabs from Iraq and beyond, al Dulaimi, in a speech lasting nine minutes screamed that, “by God, it is a sectarian war,’ or that, “it is a sectarian struggle,’ no less than seven times. However, more important for our purposes is the imagined Iraq as depicted by him. Leaving no room for ambiguity, al Dulaimi starts his harangue by scolding the audience and the conference organisers: 

Why did you not call this conference, the ‘Conference for the Support of the Sunnis’? What is Iraq? Iraq without Sunnis is nothing! Sunnis are the people of Iraq, and they are the people behind the unity of Iraq and they are the ones that built Iraq. Why did you not make the title of this conference, ‘Supporting the Sunnis’? Are you scared that you will be accused of being sectarian? We are sectarian! Say what you will! By God if you are not careful and if you do not wake up, Iraq will be gone and Baghdad will be gone. It is a sectarian war! It is a sectarian struggle that aims to eradicate the Sunnis... Your [Sunni] brothers in Iraq and especially in Baghdad will be destroyed. They will be trampled under the feet of the Shi’a. They will be exterminated. It is an extermination of Sunnis in Baghdad... And we say the struggle is not sectarian! By God it is sectarian! It is the most extreme of sectarianism. And you call this conference to support Iraq! What Iraq is this! The Shi’as’ Iraq? Iraq will become Shi’i and this matter will extend... 

Al Dulaimi concludes his speech with a series of historical references drastically differing from the historical references used in the Shi’a examples given above and in the previous chapter:

Agony [is] in my heart for Iraq that will be destroyed and Baghdad which we will lose. Baghdad of Abu Hanifa, Baghdad of Mansour,
 Baghdad of Haroun al Rashid,
 Baghdad of Ahmed ibn Hanbal,
 will fall [and become] Baghdad of the Safavids, Baghdad of the Buwayhids,
 Baghdad of the New Qarmatians.
 And you say the war is not sectarian? By God it is a sectarian war!
      

The difference in historical references between a Sunni and Shi’i zealot is, to say the least, stark. In the same way that the Sunni-Shi’a split in the Islamic world is in many ways a difference over history and historiography, likewise, Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as differ over Iraqi history as much as theology, if not more. History or how it is selectively remembered and imagined by a particular group is central to the formation of a myth-symbol complex. For Adnan al Dulaimi, and many Iraqi Sunnis, the history of Iraq is one intrinsically linked to Sunni symbols and to Sunni history (a process mirrored by the Shi’a and their symbols). This reverts back to the struggle over the cultural ownership of Iraq as illustrated by al Dulaimi’s assertion that, “Iraq without Sunnis is nothing.” This is also at the heart of the demographic issue as discussed in chapter 7.

The Conference for the Support of the Iraqi People in Istanbul offers a healthy catalogue of paranoiac fears, anti-Shi’a vitriol and Sunni-centric views of Iraq and the world. Going back to the issue of the applicability of the ‘civil war’ tag to Iraq in 2006-2007, the sentiments expressed in the Conference by academics, politicians, clerics, militants and activists illustrate the unprecedented salience of sectarian identity throughout the Arab world but particularly in Iraq in 2006. Whilst Adnan al Dulaimi’s speech was the most publicised, the majority of contributors expressed similar views. Reflecting the fact that the salience of sectarian identity in Iraq was contagious, over half of the contributors were non-Iraqi Arabs – with the exception of two Sunni Pakistanis. Whilst I would strongly argue that Iraqi Sunni opinion was heavily influenced by wider Arab opinion following the fall of the Ba’ath, for simplicity’s sake I will restrict myself to Iraqi contributions. For example, the then-Deputy Head of the Iraqi Islamic Party, Ziyad al Ani, opened his speech with an intensely conspiratorial anti-Shi’a view that portrayed a besieged Sunni community in the face of relentless Shi’a attack. Al Ani began by arguing that whilst Sunnis in general were naively surprised by, “what the Shi’as did to the Sunnis after the occupation,” post-2003 developments came as no surprise to Sunni elites particularly the Islamists amongst them, the reason being:

... it is due to what they [Sunni elites] have seen of the [Shi’a] leaders’ and notables’ plans: what can be referred to as the studied protocols [protokolat] that harnessed evil and prepared for hegemony over the entire country at any suitable opportunity. This is what you will find when you read their books or when you look at history and see their stance towards every invasion that Iraq was subject to from the Buwayhids to the Safavids... We have gotten hold of some of their protocols and their future plans for hegemony over the region and its conversion to Shi’ism...

The Sunni masses’ naivety is explained as the result of the absence, for centuries prior to 2003, of what al Ani refers to as, “sectarian oppression,” in Iraq. This belief that ‘sectarianism’ is a product of the post-2003 environment is a relatively common one and forms a recent chapter in the contested Iraqi historical memory. Whilst in some cases the assertion that sectarian discrimination in the Ba’ath era was non-existent, or at least negligible, is rooted in an emotional reaction to the appalling conditions of post-2003 Iraq, it is often borne out of genuine conviction reflecting the different conceptions of recent Iraqi history and how cultural majorities and minorities view their recent past. In addition to that, al Ani’s views on Iraq’s more distant past illustrate how the increased salience of sectarian identity revives hostile myths embedded in competing group narratives of a shared history. As shown in chapter 2, the extent to which these group-centric historical narratives shape views towards self and other is dependent on the salience of various group identities at any given time. In the context of Iraqi sectarian identities, the stronger, and more neutral, state nationalism is the less relevant are sectarian nationalisms particularly the hostile myths towards the other that are invariably embedded within them. At times of inflamed sectarian sentiment, sectarian nationalisms come into clearer view unobscured by an overarching state nationalism. Simply put: in a different context, say the 1960’s, vilifying Iraqi Shi’as by referring to the Buwayhids would have seemed absurd and would certainly have been restricted to fringe and extremist elements. Unfortunately, in 2006, and indeed in any time of inflamed sectarianism, the fringe gains both credibility and believers – albeit temporarily. Al Ani and millions besides him may look upon alleged Shi’a complicity in, for example, the fall of Abbasid Baghdad to the Mongols, as a historical truth; however this will only impact on views of the other when the salience of sectarian identity is such that sect-centric historical myths and narratives are given enough prominence to colour views of self and other. I would argue that the importance of historical myths far outweighs that of theological difference in sectarian animosities as is evident in one speaker’s choice of analogies when describing the situation of Iraqi Sunnis in 2006:

In fact only one sentence can describe the magnitude of their [Iraqi Sunnis] suffering: “they are being subjected to a war of mass extermination,” that mirrors to a large extent the one they were subjected to at the hands of the Tatars [Mongols]. The similarities are many: the barbarity of the new occupier is the same as that of the Tatars... and ibn al Alqami who opened the gates of Baghdad [to the Mongols] is the same ibn al Alqami today who helped them [the Americans] in occupying Iraq; in fact he [today’s ibn al Alqami/Shi’as] joins them [the occupiers] in slaughtering innocent Sunnis.

The Istanbul Conference is useful as an illustration of how Shi’as and Shi’ism are viewed by Iraqi Sunnis when an aggressive sectarian identity is in play: the paranoiac fears of Iran and the perception that the Shi’a are hopelessly linked to them;
 Sunni encirclement; Shi’ism as a threat to Iraqi, Arab and Islamic identities; the inherent deceptiveness and treachery of the Shi’a; the intractable suspicions and fears of any mobilisation or organisation of Shi’i identity.

It is interesting to note that many speakers besides Adnan al Duleimi expressed a conviction that Baghdad was in the midst of a civil war.
 Regardless of whether it is academically sound to call the events of 2006-2007 a civil war, the escalation of sectarian violence accentuated the already pronounced competition of communal victimhoods discussed previously. One notices, particularly at the height of the violence, attempts at the monopolisation of victimhood by many across the sectarian divide. Whether through my own personal observations from those years, or indeed through the Istanbul Conference’s proceedings, a noticeable element of sectarian relations at the time was the trivialisation or denial of ‘their’ suffering and the inflation of ‘ours’; naturally this was linked to the issue of blame: ‘we’ are victims because of ‘their’ crimes; indeed ‘our’ militants have only mobilised in defence against ‘their’ aggression. In such narratives, which were and still are abundantly available, the violence, the injustice and the victimisation was one-sided. For example, the official spokesman of the Association of Muslim Scholars, Mohammad Bashar al Faydhi’s account of the violence enveloping Iraq, as presented at the Istanbul Conference, makes no mention of Sunni militants, al Qaeda or any other perpetrators who may be construed as Sunni. The victims, as presented in Faydhi’s narrative are first and foremost the Sunnis to whom Faydhi attributes no forms of illegitimate violence.
 The implication is obvious: there are no Sunni militants or terrorists; only mujahidin, resistance fighters and victims. Again this is intrinsically linked to the question of blame; however moving beyond the symbolic and perceptual, acute inter-group violence can lead people to adopt ‘their own’ militants and excuse their crimes for self-preservational reasons as indicated by one Baghdadi Shi’i’s opinion of the Mahdi Army: “We know they’re a bunch of dogs and drug-addicts but in some areas if it wasn’t for the Mahdi Army the Shi’a would cease to exist.”
 One of the tragedies of civil war, indeed of conflict generally, is the callousness and ruthlessness that it breeds. Morality becomes a commodity that many can ill-afford in the face of real or perceived existential threats to self and group. An interesting, if somewhat localised, example is that of one-time Mahdi Army commander Abu Diriʾ. Isma’il Hafiz al Lami, better known as Abu Diriʾ, gained fame and notoriety in late 2005/2006 as either the defender of the Shi’a or the ‘Shi’i Zarqawi’ depending on who one asked.
 His name, or at least his nom de guerre, is a byword for terror amongst Sunnis as his persona became strongly linked with anti-Sunni death squads. In terms of perceptions, and regardless of the facts, he is seen by Sunnis much in the same way that Shi’as view Zarqawi. I was less than surprised when a young Shi’a woman who had been forcefully driven from her home in south-western Baghdad referenced Abu Diriʾ unprompted:

Abu Diriʾ put them [Sunni militants] in their place. If it wasn’t for Abu Diriʾ the Sunnis would have taken over every area in Baghdad. He used to go to A’adhamiya in an ambulance and call for volunteers to donate blood but anyone who got in would be taken away and killed. Of course it’s wrong to do such things but it had to be done. The Sunnis kept hitting us until Abu Diriʾ hit them hard and put them in their place.

More poetically we have similar praise given to Abu Diriʾ in a Sadrist anthem dedicated to him:

Let whoever is scared move aside

We have a beef with America

In the name of al Sadr we announce our identity

And Abu Diriʾ the hero led our intifada
Sadrist and with pride I hit my chest

The honourable Abu Diriʾ, man, he is a Sadrist
He gave his son’s hand for the cause

I will remain a Shi’i to death with Haidar [Ali ibn abi Talib]

I will remain a Sadrist to death with Haidar

To us Hussain and Haidar are our shield [diriʾna]

And everyone who ran behind them is our shield [diriʾna]

The pride of this city [Sadr City] our Abu Diriʾ [Abu Diriʾna]

He gave his son’s hand; the most beautiful present.

Whilst the anthem is concerned with glorifying Abu Diri’s role in anti-American violence, the fact is that, regardless of the context, praising Abu Diriʾ in any way would be highly offensive to Sunnis aware of his reputation much as Sunni reluctance (certainly from the likes of Harith al Dhari) to condemn Zarqawi and al Qaeda was a source of contention amongst Shi’as. Whilst acknowledging that the views expressed in this anthem are undoubtedly a minority view amongst Shi’as, the fact that Abu Diriʾ, and various Sunni militant groups, can be praised by some Shi’as and some Sunnis respectively, speaks volumes about the divergent views that each has on the events of post-2003 Iraq. It is highly likely that we will look back on these years as a production mill of new symbols of sectarian identity, the most important of which will be the chosen traumas and sense of victimhood now embedded in both Sunni and Shi’a identities. However, as with other antagonistic myths and symbols, these need not play a role in sectarian relations at times when sectarian identity’s relevance recedes to a secondary level of self-identification. The sentiments illustrated throughout this study are not fixed or permanent; neither irrelevant nor definitive. Terms such as unity and division are, in reality, contextual; as such, the civil war of 2006-2007 should neither be denied by believers of an indivisible Iraqi nation nor feted by proponents of the ‘artificiality’ and invalidity of the Iraqi nation state.

8.4. Fixing the Breakdown

Many an advocate of the division of Iraq and many a denier of the viability of the Iraqi nation state will have taken comfort from the examples provided above of aggressively sectarian Iraqi discourse. However, what has been presented, significant though it may be for 2006/2007 cannot be taken as a representation of sectarian relations in Iraq across time and space anymore than an historical example of sectarian harmony can be taken as proof of sectarian identity’s irrelevance in Iraqi society. What the passages quoted above show is how aggressive sectarianism is manifested when sectarian identities are perceived to be under threat. When members of a community feel their identity is threatened they will increasingly act in accordance with that identity’s points of reference rather than their own individualistic ones or wider forms of identification – such as national identity. And from here begins the cycle of assertion and counter assertion of opposing secondary identities. The appalling sectarian violence of 2006-2007 was reflected in daily discourse and public rhetoric by a polarised sect-centric view of Iraq and Iraqi society; the extent and manner in which this will influence sectarian relations in the future remains to be seen. 
Since 2008, there has been a noticeable decline in the importance of sectarian identity in Iraq and a tentative withdrawal from religious and identity politics. This was most evident in the results of the January 2009 provincial elections and in the cross-sectarian political manoeuvrings and alliances in Baghdad and beyond.
 This does not mean that what has been commented on here with regards to 2006 was a misperception or that the civil war of 2006-2007 was an externally driven alien imposition; rather, the 2003-2007 period generally, and 2006 specifically, was a time of severe deterioration in Iraqi sectarian relations. Whilst this may colour the nature of sectarian relations in the immediate future as wounds heal, it is evident that the process that is sectarian relations continues and that Sunnis and Shi’as continue to believe in a pluralistic Iraq. As has been stressed throughout, sectarian identities do exist, and will continue to do so, but their importance, and how much they infringe on an overarching Iraqi nationalism depends on socioeconomic and political factors determining the salience of sectarian identity at any given time. Feelings of sectarian victimhood and hostile historical myths regarding the other and their role in Iraqi history only come to the fore when sectarian identity gains enough saliency and political relevance. In Kakar’s words: 

Cultural identity... is an unconscious human acquirement which becomes consciously salient only when there is a perceived threat to its integrity. Identity, both individual and cultural, lives itself for the most part, unfettered and unworried by obsessive and excessive scrutiny. Everyday living incorporates a zone of indifference with regard to one’s culture, including one’s language, ethnic origin, or religion. It is only when this zone of indifference is breached that the dimensions of ethnicity stand out in sharp relief and the individual becomes painfully or exhilaratingly aware of certain aspects of one’s cultural identity.

Although the ‘zone of indifference’ was clearly breached, even at the height of the sectarian mayhem, never did any of the protagonists in Baghdad seek to displace the Iraqi nation state or redraw its borders. Even with regards to views of the other, and even during the civil war, seldom would one hear a wholesale condemnation of all Sunnis or Shi’as. 

Neither Iraq nor our understanding of its society are served by denying the existence of so blatant and often divisive a cleavage as the Sunni-Shi’a split; nor is it accurate to overemphasise sectarian identities in Iraq by simplifying sectarian relations to a perennial existential struggle. In countless cases across the world, sectarian or ethnic relations have deteriorated into open warfare without invalidating long-term coexistence. The profound trauma of post-2003 Iraq and the sectarian bloodshed will undoubtedly form a turning point in Iraqi sectarian relations. However, rather than assigning the events since 2003 a degree of finality, I would argue that the nature of sectarian relations is such that sectarian identities and views of self and other are constantly being renegotiated;  in the future this will subsequently have to be done under the shadow of the breakdown of sectarian relations and civil war. Contested narratives, questions of blame and guilt and competing victimhoods are some of the features of post-civil war Iraqi sectarian relations. Events as divisive as those witnessed since 2003 and the polarised perceptions surrounding them will be incorporated into sectarian myth-symbol complexes and will serve to nourish conflict if and when sectarian relations suffer another breakdown in the future. As is evident in the following verses by Na’il al Mudhaffar the contested historical memory of the post-2003 era and questions of blame and victimhood are already taking their place in the Iraqi public imagination as part of longer historical memory:

There’s no need anymore for an Afghan to slaughter me

Nor for a neighbour to plant a roadside bomb

And neither a Jew nor an American intrudes upon me

We [Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as] are brothers one slaughters the other!

The pit of division was dug by the Americans

And I knew it and didn’t fall [into it] 
But he [the Sunni] dragged me in
For five years, he slaughters:

My head is in a bag, and in one bag is my body and in another are my arms

Written in 2008, the poem shows how post-2003 events are incorporated into historical memory covering the Ba’ath era as Mudhaffar evokes Shi’i victimisation at the hands of the Ba’ath and the regional discrimination that so affected sectarian relations as discussed earlier: 

Your whole life you’re in power. Enough! What more do you want?

Should you forever be the son of the palace and I forever the son of the reeds?
 

Should you forever be the ‘ajal’ and I the ‘ya wel’ till death?

Should I remain without fingernails and you [remain] my prison guard?

And should Basra always be infertile and Tikrit bears sons?

And should Maysan forever carry fire-wood to Diyala?

In the same way that the breakdown in sectarian relations in 2006 has proven, to some extent, reversible, it would be short-sighted to assume that a return to peaceful ecumenical coexistence is irreversible. Herein lies one of the central arguments of this study: sectarian relations are dynamic and are dictated by the constantly advancing and receding salience of sectarian identities in relation to Iraqi national identity. To illustrate, Hazem al-A’araji, who was quoted earlier calling for the murder of ‘Wahhabis’, gave the following speech at a mass rally convened in late 2008 against the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA):

Yes the sacred leader [Mohammad Saqid al-Sadr] said it ten years ago: if us scholars united, and regardless of weaponry, we would have said to America and Israel go back from where you came! Now the scholars of the Sunnis, the scholars of the Shi’a, the scholars of the Christians, the scholars of the Kurds, the Turkomen are united. Listen America! Listen to the voice of the millions; of Sunnis and Shi’as, Kurds and Turkomen, Christians and Assyrians: Baghdad is free, America get out! [chants]. This national Iraqi referendum on which you made your mark with your blood and which says no to the security agreement [SOFA], no to the occupation. May God reward you! You have taken a stand with Ali and Omar, Abu Bakr and Jesus and all the believers, you took a stand with the Prophet.

In a different recording of the same rally, A’araji is seen further emphasising the pluralistic nature of Iraq:

Now we will hear a voice from western Iraq. The voice of the scholars of the Sunnis. The voice of those that resisted in Falluja and Najaf; Ramadi and Sadr City. The voice of those that said no no to America. Before he begins we want from four million Iraqis, Sunnis and Shi’as, Arab and Kurdish and Christian; we want to carry out a referendum on the security agreement: what do you say to the security agreement? [chants: no no to the agreement]. Yes yes to unity [chants: yes yes to unity]... What do we say to America? We say to America: Ali will return once again, and Omar will pray in Jerusalem and Jesus longs to reappear so that he will appear with the Mahdi. So say: yes yes to Islam [chants: yes yes to Islam]... shout out with Ali, Omar and Jesus: no no America!

Comparing this speech and the sermon quoted earlier, one can conclude that A’araji was reflecting or responding to his audience. In the midst of anti-Shi’a bombings and heightened sectarian violence, the message they wanted to hear, and the one he may well have subscribed to, was one of uncompromising reprisals; however, with sectarian tension in retreat and negotiations around the SOFA well under way, the pertinent message was one of unity in the face of an external enemy.

At the time of writing, unity is being emphasised and neighbourhoods that had been at war with one another are now breaking down barriers and re-establishing ties. A recent example was a reconciliation committee between representatives from previously warring neighbourhoods including al Fadhl and al Sadriya. Looking back on the recent blood-stained past, one representative from al Fadhl said that, “we [the various neighbourhoods] have lived side by side for hundreds of years; but what a small number of ignorant people did caused numerous horrors.” The head of the sahwa in al Fadhl, Adel al Mashhadani, concluded: “the isolation and fear between al Fadhl and the neighbouring areas has come to an end.” The conference was concluded with calls of, “brothers, Sunnis and Shi’as.”
 That those engaged in violence formed a minority is beyond doubt. However, in the absence of an effective state, this minority had the inevitable effect of radicalising much of the majority into at least silent sympathisers. This may well have been borne out of the need for self-preservation forcing people to turn to whoever can protect them no matter how unsavoury. Nevertheless, once sectarian tensions had receded, residents of these battle scarred neighbourhoods were able to at least attempt a return to something resembling the status quo ante thereby reducing the number of active sectarian extremists to the ideologically dedicated few.

Since Sadrist propaganda has been quoted at length it seems apt to end with a Sadrist poem addressed to Iraqi Sunnis. The poem discusses, with the bluntness of an assertive though not aggressive sectarianism, many of the points of contention in Sunni-Shi’a relations such as the oft-suspected link between Iran and Iraqi Shi’as and the post-2003 sectarian civil war. It also touches on some of the new symbols created in the post-2003 era, for example, the actions taken by ‘Sunnis’ and ‘Shi’as’ towards the occupation. However, underlying all of these grievances is a call to unity – a return to the ‘default setting’ of contradictory sectarian identities that are, for the most part, subsumed under an overarching Iraqi nationalism:  

I am a Shi’i, a Sadrist and in the Imam’s [Mahdi] Army.

And I’ve opened my doors to you sincerely.

I’ve brought a flower with me [inaudible] 

Let us build the nation, what are you waiting for?

I will not betray you. Impossible! Do you know why?

Because our second Sadr [Mohammad Sadiq] told us to take care of you.
The Jews wanted us to die, you and me

For your enemies are the same as mine.

And don’t blow me up and say ‘occupation’ 

And use resistance as an excuse to kill my brothers.

Tell me, in Kufa, which American died? 

It was poor and toiling workers who were butchered

And in the [Sadr] City tell me which American died? 

With your bombing you killed my people

And in Jamila tell me which American died? 

The ones that died were my brothers and friends

I am a Shi’i and I am the son of this Iraq! 

And the nation lives in the midst of my being

The Tigris is my mother and the Euphrates is my father

And the water of the Msharah flows in my veins

What have I got to do with Iran? I am the son of Iraq! 

It’s wrong to say every Shi’i is Iranian

And the proofs are many: 

There’s Nasrallah the hero that shook the Jews, he’s Lebanese!

If we start looking into your past, the Sunni’s roots will be Afghani!
 

And you and I will be lost and so too will Iraq 

And we’ll end up a plaything in the hands of the American

History bears witness on the fields of jihad 

My spear [falti] is still in my enemy’s breast.

Um Qasr bears witness and this is the latest proof: 

The fire of my anger raged in [the enemy’s] tank

As for others, [the enemy] went in on them 

In broad daylight and without a fight

And I was left alone and did not leave the battlefield

My forefather is Hussain not Yazid! 

Don’t call me an infidel and call my faith into question.

Let us forget the past and live in peace; I bring with me candles and trays 

You and me, together we are the Tigris and the Euphrates 

We meet and exchange kisses.


CONCLUSION
Bayart has argued that the concept of ‘community’ is debatable as it presumes an, “aggregate identity which is supposed to dictate our interests and passions.”
 Indeed perceptions of self and other are never fixed and are, rather, constantly reacting to the context in which they are being negotiated. At certain times and under certain circumstances, a particular identity, perhaps a secondary and latently held identity, acquires the salience necessary to become a primary marker of self-identification juxtaposed against a hitherto tolerated other.
 At such times the group’s symbolism is reawakened and reinvented to meet the demands of the perceived challenges and threats facing the group; what was the preserve of the specialist or fanatic, becomes relevant to a wider circle of group-members. Unless inflamed group sentiment results in a final break, such as secession or complete expulsion of one group or the other, these sentiments inevitably must recede into relative obscurity where they remain ready to be called upon when group tensions are again inflamed. To suppose that Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as are either indivisible or eternally divided is to ignore the nature and fluidity of group identities. Sectarian civil war may have been a reality in 2006 but it was not an inevitably and its future reoccurrence is neither impossible nor assured. Likewise, the irrelevancy of sectarian identity may have been the norm in earlier decades but has been difficult to sustain since 1991. Without accounting for these continuous fluctuations we will fail to understand sectarian relations in Iraq. To put it bluntly, many of the same young Iraqi men who were committing the most heinous crimes against the sectarian other in 2006 and 2007 are the same people who were previously able to coexist and are today able to attend ‘reconciliation conferences’. To quote from Bayart once more:

The abruptness of this slide into mayhem [and perhaps the slide back to ‘normalcy’], which shocks foreign observers, is surprising only because we take for granted the principle of identity-related uniqueness. Without being agreeable, it becomes plausible if we recognise that everyone is given to tinkering with his or her identity depending on the alchemy of the circumstances.
   

Perhaps the most major flaw in most commentaries on Iraqi sectarian relations is the failure to account for this constant recalibration of the meaning of sectarian identities. In fact, even the potential for fluctuations in the saliency of sectarian identities is often ignored thereby reflecting Reicher’s argument that social categories, artificial and dynamic though they may be, “must always be seen [by members of said categories] as fixed at any specific point in time.”
 In other words, according to Reicher and as reflected by much commentary on Iraqi sectarian relations, there exists a conviction that where an identity is on the perceptual spectrum at any given time – for example assertive or apologetic sectarianism – is, “where we always have been and always will be.”
 Whilst this may be a common way in which identity is imagined by the individual, it cannot be allowed to colour our analysis of sectarian relations in Iraq. 

Sectarian sentiment is carried and enunciated in a variety of ways depending on context. The three broad categories identified in this study have been assertive (the extreme of which is aggressive), passive (the extreme of which is apologetic) and banal sectarian identity. At any given time most Shi’as and Sunnis would fall under the last category: sectarian identity in ‘normal’ times does not need constant validation; it is an accepted fact whose relevance is often limited. Furthermore, identity cannot be in a state of constant mobilisation; in that sense, any identity is bound to eventually recede to banality whilst retaining the capacity to shift to the passive or assertive. The shift from the banal to the assertive often requires a stimulus heightening the saliency of sectarian identity at which time a larger proportion of the group will express an assertive sectarianism. How easily and readily the shift is made depends on a variety of factors amongst which, class, geography, external influences and socioeconomic and political conditions are key. The state, both in its policies and in how it is perceived from below, is likewise a crucial factor influencing sectarian relations. To begin with, the Iraqi nation state is an entity subscribed to by the overwhelming majority of Arab Iraqis and, as has been illustrated throughout, Iraqi Shi’i and Sunni myth-symbol complexes are constructed, to a considerable extent, within an Iraqi nationalist framework. Sectarian identities therefore only undermine the state in so far as they provide competing narratives of Iraqi nationalism and national identity. In other words, sectarian myth-symbol complexes, in the Iraqi context at least, do not seek to supplant the nation state much less to construct an alternate political entity. These divergent sectarian narratives of state only come to the fore when state nationalism contracts or is seen to be skewed towards a particular sectarian nationalism or when sectarian identity is inflamed by heightened saliency. The failure to account for the interplay between sectarian identities on the one hand and Iraqi national identities on the other has been at the root of many misreadings of sectarian relations in post-2003 Iraq. The prominence of identity politics and the unprecedented salience of sectarian identities since 2003 do not invalidate Iraqi nationalism; rather, they diffuse it by serving as a conduit through which competing sectarian nationalisms are asserted. The obvious point being that what emerges is contradictory and divisive vehicles for Iraqi nationalism rather than substitutes for it; hence they serve to weaken overarching Iraqi nationalism by asserting a particularistic Iraqi national identity that subordinates but does not exclude the sectarian other. Perhaps this is the reason why, even at the height of the recent sectarian violence, a pluralistic and united Iraq in which “we are all brothers” continued to be the ideal aspired to.
   

The events of 1991 and the post-2003 era signalled mass shifts towards assertive sectarianism; the former primarily with regards to the Shi’a and the latter with regards to both Shi’as and Sunnis. Whilst the 1970’s were a period of considerable politicisation of Shi’i identity, it was only after the events of 1991 and during the sanctions-era that sectarian identity was openly enunciated and debated. An unprecedented assertiveness of sectarian identity was noticeable amongst many Shi’a Iraqis signalling a decline in the traditionally more common apologetic sectarianism of earlier decades. By 2003, Shi’a identity had become as relevant a socio-political category as it was a theological or religious one. Following the fall of the Ba’ath, the unleashing of Shi’a identity and the unabashed claims to cultural ownership of Iraq led to a metamorphosis of Iraqi Sunni identity in a process mirroring that which its Shi’i counterpart went through following the events of 1991. In both the sanctions and the post-2003 eras, the question of the legitimacy of the state and the position of cultural minorities and majorities was a central driver of sectarian tensions. That the legitimacy of the state and the delineation of cultural majorities and minorities fell, to a considerable extent, along sectarian lines is a reflection of the heightened salience of sectarian identities during the periods in question. With regards to the future, what the characteristics of sectarian relations will be if and when the relevance of sectarian identities recedes to a level fostering widespread banal sectarianism is open to debate. I would argue that any hopes of a return to the status quo ante are unrealistic: after all, can a status quo ante be clearly identified? Sectarian identities are constantly being reshaped and renegotiated and with each upheaval they acquire new meanings and symbols that shape the way in which sectarian identities are imagined in the future. In other words, the reservoir of sectarian symbolism is forever expanding and altering the meaning of sectarian identity. However, whether a newly formulated hostile myth gains prominence in sectarian relations in the future depends, as always, on context: for example, 2006 can be remembered as proof of ‘our’ indivisibility despite the strenuous efforts of ‘criminals’ and ‘foreigners’; conversely, at times of future sectarian tensions, 2006 might be referred to as a means of emphasising the victimhood of the group and the guilt and treachery of the other. Therefore, when considering this fluidity in how self and other are imagined, arguments emphasising perpetual sectarian brotherhood or endemic sectarian hatred become far less credible.

I have found that ‘low culture’ is far more expressive and far less burdened by social convention and political correctness than its elite counterpart. As a result, at times of heightened sectarian tensions and salient sectarian identities a sect’s myth-symbol complex, whilst relevant to elements of elites and masses alike, is more likely to be enunciated in its negative and positive forms in non-commercial ‘low culture’ than in mainstream or elite cultural production. To focus on elite cultural production at the expense of ‘low culture’ is to dismiss what is arguably more reflective of the unpleasant realities that gain relevance when sectarian identities are inflamed. Clearly, the dismissal of the very notion of sectarian animosities is preposterous when one considers the hostile myths held towards the other and which are clearly evident in the examples used throughout this study. Commenting on the anti-Semitic polemics that preceded the Holocaust, Cohn argues that the subcultures populating what he refers to as a cultural, “underworld,” should neither be ignored nor their resonance underestimated:  

It is a great mistake to suppose that the only writers who matter are those whom the educated in their saner moments take seriously. There exists a subterranean world where pathological fantasies disguised as ideas are churned out by crooks and half-educated fanatics for the benefit of the ignorant and superstitious. There are times when this underworld emerges from the depths and suddenly fascinates, captures, and dominates multitudes of usually sane and responsible people, who thereupon take their leave of sanity and responsibility.

Throughout the post-2003 period and to this day, Iraqi politicians will often refrain from using the words ‘Sunni’ and ‘Shi’a’ opting instead to refer to ‘those of the other sect’ or ‘a certain component of our people’ and so forth. The taboos surrounding the topic of ‘sectarianism’ may have been weakened but they have not been eliminated; at the very least the subject, ill-defined though it may be, remains a distasteful one – all the more reason not to dismiss ‘low culture’. Nevertheless, the easing of censorship and the opening up of Iraq to external and internal debate since 2003 has seen previously forbidden subjects such as ‘sectarianism’ discussed. Putting aside the abundant production of hateful polemics on both sides of the sectarian divide, the post-2003 era has seen serious Iraqi academic discussion on sectarian identity and sectarian relations. Old habits persist and many continue to adamantly deny that there is an issue worthy of discussion beyond the foreign conspiracies that are forever behind sectarian tensions; nevertheless this is becoming an increasingly untenable position in light of recent events and as reflected in many of the Iraqi academic works quoted in this study. 

This study is neither final nor definitive but will hopefully lead to more and much needed discussion and research on the subject of sectarian identities in Iraq. It is particularly important to consider the changes that sectarian imaginations have undergone since 2003 and how this will impact on sectarian relations in the future. Whilst Shi’i identity has been examined in the past, its Sunni counterpart has been overlooked. Perhaps this is inevitable given the weakness of any distinctively Iraqi Sunni myth-symbol complexes prior to 2003. This has changed since the fall of the Ba’ath and Sunni identity today carries a victimhood complex rivalling that of the Shi’a. Furthermore, the civil war will inevitably have an impact on both Sunni and Shi’a conceptions of self and other. The post-2003 period generally has been one of revolutionary upheaval for sectarian identity and sectarian relations: Shi’i symbolism, or at least significant parts of it, has become a part of official state nationalism; what was a culturally dominant Sunni identity is now having to reinvent itself as the embodiment of an embattled and oppressed cultural minority. The traumas and glories of the post-2003 era will shape sectarian identities and sectarian relations for many years to come and whilst a return to civil war or overt sectarian politics is unlikely, it remains to be seen what impact recent events will have on how Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as imagine themselves and the other in the ‘new Iraq’. This should not be read as a pessimistic outlook; whilst I believe that returning to the status-quo ante is a fanciful impossibility and that wounds will take generations to heal, sectarian relations will continue to evolve after this most recent of incarnations. In the same way that the history of Sunni and Shi’a identities and sectarian relations in Iraq cannot be reduced to irrelevance nor inflated to prominence, the future is likewise ambiguous. Will Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’as of future generations lean towards unity or division? In the long-term, the answer will undoubtedly incorporate both: as the salience of sectarian identities advances and recedes so too will the degrees of unity and division and the relevance of sectarian Iraqi nationalisms and sectarian myth-symbol complexes.     

GLOSSARY:

‘A’ajami/Ajmi (plural – a’ajim/’ajam): A’ajami in classical Arabic is used to refer to non-Arabs. The term has, over time, acquired a synonymy with Iranians/Persians particularly in the Iraqi vernacular.
Ajal: A word associated with the Iraqi dialect of the western governorates and Salah al Din; it is particularly associated with Tikrit as a result of Tikriti domination of the state. The word is used to add emphasis and roughly translates to ‘so’ or ‘then’ particularly when used in a question; as in: “then why is it of any importance?” It is roughly equivalent to the southern cha or the more widely used la’ad.

Arba’in: Meaning ‘forty’, the Arba’in is commemorated annually 40 days after the commemorations of the death of Imam Hussein on the 10th of Muharram. 
Ashura: The tenth day of the first Islamic month, Muharram, which coincides with the anniversary of the Battle of Karbala in 680AD and in which Imam Hussein, son of Ali ibn abi Talib and third Imam of the Shi’as, was killed. For the Shi’a, Ashura is the climax of ten days of rituals commemorating the Battle of Karbala.

Dishdasha (plural – dishadeesh): The traditional Arab dress for men. It is a one-piece ankle-length garment. 

Haidar: Meaning lion; it is used to refer to Ali ibn abi Talib.

Hawza: Seminary of Shi’i Islamic studies; the hawza is constituted of several seminaries associated with senior Grand Ayatollahs and hence the term is often used synonymously with marji’iya.
Husseiniyah: Temporary or permanent site where ritual ceremonies commemorating the life and martyrdom of the Imam Hussain are held. In the Iraqi vernacular, the term is used to refer to a Shi’i prayer hall or mosque. Husseiniyahs also act as social hubs and have on occasion played a role in communal politics.
‘Igal: Black chord that Arabs wear on their heads to fasten the square cloth that is referred to as a shmagh or a ghutra.

Imam: At its simplest, the term refers to the leader of group prayers. Sunni Muslims use the title for their prominent jurists and clerics – such as the founders of the schools of Sunni jurisprudence. In Shi’i Islam the Imam is the divinely appointed successor of the Prophet and is regarded as infallible. Twelver Shi’as are labelled as such due to their belief in twelve such Imams beginning with Ali ibn abi Talib and ending with Mohammad al Mahdi who Twelver Shi’as believe went into occultation in the 9th century and is destined to return near the end of times. The term Imam is also used to refer to clerical luminaries; for example: Imam al Khoei. 
Khums: In addition to the alms paid by all Muslims in the form of zakat, Shi’as pay an additional 20% levy tax which is the khums – literally meaning, ‘a fifth.’

Marji’iya: A term referring to the Shi’a sources of emulation or authorities of referral (maraji’i al taqleed – singular marji’i al taqleed). In the Iraqi vernacular it is often used synonymously with hawza.
Mathhab (plural – mathahib): School of Islamic jurisprudence. The main mathahib are the Hanbali, Hanafi, Maliki and Shafi’i schools of Sunni jurisprudence and the Ja’afari school of jurisprudence which refers to Twelver Shi’as. The term is sometimes used in a manner synonymous to ‘sect’. 

Mi’dan: Term used to refer to the people of marshes. Like shrugi, it has over time acquired derogatory connotations indicating uncouthness, poverty and ignorance.

Nasibi (plural – nawasib): A term historically used to refer to those who expressed enmity towards the House of the Prophet. Shi’i clerics differ on what the term means today: some regard it as an historical term that would apply to anyone attacking the House of the Prophet; more radically, some Shi’a clerics have defined it as anyone who expresses enmity towards the Shi’a. The logic behind the more radical position is that being the Shi’a of the House of the Prophet, an attack on the Shi’a is de facto an attack on the House of the Prophet. The term is also used by Shi’a polemicists as a derogatory term for Sunnis.

Rafidhi (plural – rafidha or rawafidh): A derogatory term of reference for the Shi’a. The reason Shi’as are referred to as rafidha (literally, rejectionists) is for their rejection of the caliphates of the first three Rightly Guided Caliphs and the vast majority of the Companions of the Prophet.

Sayyid (plural – sadah): Those claiming descent from the lineage of the House of the Prophet.
Sha’aban: The eighth month of the Islamic calendar. The events of 1991 are referred to as the Sha’abaniyah in reference to the month in which the uprisings took place.

Shrugi (plural – shrugiyah/shrugiyeen/shrug): refers to those from the east of the Tigris river; specifically meaning those from south eastern Iraq. The term has acquired a derogatory association with the working class, particularly those with links to or who are from the southern governorates generally. The association of the term shrug with the working class, particularly in Baghdad, is a result of the fact that a large number of rural migrants to the capital in the early 20th century were from Amara.

Shu’ubiyah: Shu’ubi original meant an adherent of the 8th century shu’ubiyah movement. Adherents essentially challenged the privileged position of Arabs in the early Islamic empires arguing that Islam does not differentiate between believers on the basis of ethnicity. In the 20th century, the term was revived by pan-Arabists to describe internal enemies of the Arab world.
Taba’iyah: Dependency. In recent Iraqi history the term is shorthand for taba’iyah Iraniya meaning those who are of ‘Iranian dependency’ – i.e. registered as Persian rather than Ottoman subjects – as stipulated by the Nationality Law of 1924.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Secondary Sources in Arabic

Bin Abdul Azeez, Khaled, Moqatil min al Sahra’a (Warrior From The Desert), London: Dar al Saqi, 1995. 
Abood, Salam, Thaqafat al Onf, (The Culture of Violence), Cologne: Al Jamal, 2002.

Alawi, Hassan, Al Ta’thirat al Turkiya fi al Mashro’o al Qawmi al Arabi fil Iraq, (Turkish Impacts on Arab Nationalism in Iraq), London: Dar al Zawra’a, 1988.

· Al Shia wal Dawla al Qawmiya fi al Iraq 1914-1990 (The Iraqi Shia and the State 1914-1990), 1990.

Alyan, Adnan, Al Shia wal Dawla al Iraqiya al Haditha, (The Shia and the Modern Iraqi State), Beirut: Mu’assasat al Arif, 2005.

Anonymous, ‘Matha Hasal fi Awakhir Am 1990 Wa Hathihi al Ashhur min Am 1991 wa Limatha Hasal allathi Hasal?’ (What Happened in Late 1990 and these months of 1991 and Why did it Happen?) Al Thawra, Baghdad: 1991. Collected and reprinted by centre for Iraqi Studies, London: Al Malaf al Iraqi, 1993.
Aswad, Abdul Razaq, Mawsu’at al Iraq al Siyasiya (The Political Encyclopaedia of Iraq), 7 Vols, Beirut: Al Dar al Arabiya lil Mawsu’at, 1986.

Awadh, Abdul Reza, Al Shomali: Nash’atuha wa Tatawuriha (Al Shomali: Beginnings and Evolution), Babel: Dar al Furat, 2009.

Al Bayati, Ali, Shiat al Iraq Bayn al Ta’ifiyya wal Shubuhat, (The Shia of Iraq Between Sectarianism and Suspicions), London: Al Rafid, 1997.

Al Bazzaz, Sa’ad, Harb Talid Okhra: al Tarikh al Sirri li Harb al Khaleej, (One War Breeds Another: the Secret History of the Gulf War), Amman: Al Ahliya, 1992.

· Rimad al Horoob, (The Ashes of War), Amman: Al Ahliya, 1995.

Centre for Strategic Studies, Dinamikiyat al Niza’a fil Iraq: Taqyim Istratigi, (The Dynamics of Conflict in Iraq: A Strategic Assessment), Baghdad, 2007.
Documentation Centre for Human Rights in Iraq, Ahdath Athar 1991 Kama Yarwiha Shuhoud ‘Ayan, (The Events of March 1991 as Told by Eyewitnesses), Tehran: Documentation Centre for Human Rights in Iraq, 1991.
Dulaimi, Taha Hamid, Al Haqiqa: al A’adad wal Nisab al Sukaniya li Ahl al Sunna wal Shia fil Iraq, (The Truth: Population Numbers of Percentages of Sunnis and Shias in Iraq). Available on http://www.alqadisiyya3.com/book/view-74.html.

Global Anti-Aggression Campaign (QAWIM), Mu’tamar Nasrat al Sha’ab al Iraqi, (The Conference for the Support of the Iraqi People), Istanbul, Turkey, 13-14 December 2006 (3 Parts). Beirut: Global Anti-Aggression Campaign, 2007.
Al Haidari, Asir Abdul Rahman Abbas, Dhahirat al Democrata’ifiyya fil Iraq, (The Democratic-Sectarian Phenomenon in Iraq), USA: Dar al Ghamamah, 2006. Available on http://www.kitabat.com/Asser%20book.pdf
Al Hakim, Akram, Al Dictatoriah wal Intifada, (Dictatorship and Intifada), London: Dar al Rafid, 1998. 

Al Hasani, Abdul Razzaq, Tarikh al Wizarat al Iraqiya, (The History of Iraqi Cabinets), Baghdad: Dar al Shu’oon al Thaqafiya al Ama, 1988.

Al Hasani, Saleem, Islamiyu al Iraq: min al Mu’aradha ila al Hukum, (Iraq’s Islamists: from Opposition to Power), unpublished, undated (post-2003), available on www.almalafpress.net.

Heikal, Mohammad H, Harb al Khaleej: Awham a Quwa wal Nasr, (The Gulf War: Illusions of Strength and Triumph), Cairo: Al Ahram, 1992. 
Al Hilli, Walid, Al Iraq al Waqi’i wal Mostaqbal, (Iraq Reality and The Future), London: Dar al Furat, 1992.

Al Janabi, Maytham, Al Iraq wa Mu’asarat al Mustaqbal, (Iraq and Living with the Future), Damascus: Al Mada, 2004.

Al Jawahiri, Mohammad Mahdi, Dhikrayati, (Memoirs), 2 volumes, Damascus: Dar al Rafidein, 1988.

Al Jaza’iri, Zuheir, Al Mustabid, (The Dictator), Beirut: Centre for Strategic Studies, 2006.

Al Katib, Ahmed, Tagrubat al Thawra al Islamiya fil Iraq, (The Islamic Revolution in Iraq), Tehran, 1981.

Al Khayat, Saif, Al Oqda wal Aqeeda: Qisat al Shia fil Iraq, (The Complex and the Faith: The Story of the Shia in Iraq), Cairo: Madbouly Books, 2006.

Al Khayoon, Rashid, Al Mogtama’a al Iraqi Turath al Tasamoh wal Takaroh, (Iraqi Society: the heritage of tolerance and hate), Baghdad: Ma’ahad al Dirasat al Stratigiya, 2008.

Ma’ahad al Abhath wal Tanmiya al Hathariya (Institute of Research and Cultural Development), various authors, Al Ta’ifiyya fil Iraq, (Sectarianism in Iraq), Beirut: Al Aref, 2008.

Mudarrisi, Mohammad Taqi, Al Intifadha al Sha’abiyah fil Iraq: al Asbab wal Nata’ij, (The Popular Intifadha in Iraq: Causes and Results), Beirut: Dar al Wifaq, 1991.

Muttar, Saleem, Al Dhat al Jareeha (The Wounded Self), Beirut: Al Mu’asasa al Arabiya lil Dirasat wal Nashr, 1997.

· Jadal al Hawiyat (The Clash of Identities), Beirut: Al Mu’asasa al Arabiya lil Dirasat wal Nashr, 2003.

Nafees, Ahmad Rasim, Al Shia fil Iraq: Bayn al Juthoor al Rasikha wal Waqi’i al Mutaghayir – Ru’yah Shi’iyah, (The Shia in Iraq: Between Fixed Roots and Changing Reality – A Shi’a View). Cairo: Markaz al Mahrousa, 2005.

Nafeesi, Abdullah Fahad, Dawr al Shia fi Tatawur al Iraq al Siyasi al Hadeeth (The Role of the Shia in the Political Development of Modern Iraq), Beirut: Dar al Nahar, 1973.
Nawar, Ibrahim, Al Mu’aratha al Iraqiya wal Sira’a li Isqat Saddam, (The Iraqi Opposition and the Struggle to Topple Saddam), London: N Publications, 1993.

Oriental Affairs, Al Mas’ala al Ta’ifiyya wal Ithniya: al Iraq Namuthaj (The Sectarian and Ethnic Question: Iraq as a Model), Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al Mashriq al Arabi, (Summer, 2008).

Al Rikabi, Abdul al Rikabi, Bayn Haqbatayn (Between Two Periods), Baghdad: Dar al Tayar lil Dirasat wal Nashr, 2003.

Ruheimi, Abdul Haleem, Tarikh al Haraka al islamiya fi al Iraq: al Jothoor al Fikriya wal Waqi’i al Tarikhi, 1900-1924, (The History of the Islamic Movement in Iraq: ideological roots and historical reality, 1900-1924), Beirut: Al Dar al Alamiya, 1985.

Saghiya, Hazim (ed), Nawasib wa Rawafidh, (Nawasib and Rawafidh), Beirut: Dar al Saqi, 2009.

Salih, Qasim Hussein, Al Mogtama’a al Iraqi: Tahlil Sikosociology lima Hadath wa Yahduth, (Iraqi Society: A psycho-sociological analysis of what happened and is happening). Beirut: Arab Scientific Publishers, Inc., 2008. 

Samarrai, Abdullah Sallum, Al Shu’ubiyah: Harakah Mudhadah lil Islam wal Ummah al Arabiyah, (Al Shu’ubiyah: A Movement Against Islam and the Arab Nation). Baghdad: Ministry of Education and Broadcasting, 1980.

Samarrai, Sa’id, Saddam wa Shi’at al Iraq, (Saddam and the Shi’a of Iraq), London: Mu’asasat al Fajr, 1991.

· Al Ta’ifiyya fil Iraq: Al Waqi’i wal Hal, (Sectarianism in Iraq: The Reality and the Solution), London: Mu’asasat al Fajr, 1993.

Sha’aban, Abdul Hussein, Asifa Ala Bilad al Shams, (Storm over the Land of The Sun), Beirut: Dar al Kunouz, 1994.

· Banorama Harb al Khaleej, (Gulf War Panorama). London: Dar al Boraq, 1994.

Tarabishi, George, Hartaqat II, (Heresies II). Beirut: Dar al Saqi, 2008.

· Al Mu’ujiza aw Subat al Aql fil Islam, (The Miracle or the Slumber of the Mind in Islam). Beirut: Dar al Saqi, 2008.

Al Uzari, Abdul Kareem, Mushkilat al Hukm fi al Iraq (The Problem of Governance in Iraq), London: 1991. 

Al Wardi, Ali, Dirasa fi Tabi’at al Mujtama’a al Iraqi, (A Study of the Nature of Iraqi Society), Baghdad: Matba’at al Ani, 1965.

· Wa’adh al Salateen, (The Sultan’s Preachers), Second Edition, London: Dar Kofan, 1995.

· Lamahat Ijtima’iya min Tarikh al Iraq al Hadeeth (Social Aspects from Iraq’s Modern History), Second Edition, vol. 1-6, Beirut: Dar al Rashid, 2005.

· Al Akhlaq, (Morals), London: Alwarrak Publishing Ltd., 2007.

Secondary Sources in English

Abdullah, Thabit, A. J., Dictatorship, Imperialism and Chaos: Iraq since 1989, London: Zed Books, 2006.

Agnew, John; Gillespie, Thomas W.; Gonzalez, Jorge; Min, Brian, ‘Baghdad Nights: Evaluating the US Military ‘Surge’ Using Nighttime Light Signatures,’ Environment and Planning, Vol. 40, 2008, pp. 2285-2295.

Ali, Omar, Crisis in the Arabian Gulf: an independent Iraqi view, Westport: Praeger, 1994.

Allawi, Ali A., The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the War, Losing the Peace, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007.

· The Crisis of Islamic Civilization, New haven: Yale University Press, 2009.

Anderson, Benedict, Imagined Communites: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, London: Verso, 1984.

Anderson, Liam and Stansfield, Gareth, ‘The Implications of Elections for Federalism in Iraq: Towards a Five-Region Model’, Publius: The Journal of Federalism (Oxford), 35, 3, (2005), pp. 1-24.

Aziz, Talib, ‘The Role of Muhammad Baqir al Sadr in Shii Political Activism in Iraq from 1958 to 1980,’ International Journal of Middle Easter Studies, Vol. 25, No. 2, May 1993, pp. 207-222.

Bacik, Gokhan, Hybrid Sovereignty in the Arab Middle East: The Cases of Kuwait, Jordan and Iraq, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.

Baker, Pauline H., ‘A Way Out: The Union of Iraqi States,’ The Fund for Peace, Report No. 7, 2007.  
Baker, James A., with De Frank, Thomas M., The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War and Peace, 1989-1992, New York: Perigee, 1995. 

Baram, Amatzia, ‘Qawmiyya and Wataniyya in Ba’thi Iraq: The Search for a New Balance.’ Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 19, No. 2, April 1983, pp. 188-200.

· ‘Mesopotamian Identity in Ba’thi Iraq,’ Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 19, No. 4, October 1983, pp. 426-455.

· ‘The Ruling Elite in Ba’athi Iraq 1968-1986: the Changing Features of a Collective Profile", The International Journal of Middle East Studies, Nov. 1989, pp. 447-493.

· ‘A Case of Imported Identity: The Modernizing Secular Ruling Elites of Iraq and the Concept of Mesopotamian-Inspired Territorial Nationalism, 1922-1992,’ Poetics Today, Vol. 15, No. 2, Summer 1994, pp. 279-319.

· ‘Neo-Tribalism in Iraq: Saddam Hussein’s Tribal Policies, 1991-1996,’ International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 29, No. 1, 1997, pp. 1-31.

· Building Towards Crisis: Saddam Husayn’s Strategy for Survival, The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Policy Paper No. 47, 1998, pp. 104-105.

· ‘Who are the Insurgents? Sunni Arab Rebels in Iraq.’ United States Institute of Peace, Special Report 134, April 2005.

Bashkin, Orit, The Other Iraq: Pluralism and Culture in Hashemite Iraq, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009.

Batatu, Hanna, The Old Social Classes and The Revolutionary Movements of Iraq, (Princeton, 1978) 

Bayart, Jean-Francois, The Illusion of Cultural Identity, Rendall, Steven; Roitman, Janet; Schoch, Cynthia; Derrick, Jonathan (trans), London: C. Hurst & Co., 2005.  

Beehner, Lionel, ‘The Challenge in Iraq’s Other Cities: Basra’, Council on Foreign Relations (Washington, DC). Available on http://www.cfr.org/publication/11001/.

Bell, Gertrude, Review of The Civil Administration of Mesopotamia 1920, Parliamentary Papers CMD 1061

Bengio, Ofra, ‘Shi’is and Politics in Ba’thi Iraq,’ Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 21, No. 1, January 1985, pp. 1-14.

· Baghdad Between Shia and Kurds, Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Policy Focus No. 18, February 1992.

Berger, Peter L., ‘Sectarianism and Religious Sociation.’ The American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 64, No. 1, July 1958, pp. 41-44.

Billig, Michael, Banal Nationalism, London: Sage, 1995

Boone, Peter. Gazdar, Haris. Hussain, Athar. ‘Sanctions Against Iraq: Costs of Failure.’ Report prepared for The Centre for Economic and Social Rights, November 1997. Available on http://cesr.org/book/print/245.  

Bremer III, L. Paul, My Year in Iraq: the Struggle to Build a Future of Hope, New York: Simon & Schuster Ltd, 2006.

Brewer, Marilynn B., Intergroup Relations. Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2003 (Second Edition).

Burke, Peter J., and Stets, Jan E., ‘Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory.’ Social Psychology Quarterly, Vol. 63, No. 3, 2000, pp. 224-237.

· Identity Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009. 

Bureau of Public Affairs, US Department of State, Mass Graves in Iraq: Uncovering Atrocities, Human Rights Review, July-September 2003.

Campaign Against Sanctions on Iraq (CASI), Sanctions on Iraq Background, Consequences, Strategies. Cambridge: Campaign Against Sanctions on Iraq, 2000.

Calhoun, Craig (ed)., Social Theory and the Politics of Identity. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1994.

Cetinsaya, Gokhan, Ottoman Administration of Iraq, 1890-1908, New York: Routledge, 2006.

Chehab, Zaki, Iraq Ablaze, London: I.B. Tauris, 2005.

Cleveland, William L., The Making of an Arab Nationalist: Ottomanism and Arabism in the Life and Thought of Sati’ al Husri, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972.

Cochrane, Marisa, ‘Summer, 2007-Summer, 2008: Special Groups Regenerate,’ Institute for the Study of War and Weekly Standard, 29 August, 2008

· ‘The Fragmentation of the Sadrist Movement,’ Institute for the Study of War, Iraq Report #12, January 2009.

Cockburn, Andrew and Patrick, Out of the Ashes, New York: Harper Perennial, 1999.

Cockburn, Patrick, The Occupation. London: Verso, 2006.

· Muqtada Al Sadr and the Fall of Iraq, London: Faber and Faber Ltd., 2008.

Cole, Juan, ‘The United States and Shi’ite Religious Factions in Post-Ba’thist Iraq,’ Middle East Journal, Vol. 57, No. 4, 2003, pp. 543-566.

Cole, Phillip, The Myth of Evil, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006.

Collier, Paul and Hoeffler, Anke, ‘Greed and Grievance in Civil War,’ Oxford Economic Papers, Vol. 56, No. 4, 2004, pp. 563-595.

Conetta, Carl. ‘Vicious Circle: The Dynamics of Occupation and Resistance in Iraq. Part 1-Patterns of Popular Discontent.’ Centre for Strategic and International Studies, Project on Defence Alternatives Research Monograph #10, 18 May 2005

Cordesman, Anthony. ‘Iraq’s Evolving Insurgency and the Risk of Civil War,’ working draft, Centre for Strategic and International Studies, April 2006.

Cramer, Christopher, Civil War is Not a Stupid Thing: Accounting for Violence in Developing Countries, London: C. Hurst & Co., 2006.

Davis, Eric, Memories of State, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005.

Dawisha, Adeed, ‘‘Identity’ and Political Survival in Saddam’s Iraq,’ Middle East Journal, Vol. 53, No. 4, Autumn 1999, pp. 553-567.

Declaration of the Shia of Iraq, London, 2002. Available on http://www.albab.com/Arab/docs/iraq/shia02a.htm 

Deringil, Selim, ‘The Struggle Against Shiism in Hamidian Iraq: A Study in Ottoman Counter-Propaganda,’ Die Welt des Islams, Vol. 30, No. 1, 1990, pp. 45-62.

Department of Communities and Local Government, The Iraqi Muslim Community: Understanding Muslim Ethnic Communities, London, April 2009.
Dodge, Toby and Simon Steven (eds), Iraq at the Crossroads: State and Society in the Shadow of Regime Change, London: Oxford University Press and IISS, 2003

Donskis, Leonidas, Forms of Hatred: The Troubled Imagination in Modern Philosophy and Literature, Amsterdam: Rodopi B.V., 2003.

Eisenstadt, Michael, and White, Jeffrey. ‘Assessing Iraq’s Sunni Arab Insurgency’. The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Policy Focus #50, December 2005

Esposito, John L., and Voll, John O., Islam and Democracy. New York: Oxford University Press, 1996.

Fearon, James D., ‘Ethnic Mobilization and Ethnic Violence,’ working paper, Stanford University, August 11, 2004.

· ‘Iraq’s Civil War,’ Foreign Affairs, March/April, 2007

Fisher, Ronald; Harb, Charles; Al Sarraf, Sarah; Nashabe, Omar, ‘Support for Resistance Among Iraqi Students: An Exploratory Study.’ Basic and Applied Social Psychology, Vol. 30, (2008), pp. 167-175.

Friedland, Roger, ‘Religious Nationalism and the Problem of Collective Representation.’ Annual Review of Sociology. Vo. 27, 2001, pp. 125-152.

Galbraith, Peter W., The End of Iraq, London: Simon & Schuster, 2006. 

Gellner, Ernest, Nations and Nationalism, Second Edition, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006.

Ghareeb, Edmund A., Historical Dictionary of Iraq, Oxford: Scarecrow Press, 2004.

Giulianotti, Richard; Bonney, Norman; Hepworth, Mike, (eds), Football, Violence and Social Identity. Abingdon: Routledge, 1994.

Goody, Jack, ‘How Ethnic is Ethnic Cleansing?’, New Left Review, Vol. 7, January/February, 2001, pp. 5-15.

Gordon, Colin (ed), Michel Foucault: Power/Knowledge. Edinburgh: Pearson Education Ltd., 1980.

Graham-Brown, Sarah, Sanctioning Saddam: The Politics of International Intervention in Iraq. London: I.B. Tauris, 1999. 

Gresham, Jon, ‘Iraqi Perceptions of Out-Groups: Effects of Ethnicity, Religion and Location.’ Digest of Middle East Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2, (Fall, 2006), pp. 26-41.

Haddad, Fanar, ‘The Terrorists of Today are the Heroes of Tomorrow: the anti-British and anti-American Insurgencies in Iraqi History.’ Small Wars & Insurgencies, Vol. 19, No. 4, December, 2008, pp. 451-483.

Hafez, Mohammed M., Suicide Bombers in Iraq: the Strategy and Ideology of Martyrdom, Washington: United States Institute of Peace, 2007.

Hanna, Sami A., and Gardner, George H., ‘Al Shu’ubiyyah up-dated: a study of the 20th century revival of an eighth century concept.’ The Middle East Journal, Vol. 20, No. 3, Summer, 1966, pp. 335-351.

Hashim, Ahmed S. Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency in Iraq. New York: Cornell University Press, 2006.

Hazelton, Fran (ed), Iraq Since the Gulf War: Prospects For Democracy, London: Zed Books, 1993.

Heradstveit, Daniel and Hveem, Helge (eds), Oil in The Gulf: Obstacles to Democracy and Development, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004, pp. 131.

Herring, Glen; Rangwala, Glen, Iraq in Fragments: the Occupation and its Legacy. London: C. Hurst & Co., 2006.

Hills, Alice and Jones, Clive, ‘Revisiting Civil War.’ Civil Wars, Vol. 8, No. 1, (March, 2006), pp. 1-5.

Hobsbawm, Eric and Ranger, Terence, The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983.

Hoffman, Bruce. Insurgency and Counterinsurgency in Iraq. RAND Occasional Paper, June 2004.

Hopwood, Derek; Ishow, Habib (eds), Iraq: Power and Society, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993.

Horowitz, Donald L., ‘Three Dimensions of Ethnic Politics,’ World Politics, Vol. 23, No. 2, January, 1971, pp. 232-244.

· ‘Direct, Displaced and Cumulative Ethnic Aggression,’ Comparative Politics, Vol. 6, No. 1, October, 1973, pp. 1-16.

Human Rights Watch, Endless Torment: The 1991 Uprising in Iraq and its Aftermath, New York: Human Rights Watch, 1992.

· Background on Human Rights Conditions, 1984-1992, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 

· The Mass Graves of Al Mahawil: The Truth Uncovered, New York: Human Rights Watch, Vol. 15, No. 5, May 2003.

Hutchinson, John and Smith, Anthony D., (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.

Ibn Khaldun. Rosenthal, Franz (trans), The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005, pp. 292.

Inati, Shams (ed.), Iraq: Its History, People and Politics, New York: Humanity Books, 2003.

International Crisis Group, In Their Own Words: Reading The Iraqi Insurgency, Middle East Report No. 50, 15 February 2006.

· The Next Iraqi War? Sectarianism and Civil Conflict, Middle East Report No. 52, 27 February 2006.

· Iraq’s Muqtada al Sadr: Spoiler or Stabliser?, Middle East Report No. 55, 11 July 2006.

· After Baker-Hamilton: What to do in Iraq, Middle East Report No. 60, 19 December 2006,

· Iraq’s Civil War, The Sadrists and The Surge, Middle East Report No. 72, 7 February 2008.

· Iraq After The Surge I: The New Sunni Landscape, Middle East Report No. 74, 30 April 2008.

Ireland, Philip W, Iraq: A Study in Political Development, London: Jonathan Cape, 1937.

Ismael, Tareq Y., and Haddad, William W., Iraq: the Human Cost of History, London: Pluto Press, 2004.

Jabar, Faleh A., ‘Why the Uprisings Failed,’ Middle East Report, No. 176, ‘Iraq in the Aftermath,’ (May-June 1992), pp. 2-14.

· (ed), Ayatollahs, Sufis and Ideologues: State, Religion and Social Movements in Iraq, London: Saqi, 2002.

· The Shi’ite Movement in Iraq, London: Saqi, 2003.

· ‘The Worldly Roots of Religiosity in Post-Saddam Iraq.’ Middle East Report, No. 227, Summer, 2003, pp. 12-18.

Jabar, Faleh A., and Dawod, Hosham (eds), Tribes and Power, London: Saqi, 2003.

Kaufman, Chaim, ‘Possible and Impossible Solutions to Ethnic Civil Wars,’ International Security, Vol. 20, No. 4, spring 1996, pp. 136-175.

Kaufman, Stuart J. Modern Hatreds: The Symbolic Politics of Ethnic War, New York: Cornell University Press, 2001.

Kakar, Sudhir, The Colors of Violence: Cultural Identities, Religion and Conflict, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996.

Kalyvas, Stathis, ‘The Ontology of “Political Violence” Action and Identity in Civil Wars,’ Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 1, No. 3, September, 2003, pp. 475-494.

· The Logic of Violence in Civil War, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006.

Kedourie, Elie, ‘Anti-Shiism in Iraq under the Monarchy,’ Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 24, No. 2 (April, 1988), pp. 249-253.

· Nationalism, Fourth Edition, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1993.

Kinnvall, Catarina, ‘Globalization and Religious Nationalism: Self, Identity and the Search for Ontological Security.’ Political Psychology, Vol. 25, No. 5, 2004, pp. 741-767.

Knight, David B., ‘Identity and Territory: Geographical Perspectives on Nationalism and Regionalism.’ Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol. 72, No. 4 (December, 1982), pp. 514-531.

Kreidie, Lina Haddad and Monroe, Kristen Renwick, ‘Psychological Boundaries and Ethnic Conflict: How Identity Constrained Choice and Worked to Turn Ordinary People into Perpetrators of Ethnic Violence during the Lebanese Civil War.’ International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society, Vol. 16, No. 1 (Fall, 2002), pp. 5-36.

Lindberg, Jo-Eystein, Running on Faith? A Quantitative Analysis of the Effect of Religious Cleavages on the Intensity and Duration of Internal Conflict. Master’s Thesis, Department of Political Science, University of Oslo, November, 2008. 

Long, Jeremy Mark, Saddam’s War of Words: Politics, Religion and the Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004.

Longrigg, Stephen H, Iraq 1900 to 1950: A Political, Social and Economic History, London: Oxford University Press, 1953. 

Louer, Laurence, Transnational Shia Politics: Religious and Political Networks in the Gulf, London: C. Hurst & Co., 2008

Lukitz, Liora, Iraq: The Search for National Identity, New York: Routledge, 1995.

McCary, John, A., ‘The Anbar Awakening: An Alliance of Incentives,’ The Washington Quarterly, 32:1, 2009, pp. 43-59.

Makdisi, Ussama, The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, History, and Violence in Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Lebanon. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2000.

Makiya, Kanaan, Cruelty and Silence, New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1993.

· Republic of Fear, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998.

Al Marashi, Ibrahim, ‘The Dynamics of Iraq’s Media: Ethno-Sectarian Violence, Political Islam, Public Advocacy and Globalization.’ Available on www.iraqslogger.com. 

Al Marashi, Ibrahim and Salama, Sammy, Iraq’s Armed Forces: an Analytical History. New York: Routledge, 2008.

Marr, Phebe, The Modern History of Iraqi, Second Edition, Boulder: Westview Press, 2004.

· ‘Iraq’s New Political Map,’ United States Institute for Peace, Special Report 179, January 2007.

Al Masri, Khaled, The Political Economy of Sanctions Against Iraq. Doctoral thesis, University of Denver, August 2001.

Masters, Bruce, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Arab World: The Roots of Sectarianism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001.

Meijer, Roel, ‘The Association of Muslim Scholars in Iraq,’ Middle East Report, MERIP, Winter 2005

Mezran, Karim, ‘Negotiating National Identity in North Africa.’ International Negotiation, Vol. 6 (2001), pp. 141-173.

Mufti, Malik, Sovereign Creations: Pan-Arabism and Political Order in Syria and Iraq, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996

Musawi, Muhsin, Reading Iraq: Culture and Power in Conflict, London: I.B. Tauis & Co, 2006.

Nakash, Yitzhak, The Shiis of Iraq, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996.

· Reaching for Power: The Shia in the Modern Arab World, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006.

Nasr, Vali, ‘International Politics, Domestic Imperatives and Identity Mobilization: Sectarianism in Pakistan, 1979-1998.’ Comparative Politics, Vol. 32, No. 2, (January 2000), pp. 171-190.

· The Shia Revival. New York: W. W. Norton & Company Inc., 2006.

Al Nasrawi, Abbas, The Economy of Iraq: Oil, Wars, Destruction of Development and Prospects, 1950-2010, Westport: Greenwood Press, 1994.

Niblock, Tim, “Pariah States” and Sanctions in the Middle East: Iraq, Libya, Sudan, London: Lynne Reinner Publishers, 2001.

Ozkirimli, Umut, Theories of Nationalism: A Critical Introduction, New York: Palgrave, 2000.

Patten, David A., ‘Is Iraq in a Civil War?’ Middle East Quarterly, Vol. 14, Issue 3, (Summer, 2007), pp 27-32.

Paz, Rueven. ‘Arab Volunteers Killed in Iraq: An Analysis’. Project for the Research of Islamist Movements (PRISM), Occasional Papers 3, 1 (2005).

Pelham, Nicolas, A New Muslim Order: The Shia and the Middle East Sectarian Crisis, London: I.B. Tauris, 2008.

Perez, Joseph, The Spanish Inquisition, London: Profile Books, 2006.

Posen, Barry, ‘The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict,’ Survival, Vol. 35, No. 1, Spring 1993, pp. 27-47.

Powell, Colin with Persico, Joseph E., A Soldier’s Way, London: Random House, 1995. 

Pruitt, Dean G., ‘Negotiation and the Development of Identity.’ International Negotiation, Vol. 6, (2001), pp. 269-279.

Reicher, Stephen, ‘The Context of Social Identity: Domination, Resistance and Change,’ Political Psychology, Vol. 25, No. 6, Symposium: Social Dominance and Intergroup Relations, (December, 2004), pp. 921-945.

Report by Iraqi Academics and the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI), More than Shiites and Sunnis, February 2009.

Rizvi, Sajjad H., ‘From Communalism to Communitarianism: Imagining Communities, Nations and their Fragments in South Asia and Beyond.’ Paper Presented at Princeton University, Workshop: Rethinking Sectarianism, 22 May 2008.

Rosen, Nir. The Triumph of the Martyrs: A Reporter’s Journey into Occupied Iraq. Dulles: Potomac Books, 2008.

Roy, Olivier, The Politics of Chaos in the Middle East. London: C. Hurst and Co., 2007.

Sakai, Keiko (ed) Social Projects and Nation-Building in the Middle East and Central Asia, Chiba, Japan: Institute of Developing Economies, Japan External Trade Organisation, 2003.

Al Salihi, General Najib, Al Zilzaal, (The Earthquake), London: Al Rafid, 1998.

Sambanis, Nicholas, ‘Do Ethnic and non-Ethnic Civil Wars Have the Same Causes? A Theoretical and Empirical Inquiry (Part I).’ Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 45, No. 3, June, 2001, pp. 259-282.

· ‘What Is Civil War?’ Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 48, No. 6. (December, 2004), pp. 814-858.

Schwarzkopf, H. Norman, with Petre, Peter, It Doesn’t Take a Hero: General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, the Autobiography, New York: Bantam Books, 1992.

Shanahan, Rodger, ‘Shi’a Political Development in Iraq: The Case of the Islamic Da’awa Party.’ Third World Quarterly, Vol. 25, No. 5, 2004, pp. 943-954.

Sluglett, Marion F., and Sluglett, Peter, ‘Some Reflections on the Sunni/Shi’i Question in Iraq,’ The Bulletin of the British Society for Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 5, No. 2, 1978, pp. 79-87.

· Iraq Since 1958: From Revolution to Dictatorship, London: I. B. Tauris. 2001.

Smith, Adam M., ‘Fractured Federalism: Nigeria’s Lessons for Today’s Nation Builders in Iraq’, The Round Table (Philadelphia), 94, 1 (January 2005), pp. 129-144.  

Smith, Anthony D., Chosen Peoples, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.

Stansfield, Gareth, ‘Accepting Realities in Iraq,’ Chatham House, Middle East Programme Briefing Paper, May, 2007.

· Iraq: People, History, Politics, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007. 

Suleiman, Yasir, The Arabic Language and National Identity: A Study in Ideology, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003.

Tripp, Charles, A History of Iraq, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000.

U.S. Agency for International Development, Iraq’s Legacy of Terror: Mass Graves. January, 2004. 

Visser, Reidar. Basra, the Failed Gulf State: Separatism and Nationalism in Southern Iraq. Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2005.

· ‘Shi’i Separatism in Iraq: Internet Reverie or Real Constitutional Challenge?’ NUPI, No. 686, 2005.

· ‘Sistani, the United States and Politics in Iraq: From Quietism to Machiavellianism?’ NUPI, No. 700, 2006.

· ‘Basra, The Reluctant Seat of “Shi’astan,”’ Middle East Report (MERIP), Spring 2007.

· ‘Suffering, Oil, and Ideals of Coexistence: Non-Sectarian Federal Trends in the Far South of Iraq.’ Paper presented at MESA Conference 2007, Montreal.

· ‘Historical Myths of a Divided Iraq,’ Survival, vol. 50, no. 2, April-May 2008.

Visser, Reidar and Stansfield, Gareth (eds), An Iraq of Its Regions. London: Hurst & Co., 2007.

Volkan, Vamik, Blood Lines: From Ethnic Pride to Ethnic Terrorism. Boulder: Westview Press, 1998 (second edition).
Wahab, Bilal A., ‘How Iraqi Oil Smuggling Greases Violence’, Middle East Quarterly, Vol. 13, No. 4, Fall 2006, pp. 53-60.

The Washington Institute for Near East Studies, Gulfwatch Anthology: August 30, 1990-March 28, 1991.

Wien, Peter, Iraqi Arab Nationalism: Authoritarian, Totalitarian and Pro-Fascist Inclinations, 1932-1941, New York: Routledge, 2006.

Wilson, Arnold. Mesopotamia 1917-1920: A Clash of Loyalties, Vol. 2. London: Oxford University Press, 1931

Wimmer, Andreas, ‘Democracy and Ethno-Religious Conflict in Iraq,’ Survival, Vol. 45, No. 4, (Winter, 2003-2004), pp. 111-134.

Weismann, Itzchak, ‘Genealogies of Fundamentalism: Salafi Discourse in Nineteenth-Century Baghdad.’ British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 36, No. 2, August 2009, pp. 267-280.

Weiss, Thomas, Political Gain and Civil Pain, Lanham, MD: Rowan & Littlefield, 1997.

Wolff, Stefan, Ethnic Conflict: A Global Perspective, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007.

Yaphe, Judith, ‘Tribalism in Iraq, the old and the new’ Middle East Policy, June, 2000, pp. 45-58.

Zaman, Muhammad Qasim, ‘Sectarianism in Pakistan: The Radicalization of Shi’i and Sunni Identities.’ Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 32, No. 3, (July 1998), pp. 689-716.

Zeidel, Ronen, ‘A Harsh Readjustment: The Sunnis and the Political Process in Contemporary Iraq,’ MERIA, Vol. 19, March 2008.

· ‘The Shi’a in Iraqi Novels,’ Unpublished, 2009.

Zizek, Slavoj, Welcome to The Desert of The Real, London: Verso, 2002.

Zubaida, Sami, ‘The Fragments Imagine the Nation: The Case of Iraq’, International Journal of Middle East Studies (Cambridge), 34, (May, 2002), pp. 205-215.
Selected Newspaper and Online Reports in Arabic

Abdul Karim, Najim, ‘Limatha “I’ilan Shiat al Iraq” wa Limatha Yakoon lil Shia Bayan?’ (Why a “Declaration of the Shia of Iraq” and why should the Shia have a Declaration?) Al Sharq al Awsat, 17 July, 2002.
Abu Rumman, Mohammad, ‘Al Iraq: “Kiyanat Siyasiya” Tanba’ith min “al Sahwat” wal Fasa’il al Musalaha fi Muwajahat al “Med al Irani”, (Iraq: “Political Entities” Emerge from the “Sahwat” and Armed Groups in Opposition to “the Iranian Spread”), Al Hayat, 26 February, 2008.

Al Arabiya, ‘A’ila Urduniya Tuqeem “Irs Shaheed” Li Ibnaha li Tanfithahu ‘Amaliya Intihariya fil Hilla,’ (Jordanian Family Holds a “Martyr’s Wedding” for their Son for his Execution of a Suicide Operation in Hilla), Al Arabiya, 12 March, 2005, (online).
· ‘Nuqtat Nidham: Ma’a Walid Ra’id al Banna al Mutaham bi Tafgir al Hilla’ (Point of Order: With the Father of Ra’id al Banna, the Man Accused of the Hilla Bombing – Transcript), Al Arabiya, 3 April, 2005, (online).
· ‘Ahya’a Sunniyya wa Shiʿiyya Tatasalah fi Baghdad wa Tad’ow al-Muhajareen ila al-ʿAwda,’ (Sunni and Shiʿa Neighbourhoods Reconcile in Baghdad and call for Displaced Persons to Return), Al Arabiya, 24 March, 2009, (online).
· ‘Al Quwat al Iraqiyya Ta’ataqil Qa’id “Majlis al Sahwa” fi Hay al Fadhl fi Baghdad,’ (Iraqi Forces Arrest the Leader of “the Sahwa Council” in the al Fadhl Neighbourhood in Baghdad), Al Arabiya, 28 March, 2009, (online).
Awadh, Adil, ‘Thalathat Mubarizeen Yanbaroon li Qatl “I’ilan Shiat al Iraq”’, (Three Swordsmen Set to Killing “The Declaration of the Shia of Iraq”),  Al Shieeya News Agency (EBAA), (online), available on http://ebaa.net/wjhat-nadar/002/076.htm
Fayadh, Ma’ad, ‘Muhsin Abdul Hameed: Li Sunnat al Iraq al Haq fi Tashkeel Marji’iya Siyasiya Lahom,’ (Muhsin Abdul Hameed: The Sunnis of Iraq have the Right to Form a Political Authority for Themselves), Al Sharq al Awsat, 1 January, 2004.
Ghalioun, Burhan, ‘La’nat al Ta’ifiyyah fil Mugtama’at al Arabiya,’ (The Curse of Sectarianism in Arab Societies). Al Hewar (online), 12 September 2005.

· ‘Naqd Mafhoum al Ta’ifiyya,’ (A Critique of Understandings of Sectarianism), Magalat al Adab al Beirutiyah, January, 2007.

Al Hayat, ‘“Al Jaish al Islami”: Ala America ‘Iadat al Tawazun Ba’dama Qaddamat al Iraq wal Mantaqa lil Marid al Farisi,’ (“The Islamic Army”: America Must Re-establish Balance after it Presented Iraq and the Region to the Persian Giant), Al Hayat, 21 July, 2008.

Islam Memo, ‘Khalaf al Ulayan: al Arab al Sunna Yumathiloon Aghlabiyat Sukan al Iraq,’ (Khalaf al Ulayan: Sunni Arabs Represent the Majority of the Iraqi Population), Islam Memo, (online), available on www.islammemo.cc/article1.aspx?id=41732
Jabar, Faleh A., ‘Mafiyat al Iraq: ‘Isabat ala Ghirar Al Caponi Tughadir Juhuriha,’ (Iraqi Mafias: Al Caponesque Gangs Leave their Lairs), Al Arabiya, 2 February, 2009. Originally published in Al Hayat. 

Al Jawhar, Abu Ayman, ‘Ahad Qadat Thawrat Sha’aban Yaktob lil Mawqif,’ (One of the Leaders of the Revolution of Sha’aban Writes to al Mawqif), Al Mawqif, 11 December, 1997.

Al Jihad, ‘Waqai’i al Multaqa al Islami al lathi ‘Aqadahu al Maktab al Siyasi li Hizb al Da’awa al Islamiya bi Munasabat Dhikra Intifadat Sha’aban,’ (The Proceedings of the Islamic Symposium Organised by the Political Office of The Islamic Da’awa Party on the Remembrance Occasion of the Intifada of Sha’aban), Al Jihad, 20 November, 2000.

Al Khayoon, Rashid, ‘Wahdat al Iraq: Qawadhaha al Ta’areeb wa La Shia ba’ad alyom’ (Iraqi Unity: Constricted by Arabisation and No Shias After Today,’ in Al Sharq al Awsat, 28 December 2005.
Madhlum, Hussein, ‘3000 Ba’athi ala Qa’imat Ightiyalat lil Militiat fi Junoob al Iraq,’ (3000 Ba’athis on Militia Hit Lists in Southern Iraq), Azzaman, 7 July, 2007.

Al Mawqif, ‘Sha’aban: Unfuwan al Iraqiyeen wa Thawratahom al Mutawasila,’ (Sha’aban: The Iraqis’ Vigour and their Continuous Revolution), Al Mawqif, 11 December, 1997.

Mohsen, Yousef, ‘Athariyat al Ta’ifiyya al Siyasiya: Muqarabat Awaliya fil Onf wal Onf al Ta’iffi,’ (The Effects of Political Sectarianism: Preliminary Comparisons between Violence and Sectarian Violence), Shabakat al Zawra’a al I’ilamiyah (online), 3 August, 2006.

Al Noor, ‘Al Dhikra al Sanawiya al Uwla lil Intfada,’ (The First Annual Commemoration of the Intifada) Special Supplement, Al Noor, March 1992.

Saleem, Ra’ad, ‘Al Ta’alim fi Mustanqa’a al Ta’ifiyya fil Iraq,’ (Education in the Swamp of Sectarianism in Iraq), 5 August, 2009, Al Hewar (online). Available on http://www.ahewar.org/debat/show.art.asp?aid=180286. 

Al Shahada, ‘Al Majlis al A’ala Yuqeem Haflan bi Munasabat Dhikra Wiladat al Imam al Muntadhar wal Intifada al Sha’abaniya,’ (The Supreme Council Holds a Celebration Commemorating the Birth of the Awaited Imam and the Sha’abani Intifada), Al Shahada, 21 November, 2000.    

· ‘Al Nidham al Iraqi Istakhdam Usloob al Ta’ifiyya li Isqat al Intifada al Mubaraka.’ (The Iraqi Regime Used Sectarian Behaviour to Defeat the Blessed Intifada), Al Shahada, 21 November, 2000.

Al Sharq al Awsat, ‘Harakat al Istifta’a fi Kurdistan Tahsee Aswat al Akrad al Iraqiyeen al Raghibeen fil Infisaal’, (Kurdish Referendum Movement Counts Pro-Secession Vote Amongst Iraqi Kurds), Al Sharq al Awsat, 1st February 2005.

Al Sheikh Ali, Fa’iq, ‘Al Intifada al Iraqiyya fi Dhikraha al Khamisa,’ (The Iraqi Intifada in its Fifth Commemorative Year), Al Hayat, (5 parts), 22 March-26 March, 1996.
Al Salihi, Su’dad, ‘Ma’ad al-Tikriti lil Hayat: Lasna Saddamiyeen wala Takfeeriyeen’ (Ma’ad al-Tikriti to Al-Hayat: We are Neither Saddamists nor Religious Extremists). Al Hayat, 18 August, 2006.
Tu’ma, Abdul Wahid, ‘Tayar al Sadr Ta’aradh ila Thalathat Inshiqaqat wa Muqtada Nasah “Abu Diri’” bil Amal “Bima Yurdhee Allah,”’ (The Sadrist Current was Subject to Three Splits and Muqtada Advised “Abu Diri’” to do “That Which Pleases God”). Al Hayat, 25 April, 2009.  

Wahid, Ahmed, ‘Al Basra: Suwar Rijal al Din al Siyasiyeen Tufariq al Manazil wal Sayarat,’ (Basra: Pictures of Clerical Politicians Leave Houses and Cars), Al Hayat, 22 September, 2009

Witwit, Ali, ‘Fi al Ta’ifiyya al Siyasiya wal Ijtima’iyah,’ (On Political and Social Sectarianism), Elaph, (online), (4 parts) June 2006.

Selected Newspaper and Online Reports in English

BBC Monitoring, ‘Sadrist MP Calls for Deletion of Sect, Ethnicity Sections from Census,’ Al-Sharqiyah TV, Dubai, 6 May, 2009, reported on BBC Monitoring, Iraq Briefing, 7 May 2009.

Abdul Ahad, Ghaith, ‘The Jihad is Now Against the Shi’as not the Americans,’ The Guardian, London: 13 January, 2007.

Barnett, Antony, ‘The extraordinary pleas of Saddam’s right-hand man,’ The Observer, 29 May 2005.
Cockburn, Patrick, ‘Baghdad is Under Siege,’ The Independent, 1 November, 2006.

· ‘Iraq: The Final Countdown,’ The Independent, 23 June, 2009.

Fearon, James D., ‘‘Civ|il war (siv-el wôr), n. 1 a violent conflict between organized groups within a country.’ Washington Post, 9 April, 2006.
Fisk, Robert, ‘Iraqi Opposition Groups Question US Intentions,” The Independent, 11 May, 1991.
The Independent, ‘Crisis in the Gulf: Anti-War Protests in Iraq,’ The Independent, 22 February, 1991.
· ‘Crisis in the Gulf: The US may yet Help Iraqi rebels,’ The Independent, 29 March, 1991.

· ‘Cheysson “Glad” Iraq Crushed Shia Rebellion,’ The Independent, 9 April, 1991.
Jenkins, Lin, ‘Saddam’s henchman called in to curb revolt.’ The Times, 07 March, 1991.
Lock, Robert, ‘Crisis in the Gulf: Betrayal Ends Iraqi rebellion in South,’ The Independent, 2 April, 1991.

Luttwak, Edward, ‘Civil War: The Only Way to Bring Peace to Iraq.” Sunday Telegraph, 7 May, 2006.

Oppel Jr., Richard A., ‘Iraq’s Insurgency Runs on Stolen Oil Profits,’ The New York Times, 16 March, 2008.

Poole, Oliver, ‘Iraq is now in a “terrible civil war”, admits Allawi,’ The Daily Telegraph, 20 March, 2006.
Pope, H and Nundy, Julian, ‘Crisis in the Gulf: Saddam Claims Rebels Crushed in South,’ The Independent, 17 March, 1991.
Visser, Reidar, ‘Beyond SCIRI and Abd al Aziz al Hakim: The Silent Forces of the United Iraqi Alliance’, 20 January, 2006. Available on www.historiae.com. 

· ‘Building Federal Subunits by Way of Referenda: Special Challenges for Iraq’, 9 June, 2006. Available on www.historiae.org. 

Wong, Edward, ‘Scholars Agree Iraq Meets Definition of “Civil War,”’ International Herald Tribune, 26 November, 2006.
Zavis, Alexandra, ‘Iraqi Militants Feed on Corruption,’ Los Angeles Times, 26 October, 2007. 

Zeidel, Ronen, ‘Iraq 2009: Some Thoughts about the State of Sectarianism.’ Centre for Iraq Studies, University of Haifa (online), September, 2009.

Interviews

Abdul Majid al Khoei, London, 2002. 
Abu Anmar, Amman, December, 2008.
Abu Mustafa, Amman, Jordan, December, 2008. Former civil servant.
Ali al Jarian, Abu Dhabi, January 2008.
Anonymous [B], Amman, Jordan, November, 2008.
Anonymous [MJ], Amman, November, 2008.
Anonymous [AS], Amman, Nov-Dec, 2008.
Basil al Qaissi, Amman, December, 2008.
Brigadier General Tawfiq al Yassiri, London, 2002.
Ghassan al Attiyah, London, April 2008.
Hamza al Si’aidi, Amman, December, 2008.
Hashim al Mayali, London, October, 2008.
Kitad al Kerwi, London, 2002.
Lu’ay al Si’aidi, Amman, December, 2008.
Mohammad al Ali, Amman, December, 2008.
Mohammad al Jubburi, Amman, December 2008.
Musa, Najaf, 2002.
Najwa Grunful, Amman, December 2008.
Nasir al Samarrai, Amman, November, 2008.
Osama al Rahmany, Amman, November, 2008.
Salwan Hsoona, Amman, November, 2008.
Shawqi Naji Jewad, Amman, December, 2008.
Sheikh Hussein al Sha’alan, London, 2002.
Sheikh Sabah Sultan al Shargi, Amman, November, 2008.
Telephone interviews with residents of A‘dhamiya, Sadr City, Zayoona, Karrada, Sha‘ab, Haifa Street, Baya‘a and Jadiriya districts of Baghdad, November 2006.
Udai Qazwini, Amman, December 2008

Um Hamza, Amman, November 2008.

Partial List of Relevant Websites
Al Amarah News Network:

http://al3marh.net/news/. 

Association of Muslim Scholars:
www.iraq-amsi.org. 

Elaph:



www.elaph.com. 

FNRTOP:



www.fnrtop.com/vb. 

Hewar:



www.alhewar.com. 

Al Intifada al Sha’abaniya:

www.iraq1991.com/news.php.

Iraqi Rabita:



www.iraqirabita.org. 

Iraqslogger:



www.iraqslogger.com. 

Islam Memo:



www.islammemo.cc. 

Jihad Archive: 


www.jarchive.info/index.php. 

Kitabat:



www.kitabat.com. 

Live Leak:



www.liveleak.com. 

Manhajalsadren:


www.manhajalsadren.com. 

Al Mummehhidon:


www.mumehhidon.com.  

Najaf News Agency:


www.alnajafnews.net. 

Al Qadisiyya:


www.alqadisiyya3.com. 

Al Rashaed:



www.alrashaed.net. 

Sarkhat al Haq:


www.s-alhaq.com. 

Al Shieeya News Agency:

http://ebaa.net/index.html. 
Sunnat al Iraq:


http://sunnataliraq.blogspot.com. 

Youtube:



www.youtube.com. 
The less state nationalism is seen to adopt the symbolisms of one sect the more legitimate state nationalism will be hence the more people will subscribe to Iraqi state nationalism.





Figure 1. Iraqi Nationalism: Perfect Equilibrium





State nationalism covers the area of overlap between the two sects. It tends to be loosely defined and more concerned with essence rather than detail. It will also focus on shared symbolisms that transcend religion, for example, tribal heritage.





Inevitably there are contradictory symbols that cannot be adopted by the state. Symbolism in the fringe is solely the reserve of members of the sect. It cannot overlap with state nationalism nor with the other’s nationalism. In times of sectarian tension or when state nationalism recedes, the fringe’s salience increases.





Figure 2. Iraqi Nationalism: Sunni Leaning Iraqi State Nationalism





The area of overlap between sectarian nationalisms is considerably smaller here. When a state is seen to adopt the symbolisms of a sect, sectarian identity gains salience which is here reflected by an expansion of the fringe leading to a contraction of shared nationalisms. 
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� The practise of naming a child with what the parents regard as an unattractive name as a form of gratitude to answered prayers or as a way of deflecting the evil eye was fairly common amongst rural Iraqis. It is indeed rare to find a Shi’i Omar or Bakr amongst Iraqi Shi’as particularly in predominantly Shi’a towns. In a poem reflecting on the many impossibilities in life, Aboud al Karkhi (1860-1946) mused: “Is the name Aisha or Omar possible amongst the mi’dan? / Can a Jewish woman visit Karbala?” (Yiseer bil mi’dan isim Aisha wa Omar? / Yiseer tabbat Karbala yahudiyah?). Mi’dan is a term used to refer to the people of marshes. Like shrugi, it has over time acquired a derogatory connotations indicating uncouthness, poverty and ignorance.   


� Anonymous, ‘Matha Hasal fi Awakhir Am 1990’, pp. 15. A common Muslim name is composed of the word abd prefixed to any of the 99 names that Islam attributes to God. Abd however is used to denote both a slave/servant or a worshipper. Hence, amongst Shi’as, names such as Abdul Zahra and Abdul Kathum – the slaves/servants of the Prophet’s daughter Fatima al Zahra and Musa al Kathum the seventh Imam. It is worth mentioning that whilst these names are specific to Shi’as, the usage of the prefix abd to denote a slave/servant of someone other than God is not restricted to Shi’as as is illustrated by the name Abdul Rasul (slave/servant of the messenger – Mohammad) which is used by both Shi’as and Sunnis. 


� Ibid.


� On page 18 the author goes as far as suggesting that some of the marsh-dwellers are of Indian origin: “... their roots [are of those] that came with the buffalo that the Arabic commander [8th century Ummayad conqueror of Sind and Punjab] Mohammad al Qasim brought back from India.” In a reflection of the effect that the polarised narratives of 1991 had on sectarian relations, Iraqi Shi’i poet Riyadh al Wadi wrote the following verses in 2006 expressing his exacerbation at Shi’i stereotypes as part of a longer poem aimed at anti-Shi’a attacks particularly the February 22nd bombing of the Askari shrine in Samarra:


One time the guys [non-Shi’as/Sunnis] call me a ‘ghawghai’i’


And another [they say] the Shi’a are mad and they’re waiting for the Mahdi


And another [time, they make me out to be a] Zoroastrian


Or that I came with beasts of burden from India meaning I’m originally Indian!


I’m Indian? Does that mean Amitab Bachachan’s dad is my grandfather?


Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w7xcW-5VgHY"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w7xcW-5VgHY�. 


� Ibid. I am unsure as to whether this account is genuine. Nevertheless, the existence, at one time or another, of theatrics designed to disparage Omar, on no matter how limited a scale, is undeniable. For example, older Najafis recall that during what was known as Eid al Zahra – which marks the death of Omar – a man representing Omar would be made to wear a pillow under his dishdasha, to give the appearance of obesity, and would be chased by children chanting obscenities. It should be stated that such antics were not universally approved of by Shi’as or even by Najafis and were more akin to a game played by children than a religious ritual as reflected by the infantile nature of the chants: ‘Oh Omar, fat like a whale / and a shit in his beard! (ya Omeir heeta heeta / tara zarbah ib liheetah). I would suggest that the usage of the term processions [mawakib] in the Al Thawra articles, inflates the importance of such antics conjuring as it does images of organised Shi’i rituals reminiscent of Ashura ceremonies.   


� Ibid, pp. 16.


� Ibid.


� Ibid, pp. 17.


� Ibid.


� Ibid. The author goes on to caution against any sympathy being shown to these people: “Let no one think or delude themselves [into thinking] that such behaviour is based on and motivated by a desire to satisfy urgent material needs. This sort of people [the people of the marshes or who are originally from the marshes] owns much more than is owned by some generous souls that do not lower themselves to despicable behaviour.” 


� Ibid. The author even claims that up till the 1970’s it was not unusual to see a woman exposing her private parts whilst travelling in the marshes for fear of getting her one set of clothes wet. Needless to say, touching upon women’s behaviour, in the Iraqi context, accentuates the effect of the criticism. On page 18, the author further expounds on the moral depravity of the people of the marshes: their isolation meant that their pre-Islamic religious practices were not greatly affected by the Islamic conquest of Iraq; rather their main influencer has been the Mullahs of Iran. Hence, the author argues, “it is known that many of those condemned to death by the Revolutionary Court for adultery were from this sort of people.”   


� Ibid, pp. 18.


� Davis, Memories of State, pp. 243. For Davis’ analysis of the seven articles see, pp. 242-249.


� There is anecdotal evidence of systematic discrimination against the southern governorates in the 1990’s such as the alleged withholding of the monthly state rations from families related to known participants of the events of March 1991; however, I have been unable to verify this. More reliably, according to Najwa Grunful whom we met in chapter 3, she was unable to enrol in a Baghdadi school between 1991 and 1993 as, “no one would let people from Hilla enrol because it was part of the page of betrayal and treason.” Interview, Najwa Grunful, Amman, December 2008. Perhaps more effective than any institutional discrimination was the stigma attached to the southern governorates in the 1990’s as a result of geographic prejudice, sectarian prejudice and the memory of 1991. For example see Salwan Hsoona’s recollections quoted in chapter 5 in which he recalls being uncomfortable at having to reveal he was from Nassiriya.


� Interview, Nasir al Samarrai, Amman, November, 2008.


� This is far more relevant to a discussion of developments amongst Iraqis in exile where in the 1990’s identity politics became prevalent even though they were never openly recognised as such.


� I know of at least one tribal leader who was in Baghdad during the events but who appeared in this documentary in 2002 as an eyewitness who battled against Iranian infiltration. According to him, prominent tribal leaders were invited by the Ministry of Broadcasting to appear on a documentary of the events of 1991 and told what to say.  


� A cursory look at Arabic-language internet chatrooms and online forums shows that this term remains very much in use in polemics that seek to delegitimize the events of March 1991. That polemics both for and against the events of 1991 have a presence in the internet and in online debates is in itself significant.


� Sheikh Sabah’s views on Saddam Hussein and regime change in the context of both 1991 and 2003 were particularly revealing: “The rebellion that took place [in 1991] was not against Saddam Hussein; let him [the rebel] have gotten rid of Saddam and the whole country would have been with him. Nor is the manner in which the Americans came and occupied the country the correct way to do things. A military coup! Like they [the Americans] did in Chile and Nicaragua where they changed the regime but kept the institutions and its order.” In other words, a change of person rather than regime. 


� One finds Sunni defenders, glorifiers even, of the events of 1991. Perhaps the most well known example is 


Samarra’i, Sa’id, Al Ta’ifiyyah fil Iraq: Al Waqi’i wal Hal, (Sectarianism in Iraq: The Reality and the Solution), London: Mu’asasat al Fajr, 1993. Likewise, I have come across Baghdadi Shi’as who appear to have accepted the narrative of the state. The levels to which an individual associates with the group are not predetermined and, as such, nor are views towards issues relating to that group. Nevertheless, despite the exception, it can be said that the sanctions-era and the years since 2003, have seen a rise in sub-national communal identifications of self.


� For example, Sa’ad al Bazzaz’s book on the Gulf War was published in Amman; the pages dealing with the events of March 1991 mirror the standard state-account. See al Bazzaz, Sa’ad, Harb Talid Okhra: al Tarikh al Sirri li Harb al Khaleej, (One War Breeds Another: the Secret History of the Gulf War), Amman: al Ahliya, 1992, pp. 447-450. Sa’ad al Bazzaz was a prominent figure in Iraqi state-media until he defected in 1992.  


� Al Samarra’i, Wafiq, ‘Haza’im Saddam’ (Saddam’s Defeats), (3 Parts), Al Qabas Newspaper, 17-19 November, 1996. Quoted in al Hakim, Al Dictatoriah, pp. 166.


� If anything, the post-2003 explosion of sectarian sentiment and ultimately violence has accentuated such beliefs. In 2007 Patrick Cockburn interviewed a former Sunni officer who participated in the crushing of the uprisings justifying his actions as a necessary duty in the face of Iranian support to and presence in the rebellion. See Cockburn, Muqtada, pp. 71-72 and 84-85. Similarly, Nir Rosen describes the mention of the 1991 uprisings eliciting derisive laughter from Iraqis in western Iraq who maintained that the uprisings were composed of, “... innocent people [who] were led by thousands of Iranians. It was not an uprising; it was the destruction of southern cities...” See Rosen, The Triumph of the Martyrs, pp. 101. 


� Interview, Basil al Qaissi, Amman, December 2008. When I asked Shawqi Jewad the same question he showed a similar lack of faith in the other: “Nothing would happen in Anbar because most of the people in it are Sunnis. There is a sectarian barrier there. The people of Anbar had their own problems with the state, the details escape me, but they had their own thing for strictly personal reasons. The south, at the time, cannot have faith in and rely on the people of Anbar and vice-a-versa.” Interview, Shawqi Naji Jewad, Amman, December, 2008.


� Interview, Sheikh Sabah, Amman, November, 2008.


� Meaning relative to a school of thought (mathhab) rather than to the broader religion. 


� Interview, Lu’ay al Si’aidi, Amman, December, 2008


� It was interesting that Sheikh Sabah referred to the Shi’as’ relationship with the marji’iya and the sadah when asked how he would explain a people fighting Iran for eight years only to collude with them just over two years later: whilst praising the role of Iraqi Shi’as in the Iran-Iraq war and assuring me that they represent over 60% of the army he adds: “But like we said... the guys [the Shi’a], when it comes to the marji’iya, they lose their minds.”


� Interview, Sheikh Sabah, Amman, November, 2008.


� Al Khayat, Al Oqda wal Aqeeda, pp. 143.


� Interview, Abu Anmar, Amman, December, 2008. Likewise, Basil al Qaissi asserted that the usage of the term ‘intifada’ to refer to the events of March 1991 was a product of the post-2003 environment.


� Ronen Ziedel has charted this change as manifested in Iraqi literature: in the 1990’s the identification of the character’s sectarian identity became more common particularly amongst writers in exile who were no longer bound by the restrictions of the Ba’athi state. See Ziedel, ‘The Shi’a in Iraqi Novels.’ The growth in the Iraq population in exile and the growth of the opposition allowed for an iconoclasm of Iraqi political norms (albeit in exile) that was previously forbidden. 


� Interview Mohammad al Ali, Amman, December, 2008.


� Interview Shawqi Naji Jewad, Amman, December, 2008.


� Of the many examples of clearly and unabashedly sympathetic accounts of the uprisings see al Hakim, Al Dictatoriah; al Salihi, Al Zilzaal; al Hilli, Al Iraq and Mudarrisi, Mohammad Taqi, Al Intifadha al Sha’abiyah fil Iraq: al Asbab wal Nata’ij, (The Popular Intifada in Iraq: Causes and Results), Beirut: Dar al Wifaq, 1991. 


� The opposition in exile, particularly the Shi’i Islamic groups, were especially active in commemorating the memory of the uprisings. For example, see March editions of any Islamic Shi’i opposition publication such as Al Mawqif, Al Jihad, Al Noor, (all published in London).


� Uzari was a politician and minister in pre-1958 Iraq. He was an advocate of social reform and a member of the left-leaning National Democratic party. A Shi’i himself, he often criticised what he viewed as governmental bias against Shi’as. Towards the end of the full-page dedication, Uzari writes: “To those devoted, eternal martyrs that sacrificed their lives in death for the cause of freedom and dignity led by those that preceded them in martyrdom in the eternal rebellion of 1920.” See al Uzari, Abdul Kareem, Mushkilat al Hukm fi al Iraq (The Problem of Governance in Iraq), London: 1991. Nor is Uzari’s example unique, Iraqi poet Aryan al Sayyid Khalaf wrote an unpublished two part poem entitled Al Qiyama, of which I received a copy in 2002, in which he describes the punishment suffered by the cities of the southern governorates: “the nights became a thousand 1920’s and they bear witness.” More recently, in 2004, Muqtada al Sadr warned: “We want to advise everybody that the Iraqi people have the ability to attack their enemies and the revolution of 1920 is the best example and the Sha’aban intifada is not far from us...” Quoted in Rosen, Triumph of the Martyrs, pp. 107. 


� Interview, Shawqi Naji Jewad, Amman, December, 2008.


� For more on this point and the divergent interpretations of the events amongst sympathisers see Sakai, Keiko, ‘The 1991 Intifada in Iraq: seen through analyses of the discourses of Iraqi intellectuals,’ in Sakai, Keiko (ed) Social Projects and Nation-Building in the Middle East and Central Asia, Chiba, Japan: Institute of Developing Economies, Japan External Trade Organisation, 2003.


� For example see, al Hakim, Al Dictatoriah, pp. 29-35. Al Hilli, Al Iraq, pp. 157-158.


� See Sakai, ‘The 1991 Intifada in Iraq,’ pp. 161-162.


� Indicative of this is the fact that in some areas the first organised expression of anti-Ba’ath sentiment after April 2003 was in commemoration of the events of 1991. For example, in al Midhatiyah (20 km south east of Hilla), the first procession to march through the streets after April 2003 was in honour of the memory of the ‘martyrs of the intifada.’ See Awadh, Al Shomali, pp. 180.


� For example al Hindiyyah (70 km south west of Baghdad) now has a street named The Martyrs of the Intifada al Sha’abaniyah; similarly, the city of Hilla has a centrally located monument dedicated to the martyrs of the intifada. 


� For example, in March 2009, Nuri al Maliki attended and spoke at an event organised by the ‘General Secretaries of the Intifada’ (which incidentally is headed by Brigadier General Tawfiq al Yassiri) honouring the annual commemoration of the intifada. See �HYPERLINK "http://www.imn.iq/news/view.672/"�http://www.imn.iq/news/view.672/�. Likewise see the ‘Intifada Website’ �HYPERLINK "http://www.iraq1991.com/news.php"�http://www.iraq1991.com/news.php� which describes itself as, “... part of our loyalty to the intifada and to the blood of our free martyrs...”


� In the most recent elections, the provincial elections of January 2009, there were three entities with titles relating to the events of March 1991: The Intifada Grouping for Maysan (Tagamu’u al Intifada min Agil Maysan), The Intifada 1991 Current for the Sha’abani Peoples (Tayar al Intifada 1991 lil Jamahir al Sha’abaniyah) and The Iraqi Intifada Grouping (Tagamu’u al Intifada al Iraqiya). In the forthcoming national elections of 2010 the Iraqi Sha’abani Intifada Group (Kutlat al Intifada al Iraqiya al Sha’abaniyah) is billed to be running on Prime Minister Nuri al Maliki’s State of Law Coalition list.


� Available on Sadrist website �HYPERLINK "http://www.manhajalsadren.com/anashid/index/02.htm"�www.manhajalsadren.com/anashid/index/02.htm�, accessed in December, 2008. Although undated it can be concluded that it was written between 2006 and 2008 due to its referencing of the al Askari bombing of February 2006 and to Kurdish refusal to fly the Iraqi flag in the KRG – an issue resolved in 2008. The poem’s author(s) and those reciting it are anonymous; the title of the poem is Ahad Shuhada’a al Intifada al Sha’abaniyah Yakhroj min al Maqabir al Gama’iyah li Yuhawir A’adha’a al Parlaman al Iraqi (A martyr of the Sha’abani Intifada Emerges from the Mass Graves to Debate a Member of the Iraqi Parliament). The audio clip was incomplete and it is unknown how many more verses the original would have. I have translated all the verses except for two that were inaudible due to poor sound quality.   


� Comrade – Rafiq – is the term used by Ba’athists to refer to each other.


� The reference to a silver holy window is an allusion to the graves of the Imams in Najaf and Karbala the tombs of which are covered by glass and a silver grill-like structure referred to as a window. Pilgrims grab and kiss the ‘window’ in prayer and reverence. Here the martyr is asking for a grave which was denied him by the fact of the mass graves.


� Again, the meaning here is that the victims of the mass graves were denied a proper burial.


� Possible reference to Saddam himself which would mean that this poem was written no later than December 2006. However, the verse can equally be referring to ex-regime officials generally. High ranking Ba’athists in custody often complained about prison conditions. For example, see, Barnett, Antony, ‘The extraordinary pleas of Saddam’s right-hand man,’ The Observer, 29 May 2005.


� The shrine and burial place of the 10th and 11th Imams – Ali al Hadi and Hassan al Askari which was bombed on February 22nd, 2006.


� The mountains are a reference to northern Iraq while the papyrus is a reference to the southern marshes. The martyr of 1991 is therefore an embodiment of Iraq from north to south; this should not be read as a reference only to the north and the south. 


� Whilst conducting research in Amman in late 2008, I was treated to what I would describe as a microcosm of clashing Iraqi sectarian symbolisms. A middle aged couple, both of whom are retired civil servants, inquired as to what my research interests were focussed on. When I mentioned the events of 1991, the woman (who is Shi’i and from the mid-Euphrates) explained that what happened was basically misguided youths fighting injustice but that it was a misled, ill-fated and emotional endeavour that was characterised by excess. Her husband (a Sunni from the Baghdadi countryside) interrupted her: “Ajam! They were all Ajam!” Addressing me he cautioned: “Don’t listen to her! They were all Ajam they came in just like they have done now [in post-2003 Iraq].” 


� For those who will dwell on whether these generalisations are ever justified I would submit the following question: why was Saddam’s final appearance in public, allegedly on April 9th and broadcast on Abu Dhabi TV, made in A’adhamiyah? Would we have seen the same scenes of solidarity in Sadr City for example had Saddam appeared on its streets on the Ba’ath’s final day(s)? Undoubtedly there are many in A’adhamiyah and other Sunni majority areas who resented Saddam and the Ba’ath but the inescapable fact is that the regime enjoyed more support, limited though it may be, in Sunni majority areas. As discussed in chapter 3, this relates to the legitimacy of the state, if not the person, and loyalties grounded in party, kin, tribal and geographic networks rather than sectarian considerations. Interestingly, in my limited and personal experience, I found that detractors of the regime residing in the west (Sunnis and Shi’as alike) could not accept that the scenes shown on Abu Dhabi TV were genuine and were certain that what we were seeing was a stage managed affair involving one of Saddam’s infamous ‘doubles’ and hundreds of security agents dressed as civilians. I found it very interesting that the alternate explanation was too unpalatable to even consider: that some Iraqi civilians favoured Saddam over regime change sponsored by foreign forces and Iraqis in exile.   


� For example, during the war and immediately afterwards, both Sunnis and Shi’as seem to have adopted an overwhelmingly ‘wait-and-see’ attitude’. As such, in what was to become the heart of the insurgency in western Iraq, many foreign fighters were initially turned away and urged to return to their homelands. See, Rosen, Nir. The Triumph of the Martyrs: A Reporter’s Journey into Occupied Iraq. Dulles: Potomac Books, 2008, pp. 66. An acquaintance had a similar experience: having left Saudi Arabia and crossed into Iraq from Syria and after a brief and disastrous battle he found himself in a rural mosque where the local imam urged him to return from whence he came. One can only speculate what his reception would have been like had he delayed his jihadi experiment by a few months by which time insurgency networks were more established and the voices of moderation were losing ground.


� Gallup polling on whether Coalition forces were liberators or occupiers show that in 2003 there was a clear discrepancy between the Shi’a and Sunni-majority governorates with the former having a higher percentage of people considering the Coalition as liberators (even then it was only a modest 35%). However, by early 2004, this discrepancy was eliminated. Separately, in a clear reflection of the divergent views on the legitimacy of the post-2003 state, a poll conducted by the International Republican Institute in November and December 2004, found that between 60% and 70% of those polled in Shi’a majority governorates believed that Iraq was ‘headed in the right direction’ compared to only 18.9% in Sunni majority governorates. See Herring, Glen; Rangwala, Glen, Iraq in Fragments: the Occupation and its Legacy. London: C. Hurst & Co., 2006, pp. 152, 202.   


� Hashim, Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency, pp. 68.


� Salih, Al Mogtama’a al Iraqi, pp. 11. Salih goes on to refer to the previous regime’s equating of the state with the person of Saddam as a facilitating factor to the breakdown of Iraqi society into competing communal groups. Ibid, pp. 12.


� Wimmer, ‘Democracy and Ethno-Religious Conflict,’ pp. 112.


� Ibid, pp. 113.


� Kinnvall, ‘Globalisation and Religious Nationalism,’ pp. 747, quoting from Sigel Roberta (ed), Political Learning in Adulthood, Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1989, pp. 459.


� To illustrate, a USA Today/CNN/Gallup poll from April 2004 revealed that 82% of Shi’a respondents spoke of being afraid to worship in the Ba’ath era compared to only 28% of Sunni respondents. Quoted in Herring and Rangwala, Iraq in Fragments, pp. 154.  


� Telephone interview with Baghdad resident; A‘dhamiya district, November 2006.


� This was done by dialling specific neighbourhood codes followed by random numbers. The areas targeted were A‘dhamiya, Sadr City, Zayoona, Karrada, Sha‘ab, Haifa Street, Baya‘a and Jadiriya. 


� Telephone interview with Baghdad resident; Sadr City district, November 2006.


� It is interesting in that regard to note the debate in 2003-2004 around the need to establish a Sunni marji’iya to rival that of the Shi’as. It was partially in that spirit that the Association of Muslim Scholars was established in April 2003. 


� It should be noted that the Shi’a opposition in exile did not enjoy a significant base of support amongst Iraqi Shi’as or Sunnis and was in fact opposed by domestic Shi’a political forces particularly the Sadrists, see al Rikabi, Abdul al Rikabi, Bayn Haqbatayn (Between Two Periods), Baghdad: Dar al Tayar lil Dirasat wal Nashr, 2003, Introduction. Nevertheless despite the fact that returning exiles suffered a legitimacy crisis, amongst both Shi’as and Sunnis, the former did accord the post-2003 order a measure of legitimacy.


� English translation available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.al-bab.com/Arab/docs/iraq/shia02b.htm" \l "Annex2"�http://www.al-bab.com/Arab/docs/iraq/Shi’a02b.htm#Annex2�. Arabic version available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/F55B05C7-517F-4692-8FA1-29440FF3E48F.htm"�http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/F55B05C7-517F-4692-8FA1-29440FF3E48F.htm�.


� The problem is that for many Iraqis the articulation of a specifically Shi’i identity is seldom legitimate and is likely to be condemned as ‘sectarian’. For example one critique states: “the signatories justified publishing [the Declaration] on the basis that it is to treat the problem of sectarian discrimination in Iraq. However, they themselves were adopting an explicit sectarian program in their statement that, ‘the Shi’a are the majority in Iraq.’ This is sectarian discrimination par excellence, for if speaking of majorities is necessary why not point to the majority of Iraqis as Arabs since ethnic loyalties are what define the nation and the people in all the countries of the world.” This is but one example of how an assertion of Shi’i identity is likely to elicit charges of sectarianism; it also betrays a revulsion at deviations from the prism of Arab nationalism. Quoted from ‘I’ilan Shi’at al Iraq,’ (The Declaration of the Shi’a of Iraq), Al Rashaed (online), 04 March, 2008. Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.alrashead.net/index.php?derid=723&partd=18"�http://www.alrashead.net/index.php?derid=723&partd=18�. Al Rashaed is a profoundly anti-Shi’a website, however similar sentiments are voiced in less extreme tones in a variety of media; for example see: Abdul Karim, Najim, ‘Limatha “I’ilan Shi’at al Iraq” wa Limatha Yakoon lil Shi’a Bayan?’ (Why a “Declaration of the Shi’a of Iraq” and why should the Shi’a have a Declaration?) Al Sharq al Awsat, 17 July, 2002. A commentary on a Shi’i website explained the controversy surrounding the Declaration in the following terms: “The Muslim Sunni mind has been conditioned so that whenever the term ‘Shi’a’ is heard it must be remembered that they are external to the Muslim whole and that they are a people of sectarian strife that threaten the strength of the Islamic ummah... The reality of the matter is that his [Sunni] mind... dropped two words from [the Declaration’s title] and they are “Declaration” and “Iraq” leaving just one word for his mind to react to in the way that it has been conditioned: ‘Shi’a’”. See Awadh, Adil, ‘Thalathat Mubarizeen Yanbaroon li Qatl “I’ilan Shi’at al Iraq”’ (Three Swordsmen Set to Killing “The Declaration of the Shi’a of Iraq”), Al Shieeya News Agency (EBAA) (online) available on �HYPERLINK "http://ebaa.net/wjhat-nadar/002/076.htm"�http://ebaa.net/wjhat-nadar/002/076.htm�.  


� Amongst over a hundred signatories are Adil Abdul Mahdi, Sami al Askari, Sahib al Hakim, Muwaffaq al Rubaie, Hussein al Shahristani, Ali Allawi and Mohammad Bahr al Uloom. 


� Innumerable blogs and online forums reveal Sunni consternation at what is perceived as the elimination of Sunni and Arab identity from Iraqi curricula such as by the alleged removal of Prophetic sayings that have been transmitted by the companions of the Prophet. This is invariably described as the fruition of Iran’s nefarious plots.


� The negative effect that the IGC had on Iraqi political development may have been exacerbated by the fact that it was heavily populated by returning exiles thereby furthering the body’s distance from Iraqi society. Of its 25 members, a third were from London and of its nine rotating presidents all but one were exiles. See Pelham, A New Muslim Order, pp. 103. Qassim Hussein Salih complained that: “Whilst recognising their [exiles] legitimate struggle and their great sacrifices, they gave the impression to Iraqis on the inside that the latter owe them for ridding them of dictatorship... and that they [Iraqi insiders] do not have the right to assume positions of leadership in the state. The result of this was that the Iraqi insider felt marginalised.” Salih, Al Mogtama’a al Iraqi, pp. 14. For more on the split between insiders and outsiders in 2003-2006 Iraq see Marr, Phebe, ‘Iraq’s New Political Map,’ United States Institute for Peace, Special Report 179, January 2007. 


� Pelham, A New Muslim Order, pp. 104-105.


� Whilst the IGC was essentially an American creation and whilst the CPA must shoulder much of the responsibility for communalising Iraqi politics, the exiles were of a similar mentality. The concept of muhassasa (political apportionment) was evident throughout the 1990’s in opposition politics. See al Hasani, Saleem, Islamiyu al Iraq: min al Mu’aradha ila al Hukum, (Iraq’s Islamists: from Opposition to Power), unpublished, undated (post-2003), available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.almalafpress.net"�www.almalafpress.net�, pp. 17, 19-20.


� I recall a conversation between two Iraqi Shi’i exiled businessmen in London in 2004, one of whom had returned to Iraq that year and was now urging the other to join him in Baghdad: “Your name is Ali and you’re from Najaf! All the doors will be open!” Even if this was an exaggeration there is no denying that claiming a history of oppression at the hands of the Ba’ath was to one’s benefit in the immediate post-2003 period. Herring and Rangwala commented that in those days Iraqis had to market themselves on the basis of sectarian identity if they hoped for employment or contracts from the Coalition thereby turning Iraqi political leaders into, “sectarian entrepreneurs.” Herring and Rangwala, Iraq in Fragments, pp. 151-152. Pelham has noted that, given the sectarian basis of the composition of the IGC, rampant nepotism served to exacerbate Sunni alienation by perpetuating Shi’a dominance; Pelham A New Muslim Order, pp. 105.    


� Salih aptly summed up the problem with the IGC: “it was based on two psychological dualities: 1) victim versus oppressor and 2) outsider [meaning exiles] versus insiders.” Salih, Al Mogtama’a al Iraqi, pp. 13.


� Although not explicitly mentioned in the 2005 constitution, the division of positions and power sharing according to sect and ethnicity has become an institutionalised legal and political norm. This was a direct result of the nature and orientation of the dominant political parties in Iraq during the writing of the constitution, the salience of sectarian identity amongst Iraqis and the adoption of a first-past-the-post electoral system. See al Ta’i, Haidar Adham, ‘Madhahir Qanuniya lil Ta’ifiyya fil Iraq (Legal aspects of sectarianism in Iraq), Oriental Affairs, Al Mas’ala al Ta’ifiyya wal Ithniya: al Iraq Namuthaj (The Sectarian and Ethnic Question: Iraq as a Model), Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al Mashriq al Arabi, (Summer, 2008),


� Jabar, Faleh A., ‘The Worldly Roots of Religiosity in Post-Saddam Iraq.’ Middle East Report, No. 227 (Summer, 2003), pp. 13.


� The Shi’a religious calendar offered an opportunity to fully display a mobilised Shi’i identity just ten days after the fall of Baghdad on the Arba’in (forty days after the anniversary of the death of Hussein) when an estimated three million Shi’a converged on Karbala.


� An early example of this was in April 2003 when Sunni cleric Ahmed al Kubeisi praised Shi’i anti-Americanism and called for a Sunni-Shi’i alliance which resulted in a rebuke from Shi’i politicians and notables who regarded calls such as Kubeisi’s as a trap designed to alienate the Shi’a from the US by depicting the former as trouble makers. See Jabar, ‘The Worldy Roots of Religiosity,’ pp. 18.


� Sectarian violence will be the subject of the next chapter; it suffices to say here that by early 2004, unambiguously sectarian attacks were common; one of the more spectacular examples is the attacks against the Ashura commemorations in March 2004. By the summer of 2004 Shi’as travelling through western Iraq were reported to have been singled out and murdered by Sunni militants; see Rosen, The Triumph of the Martyrs, pp. 165-166. There were also increasing reports of targeted assassinations of ex-Ba’athists with the most likely culprits being Badr; see Hashim, Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency, pp. 248. By 2005, by which time electoral gains had delivered the Ministry of Interior to Shi’a militias, anti-Sunni violence was increasing as were sectarian expulsions of Shi’as and Sunnis from mixed neighbourhoods across Baghdad and elsewhere, see Cockburn, Patrick, The Occupation, London: Verso, 2006, pp. 193. Furthermore the Sunni identity of the insurgency meant that state security operations further alienated Sunnis as Sunni areas suffered mass arrests and punishments. In short, by 2004, sectarian violence was clearly escalating despite calls for restraint.    


� For the radicalising and divisive effect of the bombings and the battles of Fallujah had on Shi’as and Sunnis respectively see Pelham, A New Muslim Order, pp. 133-134, 259 ft. 320. Herring and Rangwala, pp. 158-159. Rosen, 115-116. Allawi, The Occupation, pp. 447.


� For the state of sectarian relations and the rise of sectarian violence in 2005 and the consequences of the elections of 2005, see Cockburn, The Occupation, pp. 166-167.


� A notable exception is the Islamic State of Iraq and its forerunners.  


� See International Crisis Group, In Their Own Words: Reading The Iraqi Insurgency, Middle East Report No. 50, 15 February 2006


� It is interesting to note that mass casualty attacks against Shi’a civilian targets have usually gone unclaimed by Sunni militant groups. See Herring and Rangwala, Iraq in Fragments, pp. 168-169.


� This common contradiction in views towards sectarianism and the sectarian other is alluded to in an Iraqi joke: a man is asked: ‘What do you hate most?’ to which he replies: “Above all else, I hate sectarianism and the Shi’a!”


� See for example, Cockburn, Muqtada, pp. 207. Cockburn, The Occupation, pp. 205. Allawi, The Occupation, pp. 447-448. Rosen, Triumph of the Martyrs, pp. 114-115. Al Khayoon, Al Mogtama’a al Iraqi, pp. 13.


� The domination of Shi’i parties and the assumed cultural ownership of Iraq were evident in politics as much as in public discourse. For example, Ali Allawi alleges that, in September 2005, a document attributed to Vice President Adil Abdul Mahdi  was circulated within the United Iraqi Alliance (the Shi’i electoral coalition). The document proposes abandoning the oppositional mindset and moving towards a recognition and assertion of Shi’i political domination. The document asks as to whether the Shi’a should be animated by their patriotism or their Shi’a identity and answers: “Iraq is the Shi’a... and the Shi’a are Iraq.” As Allawi described it, the document envisaged an Iraq composed of, “a constellation of lesser sects and ethnicities revolving around a Shi’a sun.” See Allawi, The Occupation, pp. 437-439.


� There are no reliable figures available and population breakdowns are based on extrapolations from outdated censuses. For example, estimates based on the 1947 census indicate that Shi’as constitute 54.1% of the population. See Batatu, The Old Social Classes, pp. 40 


� Rosen, The Triumph of the Martyrs, pp. 129.


� Fayadh, Ma’ad, ‘Muhsin Abdul Hameed: Li Sunnat al Iraq al Haq fi Tashkeel Marji’iya Siyasiya Lahom,’ (Muhsin Abdul Hameed: The Sunnis of Iraq have the Right to Form a Political Authority for Themselves), Al Sharq al Awsat, 1 January, 2004. Typical of many statements made by Iraqi politicians of the time, Abdul Muhsin continued by assuring the interviewer that: “There is absolutely no sectarian struggle; the unity of Muslims today is at its strongest stages praise be to God. All are keen on the unity and safety of Iraq.” 


� Quoted in Islam Memo, ‘Khalaf al Ulayan: al Arab al Sunna Yumathiloon Aghlabiyat Sukan al Iraq,’ (Khalaf al Ulayan: Sunni Arabs Represent the Majority of the Iraqi Population), available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.islammemo.cc/article1.aspx?id=41732"�www.islammemo.cc/article1.aspx?id=41732�. See also, ‘‟Al Jaish al Islami”: Ala America ‘Iadat al Tawazun Ba’dama Qaddamat al Iraq wal Mantaqa lil Marid al Farisi,’ (“The Islamic Army”: America Must Re-establish Balance After it Presented Iraq and the Region to the Persian Giant), Al Hayat, 21 July, 2008. It is worth noting that an oft-heard belief of demographic manipulation is the alleged entry of millions of Iranians into southern Iraq after 2003 to increase the Shi’i population of Iraq; this, proponents of this view will argue, explains Shi’i electoral gains. 


� Al Jazeera, ‘Mubashir ma’a Taha al Luhaibi, al Tahalufat al Siyasiya wa Mustaqbal al Iraq,’ (Direct with Taha al Luhaibi, Political Alliances and the Future of Iraq). Presented by Abdul Adhim Mohammad, aired on 26 August, 2009. Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/user/aljazeeramubasher" \l "p/u/124/y6O7VHjLvGs"�http://www.youtube.com/user/aljazeeramubasher#p/u/124/y6O7VHjLvGs�. Coincidentally or not, in December 2009 an e-book was released by extremist Sunni preacher Taha al Dulaimi on the subject of Iraqi demographics in which he concludes that Sunnis (Arabs and Kurds) constitute 52% of the Iraqi people. See Dulaimi, Taha Hamid, Al Haqiqa: al A’adad wal Nisab al Sukaniya li Ahl al Sunna wal Shi’a fil Iraq, (The Truth: Population Numbers of Percentages of Sunnis and Shi’as in Iraq). Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.alqadisiyya3.com/book/view-74.html"�http://www.alqadisiyya3.com/book/view-74.html�.


� The reason Shi’as are referred to as rafidha (literally, rejectionists) is for their rejection of the caliphates of the first three Rightly Guided Caliphs who are being referred to here as ‘lizards’. 


� This could be a reference to plans conceived in the 1990’s to write a Koran using Saddam’s blood. I am uncertain as to whether this was actually carried out; it may well have been scuppered by the Islamic injunction stipulating that blood is unclean.


� This is a reference to the assassination of Mohammad Baqir al Hakim in Najaf in August 2003 in a car bomb that killed over 80 people. He became known amongst his supporters as the ‘martyr of the pulpit’ (shahid al mihrab).


� Rahim al Maliki, undated but from the context and judging by other poems recited at the same gathering, it is no earlier than December 2005 and is unlikely to have been any later than February 2006. Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=reKjS5ccDyo&feature=related"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=reKjS5ccDyo&feature=related�. Maliki’s poetry was, for the most part, of an Iraqi nationalist hue; however, he often expressed an assertive and sometimes aggressive Shi’i sectarian identity as will be seen again later. Maliki was killed on 25 June, 2007 whilst attending a tribal meeting in Baghdad aimed at national reconciliation that was targeted by a suicide bomber.


� As a result there are anthems glorifying particular battles, or anti-Coalition violence; during the civil war of 2006-2007 anthems were produced that speak of neighbourhood battles in Baghdad. There are also a considerable number of anthems aimed at ‘Wahhabis’ or ‘nawasib’ as will be seen in chapters 7 and 8. An extensive, though not exhaustive, collection of Sadrist anthems can be found on �HYPERLINK "http://www.manhajalsadren.com/anashid/index.htm"�http://www.manhajalsadren.com/anashid/index.htm�, �HYPERLINK "http://al3marh.net/news/index.php?act=media_sec&id=9"�http://al3marh.net/news/index.php?act=media_sec&id=9� and �HYPERLINK "http://www.s-alhak.com/inshad/"�http://www.s-alhak.com/inshad/�, �HYPERLINK "http://www.mumehhidon.com/anashid/anashid2.htm"�http://www.mumehhidon.com/anashid/anashid2.htm�.  


� This is a reference to Qatar-based Al Jazeera which was the source of much Shi’a disapproval for its perceived anti-Shi’a bias and its celebration of the insurgents. In December 2005, an episode of Al Jazeera’s talk show Al Itigah al Mu’akis caused outrage amongst Sistani followers who viewed remarks made by the host and one of his guests as being insulting to the marji’iya and Sistani personally. See ‘Al Itigah al Mu’akis: Al Intikhabat al Iraqiya bayn al Democratiyah wal Raj’iyah,’ (The Iraqi Elections between Democracy and Regression), Al Jazeera, hosted by Faisal al Qasim, aired on 13 December, 2005. Transcript available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.aljazeera.net/channel/archive/archive?ArchiveId=315155"�http://www.aljazeera.net/channel/archive/archive?ArchiveId=315155�.


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFmxHRoBgG8&feature=related"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFmxHRoBgG8&feature=related�. The remaining verses clearly indicate affiliations to the Supreme Council, for example, “we are the soldiers of the marji’iya and al Hakim.” 


� This is a reference to Sunni Salafis who wear the traditional Arabic dress far shorter than normal – this practise is based on what is held as Prophetic saying and practice.


� Saints [awliya’a] in this context refers to those of the House of the Prophet (particularly though not exclusively any of the 12 Imams) that are buried in Iraq.


� By Murtadha al Baythani, available on http://www.s-alhak.com/inshad/. I first heard this anthem in early 2007, however, the reference to Zarqawi could indicate that it was made before his death in June 2006. 


� This is despite a short-lived hope for meaningful collaboration between the Mahdi Army and Sunni insurgents in 2004. For the central role of the Mahdi Army in the civil war, which will be discussed in chapter 8, see, International Crisis Group, Iraq’s Civil War, the Sadrists and the Surge, Middle East report no. 72, (7 February 2008), pp. 2-7. Cockburn, Muqtada, (London: Faber and Faber Ltd., 2008), pp. 206-207, 218-232.


� Sufyan is a reference to Abu Sufyan ibn Harb, one of the earliest and staunchest opponents of the Prophet Muhammad.


� The exact verse asks: “you call the rejecter of you Samiri a rafidhi?” Al Samiri is a Quranic figure that is responsible for producing the golden calf that diverted the Israelites away from God and Moses. In the Bible this role is played by Moses’ brother Aaron; however in the Quran Aaron tries to dissuade the Israelites from worshipping the golden calf. In this poem the reference to al Samiri signifies someone who is antithetical to the all that is Godly. 


� Hubal, Munat and Uzza are some of the pre-Islamic Gods of the pagan Arabs.


� Ahmed ibn Taymiya was a 13th-14th century Islamic scholar. His teachings are commonly associated with Salafism and, amongst Shi’as, is a byword for anti-Shi’ism. Michel Aflaq is one of the ideological fathers of Ba’athism.


� The Salaf , meaning the predecessors, is a term referring to the Prophet’s companions whom Sunnis hold in the highest esteem; Shi’as reject the vast majority of the companions essentially viewing them as betraying the Prophet’s will after his death


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=EDr-QKL8690"�http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=EDr-QKL8690�. Undated but, from the context of the remaining verses, the poem was clearly written in response to bombings of Shi’a civilians and particularly those visiting the shrines.


� Iraqi media proliferated in the post-2003 period and has often had clearly identifiable sectarian loyalties. For a study on the sectarian divisions in Iraqi broadcasting see al Marashi, Ibrahim, ‘The Dynamics of Iraq’s Media: Ethno-Sectarian Violence, Political Islam, Public Advocacy and Globalization.’ Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.iraqslogger.com"�www.iraqslogger.com�.


� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qVMXvgTLV_Y"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qVMXvgTLV_Y�. The footage is of a group of Iraqi security personnel in what appears to be a remote area. They are singing and dancing while intermittently firing on a distant and unseen enemy. The focus of the revelries is a young soldier by the name of Hamza who takes aim but is sniped before he could fire. Throughout the clip one can clearly hear the Sadrist anthem, Ihna Wild al Sadr (We are the Sons of Sadr) which can be found on �HYPERLINK "http://www.manhajalsadren.com/anashid/index.htm"�http://www.manhajalsadren.com/anashid/index.htm�. It should be noted that, particularly in 2006, Iraqi state forces on occasion cooperated and fought alongside the Mahdi Army as will be seen in chapter 8.


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpVB09ANxaM"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpVB09ANxaM�.


� Dated 24, February 2009. Available on �HYPERLINK "http://iraqirabita.org/index.php?do=article&id=18196"�http://iraqirabita.org/index.php?do=article&id=18196�. Pagan guard (haras wathani) is a play on the Arabic for National Guard (haras watani).


� See Human Rights Watch ‘The Mass Graves of al Mahawil.’


� Interview, Basil al Qaissi, Amman, December 2008. 


� Interview, Sheikh Sabah, Amman, November, 2008. 


� ‘Al Itigah al Mu’akis’ Al Jazeera hosted by Faisal al Qasim. Aired on 27/05/2003. Transcript available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.aljazeera.net/channel/archive/archive?ArchiveId=92001"�http://www.aljazeera.net/channel/archive/archive?ArchiveId=92001�.


� This dynamic has been apparent for most of post-2003 Iraq. For example, the recent large-scale bombings in August and December 2009 that killed over 300 Iraqis were immediately and forcefully blamed by the Iraqi government on Syria much to the chagrin of Sunni politicians who insisted that responsibility lay with Iran. By and large, since 2003, Shi’a politicians’ scapegoat of choice has been the Arab world whilst Sunni politicians invariably blame Iran for the ills of Iraq. 


� Since 2008 there has been considerable improvement in Iraq’s diplomatic relations with the Arab world particularly with Egypt. Even Syrian relations appeared to be improving until the bombings of August 2009. Relations with Saudi Arabia have remained tense. 


� Egyptian nationalist particularly famous for his central role in the Egyptian anti-British uprising of 1919.


� Egyptian nationalist and military officer who led a rebellion against the khedive and European authority in 1879.


� Iraqis complained that militant violence in other parts of the Arab world, such as the attacks in Saudi Arabia in 2003 and 2004, was condemned as terrorism but its Iraqi equivalent was praised as resistance or jihad. See for example Nifees, Al Shi’a fil Iraq, pp. 48.


� Amr Musa, General Secretary of the Arab League, did not visit Iraq between 2003 and 2005 and, mirroring the position of the Arab League, was a vocal critic of the Iraqi political process between 2003 and 2008.


� Assi refers to Amr ibn al Ass – one of Mu’awiya’s generals in the war against Ali ibn abi Talib. Ash’ari is a reference to Abu Musa al Ash’ari who, whilst representing Ali ibn abi Talib in the negotiations at the Battle of Siffin, was outmanouvered by Mu’awaya’s representative – Amr ibn al Ass.


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=19sSaY1plcQ"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=19sSaY1plcQ�. 


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9HTa2N7RXZo"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9HTa2N7RXZo�. The remaining verses go into a criticism of post-2003 corruption declaring: “I won’t vote anymore no by God and by Abbas!” 


� This was particularly the case before the entry of Sunni politicians into the political process in the elections of December 2005. However, hopes that the December 2005 elections would ameliorate Iraq’s problems were quickly dashed as Iraq entered what was quite possibly the most violent and divisive year in its recent history.


� For more on the Arab reaction to Shi’a political ascendency in Iraq, see Pelham, A New Muslim Order, pp. 217-218.


� Shimr bin dhul Jawshan was the commander of the army that faced Hussein in the Battle of Karbala on the day that Hussein was killed. Shimr is believed to have been the one who severed Hussein’s head. Ubaid Allah bin Ziyad was the governor of Kufa at the time of the Battle of Karbala; he was effectively Shimr’s superior.


� Ajal is a word associated with Iraqis from the western governorates and Salah al Din; it is particularly associated with Tikrit as a result of Tikriti domination of the state. The word is used to add emphasis and roughly translates to ‘so’ or ‘then’ particularly when used in a question; as in: “then why is it of any importance?” It is roughly equivalent to the southern cha or the more widely used la’ad.   


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FtfPs9YMOJY&feature=related"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FtfPs9YMOJY&feature=related�. Iraq went through several elections in 2005: legislative elections in January, constitutional referendum in October, and general elections in December. Being the most significant of the three, it is most likely that the elections referred to are the general elections of December 2005. Furthermore, they closely coincided with another Arab electoral process that took place under occupation but was nevertheless celebrated by the Arab world: the Palestinian elections of January 2006.


� Haddam (destroyer) is a derogatory term for Saddam


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=reKjS5ccDyo&feature=related"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=reKjS5ccDyo&feature=related�.


� Zainab was Hussein’s sister who accompanied him to Karbala and was witness to her brother’s death. She was taken captive and driven to the Ummayad capital in Damascus where she is buried.


� The Battle of Karbala was the result of Hussein challenging the hereditary succession of Yezid after his father Mu’awiya’s death. Both men are figures of intense hatred amongst Shi’as. 


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MZSL1ybqn7A"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MZSL1ybqn7A�. The reference to Brahimi could indicate that this poem was written no later than early 2005. Lakhdar Brahimi was UN Special Advisor to the Secretary General for Iraq in 2004; he somewhat unjustifiably was suspected of harbouring anti-Shi’a biases.


� In a particularly disturbing example, a Jordanian suicide bomber killed 118 Iraqis in Hilla on the 28th of February 2005. Private announcements were seen in Jordanian newspapers congratulating the ‘martyr’s’ family and the suicide bomber’s funeral was turned into a ‘martyr’s wedding’ – however, the suicide bomber’s father later condemned this. See Al Arabiya 12 March 2005 and April 3 2005. Perhaps more illustrative is the popularity that Jordanian Abu Mus’ab al Zarqawi enjoyed in the Arab world.


� For example at an April 2007 anti-al Qaeda tribal meeting one sheikh said, “If it was not for the coyotes amongst us, no one would have been killed, kidnapped or bombed. You know who amongst you brought the Yemeni with the suicide vest.” McCary, John A., ‘The Anbar Awakening: An Alliance of Incentives.’ The Washington Quarterly, 32:1, 2009. This however is indicative of the support that foreign fighters enjoyed western Iraq prior to 2006/2007. 


� For more on the theme of ‘resistance’ versus ‘terrorism’ in Iraqi discourse on the insurgency see Haddad, ‘The Terrorists of Today are the Heroes of Tomorrow.’


� Iraqi Rabita, ‘In April 2003: in honour of the Arab fighters who faced the American aggression against Iraq with courage that cannot be described – a photographic tour of the cemetery of the Arab martyrs in A’adhamiya,’ 11, April 2009, available on �HYPERLINK "http://iraqirabita.org/index.php?do=article&id=18963"�http://iraqirabita.org/index.php?do=article&id=18963�. A photograph of the entrance to the cemetery shows its name as Rawdhat Shuhada’a Waqi’at al A’adhamiya 10 April 2003 (The Garden of the Martyrs of the A’adhamiya Incident, 10 April 2003). However, some of the gravestones pictured are of burials dating to 2005.


� For one of countless examples see Chehab, Iraq Ablaze, pp. 6-9, 15. Foreigners indeed seem to have formed a minority of insurgents. See Paz, Reuven. ‘Arab Volunteers Killed in Iraq: An Analysis’. Project for the Research of Islamist Movements (PRISM), Occasional Papers 3, 1 (2005). Cordesman, Anthony. ‘Iraq’s Evolving Insurgency and the Risk of Civil War’ (working draft), Centre for Strategic and International Studies, April 2006, pp. 183-186.


� Both terms have Islamic connotations: the pilgrims (muhajireen) were those that believed in and travelled with the Prophet to Medina when the Muslims were compelled to leave Mecca. The supporters (ansar) were those already in Medina who supported the Prophet.


�Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PcKzdjxuPks"�www.youtube.com/watch?v=PcKzdjxuPks�. Undated. 


� Al Latifiyah is located 40km south of Baghdad. Its name became a byword for anti-Shi’a violence. Extremist Sunni websites glorified al Latifiyah calling it the cemetery of the rafidha; see for example: �HYPERLINK "http://Majdah.maktoob.com/vb/majdah73978"�http://Majdah.maktoob.com/vb/majdah73978�


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NiiBUiUwHqw"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NiiBUiUwHqw�. The remainder of the poem is interesting in its assertiveness, not just of Shi’i identity, but of shrugi identity:


It’s reaching breaking point oh Ali we may well rise


Turn al Latifiyah and al Mada’in upside down


We’ll turn it into corpses on trample on their heads


We’ll teach them a lesson as to what are the shrugiyah


Wadi is asserting a sectarian identity and a class-based identity of the downtrodden. As was previously seen in chapter 5, the term shrugi acquired a derogatory meaning connoting uncouthness, poverty and ignorance. That it refers to southern Shi’a migrants has given the term a further Shi’i association. For example see Witwit, ‘Fi al Ta’ifiyya al Siyasiya,’ where the usage of the term shrug or shrugiyah is condemned as a discriminatory practice with sectarian overtones.


� Nawasib (singular: nasibi) is a term historically used to refer to those who expressed enmity towards the House of the Prophet. Shi’i clerics differ on what the term means today: some regard it as a historical that would apply today to anyone attacking the House of the Prophet; more radically, some Shi’a clerics have defined it as anyone who expresses enmity towards the Shi’a. The logic behind the more radical position is that being the Shi’a of the House of the Prophet, an attack on the Shi’a is de facto an attack on the House of the Prophet. The term is also used by some, though not all, as a derogatory term for Sunnis  


� Many Sunni militant groups are exceptional in that no distinction is made between ‘good Shi’a’ and ‘bad Shi’a’. However more mainstream rhetoric, such as that amongst politicians, poets or clerics, has been careful to avoid broad based attacks on the other. Needless to say, such rhetorical civilities were unfortunately not always reflected in action.


� Kakar, Colors of Violence, pp. 181.


� Paradoxically even apologists of the Ba’ath era will nonetheless stress their victimhood at the hands of the Ba’ath. For example, after portraying the Ba’ath regime as a flawed yet well intentioned, non-sectarian and patriotic regime, a former Republican Guard said, “for your information, compared to the Shi’a, Saddam hurt the Sunnis many times over. Saddam didn’t really hurt the Shi’a that much.” Interview, Abu Anmar, Amman, December, 2008. 


� Makiya, Cruelty and Silence, pp. 224-225.


� It has commonly been alleged that Sunni students have been discriminated against in schools and universities. Recently, demonstrations emerged in A’adhamiya and elsewhere demanding a revision of recent examinations in which Sunnis were perceived to have been discriminated against. See for example, Saleem, Ra’ad, ‘Al Ta’alim fi Mustanqa’a al Ta’ifiyya fil Iraq,’ (Education in the Swamp of Sectarianism in Iraq), 5 August, 2009, Al Hewar (online). Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.ahewar.org/debat/show.art.asp?aid=180286"�http://www.ahewar.org/debat/show.art.asp?aid=180286�. 


� Al Jazeera, ‘Mubashir ma’a Taha al Luhaibi,’ al Tahalufat al Siyasiya wa Mustaqbal al Iraq,’ (Direct with Taha al Luhaibi, Political Alliances and the Future of Iraq). Presented by Abdul Adhim Mohammad, aired on 26 August, 2009. Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/user/aljazeeramubasher" \l "p/u/124/y6O7VHjLvGs"�http://www.youtube.com/user/aljazeeramubasher#p/u/124/y6O7VHjLvGs�.


� Salih, Al Mogtama’a al Iraqi, pp. 21. 


� There have even been instances of Iraqi Sunnis attempting to rival Shi’i rituals and laments as happened in the Pakistani context discussed in chapter 2. For example, an unknown poet posted verses glorifying the second Caliph, Omar ibn al Khattab, in a manner reminiscent of Shi’i odes to the House of the Prophet and the Imams in particular. See �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cPmmhl4MgV8"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cPmmhl4MgV8�.


� Sambanis, ‘Do Ethnic and non-Ethnic Civil Wars Have the Same Causes?’ pp. 14. 


� For example, the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) defines armed conflict as, “a contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory where the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is the government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths.” According to UCDP, to qualify as a major armed conflict the above criteria must obtain with battle-related deaths exceeding 1,000 in one year. See �HYPERLINK "http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/data_and_publications/definitions_all.htm"�http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/data_and_publications/definitions_all.htm�. Similar definitions are employed by the Correlates of War Project; see �HYPERLINK "http://www.correlatesofwar.org/"�http://www.correlatesofwar.org/�.     


� Sambanis, Nicholas, ‘What Is Civil War?’ Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 48, No. 6. (December, 2004), pp. 815. Sambanis goes on to provide one the more detailed definitions of civil war, see pp. 829-831.


� Defined as: “A conflict within a country between a government and a non-governmental party; where the government, the opposition or both sides receive troop support from other governments that actively participates in the conflict.” See �HYPERLINK "http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/data_and_publications/definitions_all.htm"�http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/data_and_publications/definitions_all.htm�. 


� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/data_and_publications/definitions_all.htm"�http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/data_and_publications/definitions_all.htm�.


� Cramer, Christopher, Civil War is Not a Stupid Thing: Accounting for Violence in Developing Countries, London: C. Hurst & Co., 2006, pp. 66-70.


� See Kalyvas, Stathis, ‘The Ontology of “Political Violence” Action and Identity in Civil Wars,’ Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 1, No. 3, September, 2003, pp. 475-494.


� Zaman, ‘Sectarianism in Pakistan,’ pp. 710-711, 714. One Iraqi scholar suggested that the sectarian civil war of 2006-2007 was demographically and geographically similar to Ba’athi-Communist violence in the 1950’s and 1960’s; see al Hitti, ‘Hal Hunak Hal,’ pp, 14. 


� Kalyvas, “The Ontology of “Political Violence”’, pp. 479.


� In a report from mid-2007, Stansfield identified eight conflict dynamics animating the violence besides the Sunni-Shi’a violence in Baghdad and surrounding areas. See Stansfield, ‘Accepting Realities in Iraq,’ pp. 2. One would expect to find local rivalries, long-running feuds and economic motives driving ‘sectarian violence’ in 2006-2007; however more field-research is needed to identify the local cleavages that operated under the master cleavage of the Sunni-Shi’a divide. The role of criminality in animating ‘political’ or ‘sectarian’ violence has been examined elsewhere; see amongst many others,  Wahab, Bilal A., ‘How Iraqi Oil Smuggling Greases Violence’, Middle East Quarterly, Vol. 13, No. 4, Fall 2006, pp. 53-60. Zavis, Alexandra, ‘Iraqi Militants Feed on Corruption,’ Los Angeles Times, 26 October, 2007. Oppel Jr., Richard A., ‘Iraq’s Insurgency Runs on Stolen Oil Profits,’ The New York Times, 16 March, 2008. Cordesman, ‘Iraq’s Evolving Insurgency,’ pp. 136-139.
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� Reference to 9th/10th century Islamic scholar and historian Mohammad bin Jareer al Tabari. The meaning of the verse is that the Shi’i historical narrative is backed by primary sources. There are two scholars from the 9th/10th century called Mohammad bin Jareer al Tabari: one who is referred to as Sunni, the other Shi’i – there is a third ‘Shi’i’ al Tabari from the 10th/11th century. Works attributed to ‘al Tabari’ are sometimes referenced without distinguishing amongst the three sources. See Tarabishi, George, Al Mu’ujiza aw Subat al Aql fil Islam, (The Miracle or the Slumber of the Mind in Islam), Beirut: Dar al Saqi, 2008, pp. 95.     


� I am unsure as to whether this verse is metaphorical or whether it is a reference to those who rejected the political process – by for example voting ‘No’ in the constitutional referendum  of October 2005.


� Available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UlictBK4zwo"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UlictBK4zwo�.


� A reference to A’adhamiya. Abu Hanifa al Nu’man is the founder of the Hanafi school of Sunni jurisprudence. He is buried in the Abu Hanifa mosque in A’adhamiya.


� Safina, 20th Street, Omar Street and Harra are all located in A’adhamiya.


� Harith al Dhari is Chairman of the Association of Muslim Scholars.


� Abu Hamza al Muhajir allegedly became leader of al Qaeda in the Land of the Two Rivers after Zarqawi’s death in June 2006. He later became ‘Minister of War’ of the Islamic State of Iraq which itself was established in October 2006. Therefore, it is safe to assume that the reference to Abu Hamza al Muhajir indicates that the recording was made sometime between summer 2006 and spring 2007.


� Kasra is a predominantly Shi’i area adjacent to A’adhamiya. In the recording, the mention of Kasra elicits wild gunfire from those present. Another example indicating the importance of neighbourhood boundaries in the sectarian civil war comes courtesy of Sadr City’s Riyadh al Wadi’s who addressed a poem to the people of al Fadhl; available on �HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmN-N0nU6IM"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmN-N0nU6IM�. The Mahdi Army was engaged in heavy fighting in al Fadhl and the poem makes reference to the practise of kidnapping tens of Sunnis from al Fadhl whose corpses would be transported in car trunks. According to one Mahdi Army commander interviewed by the ICG, “Mahdi Army fighters would enter Sunni neighbourhoods such as al Fadhl and return with tens of Sunni corpses in their cars’ back trunks.” International Crisis Group, Iraq’s Civil War, pp. 2, ft. 9. In Wadi’s words addressing the people of al Fadhl: 


And they’ve put a shroud for you back there next to the spare [tyre]


So that when you die you can quickly cover yourself


And your corpses are so many rotting on the ground


That the police had to work as gravediggers


And we’ve sent a negotiating delegation to Japan 


To see if they can widen the Batta’s boot by a metre


The Batta is Iraqi slang for a Toyota Crown Saloon. The Batta acquired an associated with militias and criminals; as one man described it in improvised verse: “This is the angel of death / This is no car!” See “�HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dVw7Q5ixvHo&NR=1"�http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dVw7Q5ixvHo&NR=1�. 
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� The Msharah is a tributary of the Tigris south of Amara.
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