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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This dissertation analyzes the Iraqi reconstruction period, including two pivotal moments 

in 2005, the ratification of the new constitution and the democratic elections, to examine 

issues of identity and sectarianism in Iraq. The following analysis will assist in the 

demystification of Iraqi sectarianism, understood to be the manifestation of an identity 

struggle between Sunni and Shi’a groups within Iraq, and connect this phenomenon to 

issues of hegemony and democracy. The discussion of Sunni and Shi‘i relations in Iraq as 

it relates to the Iraqi reconstruction period involves numerous areas of discipline 

including politics surrounding the invasion and occupation, the history of Iraq, 

democratic principles, secularization, democracy, and its role Islam, and of course 

sectarianism to name a few. These topics are supported by King’s theory of 

postcolonialism, aspects of Geertz’s understanding of nationalism, and Weber’s 

connection of power and status. The impact of the 2003 invasion of Iraq will be 

understood in reference to Mark Juergensmeyer’s theory of cosmic war which he offers 

arises when symbols become deadly and the struggle for identity becomes so intense the 

thought of losing this conflict is unimaginable, therefore manifesting in a conflict that 

cannot be solved by Western political means. Furthermore, this dissertation addresses the 

role secularism plays in drafting of the 2005 Iraqi constitution and the following 

elections. Religious violence is nothing new, and in fact it often has little to do with 

religion itself; rather it’s a question of political and identity representation and identifies 

religious violence as a tool to gain power; it is through this lens that this dissertation 

positions sectarianism. This dissertation provides the groundwork for future projects 
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which highlights the truth of American bias and identity issues while using sectarianism 

in Iraq as a case study for debunking the myth that religious conflict is prevalent in Islam 

due to the backward nature of the religion and suggests how dialogue might be useful in 

this instance.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction, Literature Review, and Methodology 

Introduction 

This dissertation will analyze the Iraqi reconstruction period, including two 

pivotal moments in 2005, the ratification of the new constitution and the democratic 

elections, to examine issues of identity and sectarianism in Iraq. This analysis will assist 

in the demystification of Iraqi sectarianism, understood to be the manifestation of an 

identity struggle between Sunni and Shi’a groups within Iraq, and connect this 

phenomenon to issues of hegemony and democracy. Many scholars, including Khalil 

Osman, suggest the definition of sectarianism is a contested issue, for the purpose of this 

dissertation sectarianism is understood to be as the separation of a religious group from 

the larger religious group on the basis of doctrinal disagreement, it is through this 

deviation the faction group is viewed.1 The discussion of Sunni and Shi‘i relations in Iraq 

as it relates to the Iraqi reconstruction period involves numerous areas of discipline 

including politics surrounding the invasion and occupation, the history of Iraq, 

democratic principles, secularization, democracy, and its role Islam, and of course 

sectarianism to name a few. These topics are supported by King’s theory of 

postcolonialism, aspects of Geertz’s understanding of nationalism, and Weber’s 

connection of power and status. A considerable amount of research on Iraqi politics and 

sectarianism focuses on the violent nature of political relations there and the religious or 

political undertones of those relations; this dissertation aims to explore beyond these 

themes and understand the events leading up to the increased hostilities between Sunni 

 
1 Khail F. Osman, Sectarianism in Iraq: The Making of a State and Nation Since 1920, New York: 

Routledge, 2014. P. 39 
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and Shi’i groups and how these connections can be better supported. Juergensmeyer 

concludes religious violence is nothing new, and in fact it often has little to do with 

religion itself; rather it’s a question of political and identity representation and identifies 

religious violence as a tool to gain power; it is through this lens that this dissertation 

positions sectarianism.2 There are a multiplicity of aspects regarding Sunni and Shi‘i  

relationships in Iraq that concern democracy, and this work focuses on sectarianism 

including decades under British rule and Saddam Hussein’s regime, and the building of 

New Iraq through the aftermath of the 2005 elections. For the sake of brevity this 

dissertation will only adumbrate complex history between Iraq and the West during the 

centuries following the Ottoman Empire and will not analyze Sunni and Shi‘i relations 

and the impact following the first democratic elections. 

The motivation for this dissertation is to learn what factors contribute to 

sectarianism in Iraq and how these components can be mitigated. The issue of 

sectarianism in Iraq is often seen by Americans as a Muslim issue happening “over there” 

in Iraq and a reason why Muslim nations are not fit for democracy or modernity. This 

thinking was prevalent during the early aughts and persists today due to media perception 

and continued stereotyping. I find old and young individuals, within the U.S. and abroad, 

who face similar challenges with sectarianism, such as confrontation of identity, issues of 

agency, and marginalization, who also believe the biased narratives they hear in the 

media and act based on these opinions as fact. In my current work as a Program Director 

for an interfaith and intercultural nonprofit I create global and national programs and 

curriculum to combat these views and facilitate dialogue and critical thinking when my 

 
2 Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence, University of 

California Press, 2003. 
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participants are confronted with difference. It should be noted that part of these programs 

involve working with the Department of State, specifically the Bureau of Educational and 

Cultural affairs who have the agenda of strengthen political relations between the U.S. 

and countries abroad and sharing a U.S. understanding of democracy and culture; it is 

through this lens which my perception has been colored. The understanding of 

sectarianism in Iraq is one example of an ongoing global challenge that needs to be 

addressed on a public and governmental level and this dissertation is laying the 

foundation for such an endeavor. 

Literature Review 

Sectarianism in Iraq is an interdisciplinary matter, involving political science, 

history, religious studies, and anthropology, lending itself to an overwhelming amount of 

scholarship related to sectarianism in Iraq. As such, this literature review is a brief 

analysis of the prominent academics focused on sectarianism, specifically in Iraq, and 

focused on democracy and its relationship to Islam. This work pulls from a plethora of 

scholarship, of which the following is an overview of the preeminent conversations 

across the various fields; several of these sources cross into various fields and address 

more than one of the themes outlined below. Furthermore, this thesis examines 

governmental procedures, policies, and reports from U.S. and Iraqi officials. My analysis 

largely involves works written and translated into English; some Arabic documents, such 

as campaign materials, statements, government documents, and social media posts were 

utilized during the production of this dissertation but were limited in use. The following 

literature review includes relevant scholars and government officials who had significant 

involvement in the Iraqi reconstruction process. 
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Scholars such as Hunt, Dawisha, Faust, Al-Musawi, and Isakhan provide an 

overview of Iraqi history which scrutinizes the relationship between Iraqis and their 

figureheads, the Ottoman Empire, Saddam Hussein, and the U.S., and scrutinize the role 

this history plays in modern Iraq and Iraqi identity. These works underscore the struggle 

to create and maintain Iraqi identity and the Iraqi people’s lack of agency as unifying 

themes throughout their scholarship. Courtney Hunt tells the history of Iraq from its 

Mesopotamian beginning through the building of the new democratic Iraq and through 

this account Hunt states religious identity is a main sector of Iraqi life.3 There has always 

been fierce hegemonic competition for control over Iraq and resources, and Hunt 

identifies imperialism as an issue the nation continues to struggle against; an obstacle 

which Dawisha, Al-Musawi, and Dodge conclude to be important as well. Hunt’s work 

establishes the cyclical problem Iraq has faced with intervention, nation building, and 

exploitation over the centuries that appears to have no end. Adeed Dawisha’s scholarship 

also recounts the colonial experience in Iraq and the lack of agency given to Iraqis for 

decades; this history in Iraq and their tumultuous experience with the British establishing 

a monarchy in the 1920’s left concerns regarding the helpfulness of the U.S.' recreation of 

an Iraqi government.4 His research gives account to the political struggles of Sunni and 

Shi‘i  groups under British hegemonic control, in which the Shi‘i  were kept at a distance 

and not fully included in the state. Dawisha notes this Sunni and Shi‘i conflict is unique 

in that it is Muslim Arab vs Muslim Arab.5  

 
3 Courtney Hunt, The History of Iraq, London: Greenwood Press, 2005. P. 5 
4 Adeed Dawisha Dawisha, Iraq: A Political History, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009.  
5 Ibid. 
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Over thirty years after the British mandate ended in 1932, Iraq experienced a coup 

in 1968 led by the Ba’athist party which evolved into the notorious regime of Saddam 

Hussain: Aaron Faust examines the culture of fear and control established in Iraq during 

this period.6 Faust’s discernment allows us to determine how marginalization occurred in 

Iraq and the effect it had on the relationships between groups in the nation; he reports the 

heightening of Ba’ath identity as central to life in Iraq and the challenges non Sunnis 

faced under the regime. His scholarship surrounding the banality of the Ba’ath party and 

the need to belong to it then survive or prosper in Iraq sheds light on just how destructive 

of a process the Deba’athification movement under the coalition was. From this it is 

plausible to determine how the cycle of fear and violence spilled into the post Ba’th Iraq 

as it was incredibly pervasive in Iraqi society for decades; this dissertation addresses 

these nuances as many scholars, specifically of military background, do not engage with 

how this old system continues to infiltrate into current life in Iraq. The scholarship on 

early Iraqi relations is the starting point for issues of identity and agency that will be 

common themes throughout much of the research in this field and is pinnacle in this 

dissertation’s research on sectarianism. 

Iraq’s history exhibits continuity even in the modern day as colonialist tropes still 

prevail. Benjamin Isakhan’s research regarding democracy and religion in the Middle 

East discusses the tropes of colonialism and the tactics the West used to support the war 

efforts in Iraq. Isakhan explicitly names Western media as a promoter of for the Iraq war, 

drumming up global support for a colonial enterprise by perpetuating stereotypes and 

false narratives; he deduces this messaging allowed for the invasion,` as people saw Iraq 

 
6 Aaron Faust, The Ba’athification of Iraq: Saddam Hussein’s Totalitarianism, Austin: University of Texas 

Press, 2015. 
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as a problematic nation inhabited by primitive people who needed Western intervention 

to succeed.7 The act of dehumanizing Iraqis in the media allowed for decades of similar 

messaging that is still prevalent today, as such, the role of Western media is another 

pervasive theme that transverses this dissertation. The media is notorious for inflaming 

tensions and relaying biased information but has the potential to be a useful tool of 

dialogue and the spread of important information. 

Isakhan’s work differs from the larger sectarian focus involved in Mandeville and 

Wehrey’s work as it focuses on the role media has in the perpetuation of bias in Iraq; 

what these scholars fail to address is how the media might rectify the false narratives they 

perpetuate. Similarly, Isakhan’s discussion of colonialism in Iraq appears limited in scope 

as he refers to Iraqi postcolonialism which, I will argue, has yet to exist. Leela Gandhi 

asserts postcolonialism will transpire when a nation, or group, is able to make a distinct 

departure from its history of colonization, which is a lofty aim in the hegemonic period of 

globalization, and lends itself to a level of cultural trauma.8 Iraq was occupied for 

centuries and the nation was built on top of Iraqis, Al-Musawi proclaims, and discusses 

the impact the British and U.S. occupation had on Iraqi identity and religion. While Hunt, 

Dodge, and Dawisha discuss the various occupations in Iraq, Al-Musawi focuses on the 

way this lack of power translated to a strong religious and ethnic identity as unifying 

factors for Iraqis.9 Furthermore, Al-Musawi explores the manner in which culture is 

formed in the face of repression by the British, Saddam Hussein’s regime, and the U.S. 

 
7 Benjamin Isakhan, Democracy in Iraq: History, Politics and Discourse, Routledge, 2012. 
8 Leela Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (1st ed.), London: Routledge, 1998. P. 6 
9 Muhsin J. Al-Musawi, Reading Iraq: Culture and Power in Conflict, London: I.B.Tauris, 2006.  
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occupation; his notion of culture from repression becomes a major thread of the critique 

of sectarian offered in this dissertation. 

An analysis of Saddam’s regime and Iraq’s history of colonization leads to the 

2003 U.S. invasion and subsequent colonization of Iraq. Bernard Trainor and Michael 

Gordon describe the planning and execution of the Iraq War in two works from a military 

perspective. 10 During the planning of the Iraq invasion George W. Bush stressed the 

sentiment behind the Iraq invasion was liberation rather than occupation, their work goes 

on to give a military account of what occurred during the planning and execution of the 

invasion in Iraq.11 U.S. government messages such as this is an idea this dissertation 

continues to push against, as the invasion of Iraq was in fact an occupation from its 

planning to its execution. This work provides the basics of information surrounding the 

invasion of Iraq and the supporting reasons for such an event. Trainor was a former 

Marine Corp lieutenant general as well as journalist and Gordon was a military and 

national security correspondent which gives their work a unique perspective of military 

knowledge coupled with the vigor of investigative journalism. From their accounts, 

though they did not explicitly make this statement, one can conclude the U.S. caused 

anarchy, rather than organization in Iraq. Their perspective is necessary to include as it 

provides a glimpse of the dilemmas and obstacles that occurred on a bureaucratic level 

within the Bush administration. Conversely, Thomas Ricks, a journalist on matters of 

national security, approaches the events of the Iraq invasion from a contentious 

perspective. Ricks recounts the numerous areas of fault on the U.S. military and 

 
10 Endgame: The Inside Story of the Struggle for Iraq, from George W. Bush and Barack Obama and Cobra 

II: The Inside Story of the Invasion and Occupation of Iraq 
11 Bernard E. Trainor and Michael R. Gordon, Cobra II: The Inside Story of the Invasion and Occupation of 

Iraq, Pantheon, 2006. P. 56  
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government taking issue with the intelligence, National Security Council, Congress, 

military, and politicians and exposes the true reasons behind the 2003 invasion, including 

the false accusations levied against Saddam Hussein to create leverage for an attack and 

highlighting the problematic discrepancies within the Bush administration’s war 

preparation.12 This chronicle criticizes the lack of planning by the U.S. which is a 

position supported by Ali Allawi as well; both of these accounts highlight the rocky 

relationship the U.S. had with Iraq from the start of the invasion throughout the 

reconstruction period and the desire to recreate Iraq in the U.S.’ image. Incorporating 

scholars, journalists, advisors, generals, and bureaucrats provides a wholistic 

understanding to the situation. 

The history of Iraq including the 2003 invasion and subsequent nation building is 

supported by the work of Toby Dodge; his scholarship focuses on the details of Iraqi 

statehood through the decades and Iraqi self-determination that arose from these 

experiences.13 Dodge notes that occupiers, such as the Ottomans, British, and the U.S., 

believed Iraqis to be too weak and unorganized to rebel against their authority and 

actively emphasized the national divisions to foster a need for assistance.  He names 

Iraq’s leading problems as state led organized violence, corruption, misuse of oil revenue, 

and divisive narratives and identifies Saddam not as the cause of Iraq’s problems but the 

symptom of them. This position is in stark contrast with individuals such as Paul Bremer, 

 
12 Thomas Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq, 2003- 2005, Penguin Books, 2007. 
13Toby Dodge, Inventing Iraq: The Failure of Nation-building and a History Denied, Columbia University 

Press, 2005. 
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head of the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq, who felt it was Saddam who was the 

main cause of modern Iraqi obstacles.14   

Ali Allawi’s scholarship sets the stage for the 2003 invasion of Iraq by 

highlighting the governmental changes occurring in Iraq from the British Empire, then 

focusing on Saddam’s rule, and how Iraq was transformed once the U.S. coalition was on 

the ground.15 Allawi scrutinizes the exclusionary policies in the nation starting with the 

division of land based on ethnic lines under the Ottoman Empire to more recent issues of 

Ba’athification and pan Arabism; all in the pursuit to unify Iraqis of varying ethnicities 

and religious denominations with the largely arbitrary constraints of nation drawing. He 

highlights the “Saddam Problem '', which plagued the U.S. government for decades until 

it ultimately culminated in the removal of the former dictator; through this process Allawi 

demonstrates the compound conspiring by U.S. officials to remove Saddam at almost any 

cost.16 His scholarship also elaborates on the George W. Bush administration’s attempt to 

create an ideal Arab democracy and ally, though Allawi does not discuss the smaller, 

more gory, details of how the Bush administration’s statements, policies, and plans were 

heavily critiqued from within and subsequently those individuals who remained opposed 

to the invasion were silenced. These ignored critiques had an enormous impact on the 

success of the operation and ultimately, the reconstruction of Iraq as Bernard and Trainor 

illuminate in their work. Modern, or “New Iraq '', as it is called is demarcated by the U.S. 

invasion and reconstruction period. James Dobbins, a diplomat and former head of 

International and Security policy at RAND  wrote from the American government’s 

 
14 Paul Bremer and Malcom McConnell, My Year in Iraq: The Struggle to Build a Future of Hope, New 

York, Threshold Editions, 2006.  
15 Ali A. Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the War, Losing the Peace, Yale University Press, 2007. 
16 Ibid. 
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perspective about the conflict between U.S. troops and Iraqis as Iraqis realized the 

coalition would not allow civilians to lead the reconstruction process.17 The 

Deba’athification process, looting, and lack of services plagued Iraq years into the 

occupation; this series of events was pivotal, leading to further Iraqi mistrust of U.S. 

troops.18 Though Dobbins has an inside understanding of the political aspects shaping the 

invasion, occupation, and reconstruction, he does not have the full intra-military 

perspective provided by Bernard and Trainor’s accounts. This does not limit the 

importance of Dobbins’ accounts as he provides a unique insight into public policy work 

via his position with the RAND corporation. The framework provided by the above 

scholars explains the environment and conditions under which the invasion of Iraq 

occurred and the mindset accompanying the reconstruction process.   

The reconstruction period involved the controversial debate of if, or how, Iraq 

would be a secular democracy, which is a contentious topic in the fields of religious 

studies and political science. Regarding the relationship between Islam and democracy, 

scholars such as Hallaq, Roy, and Dabashi lead the field. Dabashi surmised the 

conversation surrounding Islam and the West, and like binaries, unnecessarily put Islam 

in conflict with the West, secularism, and scholarship.19 He identified the trend of Islam 

being discussed as a problem in the years following the September 11th attacks in the 

U.S. and the way such discourse negatively impacts Islam’s image as well as Muslims 

around the world. Dabashi affirms Islamophobia, often a topic of Western scholarship, is 

 
17 James Dobbins, “Who Lost Iraq: Lessons from the Debacle”, Foreign Affairs, 86:5 (2007): 61-74. 
18 James Dobbins, Occupying Iraq: A History of the Coalition Provisional Authority, RAND Corporation, 

2009. 
19 Hamid Dabashi, Being a Muslim in the World, Basingstoke: Palgram Macmillan, 2013. 
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not in fact a phobia, rather, he states, it is a carefully curated hatred of Muslims.20 Like 

Wehrey and Roy, Dabashi discusses the bias of Western media and the need for media 

reform and for the West to stop sensationalizing Islamophobia and Islamic violence. 

Unlike Wehery, who discusses online as a space for violent engagement and the spread of 

misinformation but on the role of the user rather than an entity manufacturing a story, 

Dabashi believes it is Muslims who should correct the false portrayal of themselves in the 

media; this is not a stance supported by this dissertation as Western media utilizes the 

information to their benefit and I assert it is their obligation to tell the truth and correct 

inaccuracies. 

Western assumptions are a pervasive issue in Iraq. Oliver Roy is a political 

scientist who, through writing several works on Islam and globalization, realized that 

government is not a one size fits all system and suggests it is a Western assumption that 

Islam needs to be reformed to participate in modernity and poses a challenge for 

democracy.21 From Roy, one can understand the problem behind mapping democracy 

onto other nations. Roy discusses the rise in Islamic neo-fundamentalism in Muslim 

political parties and the lack of Western support these parties receive as they work to 

center the privatization of their faith, culture, and communities.22 Moreover, Roy 

associates this neo-fundamentalist political movement with the violence associated with 

westernization and the desire to claim an identity and contextualize themselves in the 

face of a rapid cultural shift.23 Roy also recognizes the struggles Islam has with its 

 
20 Ibid. 
21 Olivier Roy, The Failure of Political Islam, Harvard University Press, 1998. 
22 Olivier Roy, Globalized Islam: The Search for a New Ummah, New York; Paris: Columbia University 

Press, 2004. 
23 Ibid. 
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perception and false dichotomy created by the West; his focus on this binary differs from 

Murden and Dabashi in that Roy notes the West’s problem with Islam is that it is not 

secular enough and struggles with how to integrate Muslims into their societies. 

Furthermore, Roy suggested there may be inherent Christianity behind secularization 

which allows Western nations to be more secular and perhaps less possible in Muslim 

nations.24 Hallaq supports this notion, arguing nations with an overt moral capacity will 

have a more difficult time adopting full secularism. Secularism is not a black and white 

issue, most democratic, and self-proclaimed, secular nations still have aspects of religion 

in their public discourse and culture. Secularism, as it pertains to this dissertation, is a 

Western concept in which there is an absence of religion from a public sphere.25 

Moreover. Hashemi suggests secularism is a balance between religion and politics that a 

nation needs to strike within itself.26  

Political scientists and religious theorists often implore alternative governmental 

structures for Muslim majority nations. Wael Hallaq is a scholar of Fiqh, Islamic law, and 

examines the use of law from government and public perspectives. Muslim nations often 

inherit a governmental system from their occupying powers leaving them to reconcile 

post colonialism and new power dynamics; revealing this is why the Muslim nations do 

not completely fit within the modern nation state. This does not imply Islamic, read 

Muslim, majority nations cannot exist, in fact; Hallaq notes Muslims have been 

governing themselves for decades. Hallaq suggests modernity is a Western invention and 

 
24 Olivier Roy, Secularism Confronts Islam, New York: Columbia University Press, 2007. 
25 Nader Hashemi, Islam, Secularism, and Liberal Democracy: Toward a Democratic Theory for Muslim 

Societies, New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. P. 136 
26 Nader Hashemi, Islam, Secularism, and Liberal Democracy: Toward a Democratic Theory for Muslim 

Societies, New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. P. 2 
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like Hashemi, understands modernization to be a traumatic process. This position is 

situated within Feldman and Sayyid who state Islam is already modern, rather; Hallaq’s 

concern is that the modern state places morality as a secondary concern to government. 

He describes the properties of a modern state and suggests in order for a Muslim state to 

be successful it must be organized enough to penetrate culture and society completely.27 

Though modernity necessitates the adaptation to changing elements, the language of 

contradiction Hallaq utilizes allows one to deduce that Islam is not fully modern or ready 

for modernity, which is not the truth of the matter.28 Nader Hashemi concurs with Roy, 

stating despite the common misconception, it is not impossible for Islam and Democracy 

to coexist. While Murden asserts the privatization of Islam poses significant challenges to 

a democratic Muslim majority nation, Hashemi believes rather than bending Islam to fit 

democracy, democracy can fit Islamic needs and adapt to the variable that is religion.29 

Hashemi does affirm Murden’s belief that democracy requires a degree of secularization 

but Hashemi states not only are most Islamic concepts like politics, culture, and 

education not theological in nature and therefore compatible with democracy, but these 

distinctions between religion and secularism are not natural and occur from the top down 

and imposition rather than a natural occurrence.30 Through this understanding one can 

view the struggle to secularize or remove religion from a nation to be both arbitrary and 

harmful to a democracy; a democracy needs to be built by the people and support their 

needs which is contradictory to forced secularization and to any use of force. This 

 
27 Hallaq Wael, The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and Modernity’s Moral Predicament, New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2012. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Nader Hashemi, Islam, Secularism, and Liberal Democracy: Toward a Democratic Theory for Muslim 

Societies, New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. 
30 Ibid. 
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discussion becomes an important conversation when analyzing the Iraqi and U.S. conflict 

surrounding Iraqi secularization. It is also worth noting that scholars can theorize about 

national structure and its plausibility, but it is the state itself that needs to decide on their 

own ruling. 

The analysis of Islam and democracy divulges notions of secularism, its place in 

democratic states, and specifically the role of secularism in a Muslim majority 

democracy; as such, secularism in Islam is another leading theme of this dissertation 

which incorporates the work of Jabar, Hashemi, Roy, and Mandaville.  Peter Mandaville’s 

scholarship reveals issues of Western hegemony and its effect on Islam. Mandaville 

stresses the need for a broader understanding of politics and cultural identity outside of 

religious studies and expanding into the fields of anthropology, postcolonial and cultural 

studies.31 He also writes on the “otherness” of Islam, the level of agency given to Muslim 

citizens abroad, and the way Islam is seen to be disruptive through a limited Western lens. 

Moreover, Mandaville addresses the one dimensionality often assigned to Muslims by the 

West, unlike Dabashi, Mandaville does not place the onus of dispelling this notion on 

Muslims, but rather on Western scholars. This one-dimensional aspect, often supported 

by media portrayals, aids in the dehumanization of Iraqis and allows the stereotypes to 

perpetuate, which is an issue of concern within this dissertation. One of the most salient 

points Mandaville made was the suggestion scholars stop having a “correct”, or 

presumed, answer in mind while asking a question; this is a caution carried through the 

research of this dissertation and the analysis of the scholarship in the field. Mandaville’s 

work underpins the difficulty of Muslim majority nations transitioning into a secular 

 
31 Peter Mandaville, Transnational Muslim Politics: Reimagining the Umma, New York; London: 

Routledge, 2004. 
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society as Islam is both a religion and culture lending itself to layers of religiosity across 

sectors. Similarly, Faleh Jabar, an Iraqi sociologist, discusses matters of religion and 

nationalism in Iraq and the difficulty in separating Islam out of everyday life; though 

Jabar takes religiosity a step further and equates the contemporary notion of 

fundamentalism to that of nationalism. Jabar dissects the struggle over the place of Islam 

in the Iraqi constitution and government, describing the unnatural process of Iraqis 

separating religion and politics and living under a secular state and replacing religion 

with identity; though this book was written prior to the 2003 the invasion of Iraq, with a 

forward added in May of 2003, I apply his analysis of nationalism to the Iraqi invasion .32  

Additionally, Jabar evaluates issues of sectarianism in his work, specifically as it affects 

the Shi’i and, like with Roy, concerns issues of Islamic fundamentalism. He details the 

loss of power Islamic clerics face from secularization and the transformation society must 

undergo to shift issues of law, education, family, and economics from clerics to municipal 

leadership and how this shift in dynamic manifests through factions and political 

conflict.33 

As previously mentioned, large portion of this dissertation concerns sectarianism, 

in which scholars such as Wehrey, Rayburn, and Haddad are imperative as they focus on 

Sunni and Shi‘i sectarian relations in Iraq over the last few decades. Through his 

numerous works, Frederick Wehrey addresses the current obsession academics, 

politicians, and analysts have with sectarianism and, similar to Mandaville, notices the 

push individuals are experiencing to define themselves in opposition to the other.34  

 
32 Faleh A. Jabar, The Shi’ite Movement in Iraq, Saqi, 2003. P. 216 
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34 Frederick M. Wehrey, Sectarian Politics in the Gulf: From the Iraq War to the Arab Uprisings, New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2014.  
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Wehrey supports the multifaceted understanding of sectarianism present in Haddad’s 

work which identifies its cause from internal and external factors and notes that 

sectarianism becomes more prominent during times of stress with groups who have been 

denied political, economic, and cultural agency. 35 He concludes sectarianism is one lens 

through which to view a situation; just as Dodge determines Saddam is a symptom of 

Iraq’s problem rather than the cause, so too can sectarianism be understood by this logic. 

Wehrey’s work highlights the role of media in the sectarian struggle, noting it is easier to 

spread, plan, consume, and initiate violence and for those views to be amplified online. 

What Wehrey does not mention is the accountability academics, politicians, and analysts 

have for portraying these images to the public via Western media.36 Unlike other scholars, 

Wehrey asks the West to step in and reprimand states engaging in sectarianism, 

suggesting sanctions, to keep states in line and curb this behavior.37 Though the West 

should follow through in nations it causes conflict in, sanctions are ultimately not an 

adequate solution as sanctions notoriously cause dire problems for citizens while leaving 

the regimes relatively unaffected.  Cockburn’s research details the problematic nature of 

sanctions in Iraq in the 1990’s when it was reported by the World Health Organization, 

WHO, that many Iraqis were experiencing starvation, resulting in around six thousand 

children dying every month per a 1996 WHO report.38 

National myth is one identifiable factor behind sectarianism; Fanar Haddad’s 

work addresses the competing national myths in Iraq which have lent itself to issues of 
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36 Fredrick M. Wehrey, Beyond Sunni and Shi‘i : The Roots of Sectarianism in a changing Middle East, 
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sectarianism and asserts over the decades national turbulence has shifted power 

dynamics, which has caused both individual and national identity crises. Like Cole, 

Haddad does not see sectarianism as a foregone conclusion but rather an element 

manipulated by authority figures for their own gain.39 Haddad dives deeper into the Sunni 

and Shi‘i division and finds that these identities are also constructed by agents of power 

and do not account for the fluidity of identity. He also understands sectarianism to be a 

mix of internal and external factors supported by the internal cultural majority who define 

national identity, culture, and history. Haddad posits citizens need to see themselves 

reflected in the state for them to support the state and the nation to be successful. This 

dissertation will demonstrate the challenge this is for Iraqis as previously Iraqi citizens 

did not define their government or collective identity but faced harsh divisions along 

identity politics imposed by both American forces and Western media.  

Like Dabashi, Simon Murden also reports on the liberalism of the West and the 

constant polarization of Muslims and the West. Unlike Dabashi, however, Murden 

understands Muslims to live separate lives away from liberalism and rather merge on 

common issues such as refugees, immigration, terrorism, and oil.40 This appears to be a 

binary perception of Islam and liberalism as Murden goes on to question how Muslim 

countries can advance without democratic and capitalist qualities and describes their 

progress as “slow moving”. Furthermore, his work identifies religion as a tool to disrupt 

Western liberalism and recenter one’s identity.41 Murden regards Islamic revival to be a 

response to the social failure in Muslim society stemming from both political and 
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economic failure; this is a challenge to Bobby Sayyid’s belief that Islam is not in need of 

revitalization.42 Part of the conversion on Islamic revival is the Islamic political parties 

that sprung up between 2003 and 2005 and the quest for consistency, control, and 

moralization in a time of chaos. Joel Rayburn’s work encompasses the formation of Sunni 

and Shi‘i political factions in Iraq as a product of the U.S invasion. Joel Rayburn alludes 

to the role of these factions in the 2005 elections as well as the events of al- Maliki’s rise 

to power as Iraq’s prime minister, the proceedings of his tenure in office, and the strife 

resulting from his exclusionary policies.43 Rayburn’s scholarship details the series of 

violent and antagonizing events between Sunni and Shi‘i groups during the Iraqi 

reconstruction process and the development of sectarian identity where there previously 

had been none. His work discusses the conditions and oppression that allowed Daesh to 

take hold of Iraq, like Gerges and Cockburn and concludes that this terrorist group 

resulted from a lack of governance.   

There are numerous theories claiming where sectarianism in Iraq stems from; 

David Ghanim’s work offers an Iraqi perspective on the democratic nation building and 

reveals the identity politics created by New Iraq being built on the rivalry of Saddam’s 

Iraq.44 He identifies the deep sense of victimization in Iraq but unlike Rayburn, Haddad, 

and Cockburn, Ghanim explains the manner in which each group was victimized under 

Saddam’s regime and what elements from this trauma led to the dysfunctional 

relationships between factions. Ghanim relays the tensions between victim and victimizer 

and the violence and responsibility that creates a barrier between groups that is not easily 
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overcome; this was an element the U.S. found themselves utterly unprepared to encounter 

and manage. Many scholars address the preferential treatment of Sunnis under Saddam, 

an aspect that is often over emphasized, and the Shi‘i under the coalition but what is not 

fully explored is how the victimization and dysfunction, coupled with preferential 

treatment, led to the sectarian problems in New Iraq. Often these scholars impart the 

importance of resilience in the face of sectarianism and while that is important, that is 

ultimately a not productive analysis of sectarianism. Instead, it would help to understand 

the factors involved in sectarianism and how to counteract these issues as they happen 

and identify tools to evade sectarianism in the future. Moreover, there is no profound 

discussion regarding the West’s, or the U.S.’, role in combating Iraq’s sectarianism even 

when it is proven that colonialism is a root cause of this epidemic.  

Iraq’s colonialism and imposed descent into democracy had a significant impact 

on its leadership, constitution, and election process. The discussion on nation building in 

Iraq only constitutes part of the discussion surrounding the reconstruction and 

constitutional process in the nation. Moreover, the use of the term nation building needs 

to be addressed as the situation in Iraq goes beyond nation building, suggests Arato, as 

the venture in Iraq was intended to benefit the occupier, rather than the occupied.45 This 

dissertation looks further into the specific challenges both Shi‘i and Sunni communities 

face during this new democratic process. Juan Cole writes extensively about the Shi‘i 

community, their history, struggles, and relationships to other groups including the 

Sunnis.46 Cole asserts sectarianism was not inevitable in Iraq and that, like Dabashi 
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suggests, this tension is a response to a threat, Haddad further concludes that making a 

claim about the inevitability of sectarianism is both alarmist and reductionist. Hagan et al. 

affirms the popular belief that sectarianism was not a question of if, but when, in Iraq due 

to the plethora of internal and regional factors.47 This dissertation follows Cole’s belief 

that sectarianism was a manufactured product in Iraq and suggests this occurred largely at 

the hands of the U.S., though there are certainly other factors in this conflict. Cole 

recounts the struggles of destabilization and agency Iraqis faced following the U.S. 

invasion and specifically the movements and parties of Shi‘i  Iraqis as they attempted to 

collaborate with the U.S. coalition.48 Alternatively Patrick Cockburn reports on the Sunni 

struggles in Iraq and how they materialized to form terrorist groups such as al- Qaeda in 

Iraq and ISIS49.50 Cockburn narrates the challenges Sunnis face between searching for 

government and coalition assistance and finding the need to gain protection, resources, 

and support from neighboring countries. Scholar Fawaz Gerges gives a more in depth 

understanding of the ISIS movement and its role in responding to Shi‘i aggression and 

lack of U.S. support in Iraq.51 Additionally, Cockburn’s work covers the trials and 

tribulations of Iraqis leading up to and during the 2003 invasion, including Saddam 

Hussein’s rise to power and ultimate demise.52  
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Noah Feldman defies the notion that Islam is not compatible with modernity, he 

suggested instead that Islam is modern simply because it exists in modernity. 53 He also 

observes some Muslims are constrained by a law they did not create and was out of their 

control, this is certainly the case in Iraq where citizens have experienced decades of 

colonialism and authoritarianism. Through this idea we can understand the occupation 

and nation building in Iraq; the Iraqis did not have control of the overthrow of their 

former leader Saddam Hussein, and they had little to no control over how the Iraqi 

government was rebuilt. This lack of control can be seen during the reconstruction 

process, specifically through the constitutional drafting process. Bobby S. Sayyid concurs 

with Feldman’s stance regarding Islam being modern; Sayyid states that it is popular 

belief that Muslims are “out of time” and are in need of revitalization; however, he notes, 

Muslims never left, there is no need to have a comeback because they were never gone.54 

Sayyid goes further and questions why the West is the standard of modernity, this 

question of why and how the West is the standard of comparison is a substantial question 

woven through this dissertation. The Western standard, and Sayyid’s question, becomes 

relevant when analyzing the 2005 constitution drafting and elections in Iraq; these events 

were centered around American notions of democracy, secularization, and identity that 

did not fit Iraqi ideals but were superimposed on the nation, nonetheless.  

Research gaps. A small portion of current scholarship addresses the notion that 

sectarianism is not the problem of Islam and highlights the colonial nature at the root of 

sectarianism but still these accounts name religious or political struggles as the reasons 
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behind the conflict. These are vastly oversimplified stereotypes and simply inaccurate 

when we evaluate the actions and events behind Iraqi sectarianism, we can understand 

sectarianism as a product of identity. This dissertation analyzes the ongoing identity crisis 

in Iraq and how centuries of colonialism, authoritarianism, and hegemonic statehood 

have impacted Iraqi identity, culminating in violence during the forced democratization in 

Iraq.  Another portion of scholarship realizes that Iraq is not the image for democracy; 

what is not clearly stated is the reason behind this truth. There is contention and 

conversation surrounding the compatibility of Islam and democracy, in some instances 

utilizing Iraq and its sectarian problem as a reason why it cannot work; however, there is 

little exploration into how a forced restructuring of the Iraqi government into a 

democracy was supposed to yield democratic results. Democracy is by the people, for the 

people, and in Iraq it was neither by, nor for, the Iraqi citizens. This very issue is a key 

factor in the ignition of sectarianism in Iraq during the reconstruction period. Islam is not 

the problem, Muslim nations are not the problem, colonialism is the issue.  

Regarding colonialism, oftentimes scholars refer to Iraq after British occupation 

as “postcolonial” Iraq, but that is far from the truth; the U.S. occupation was also a 

colonial venture and Iraq has yet to experience postcolonialism. This observation is 

reflected in Richard King’s theory of postcolonialism, suggesting post colonialism 

challenges the foundation erected by colonialism.55 The desire to label Iraq as 

postcolonial shifts blame from colonizers to the citizens themselves but as the scholarship 

demonstrates, Iraq continues to be plagued by remnants of colonialism from the 

Ottomans, British, and Americans. Though the above scholarship understands the U.S. 
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invasion to be hegemonic, there is little discussion on what a forced democratization, 

understanding this concept for the oxymoron that it is, means for democracy, pluralism, 

and citizen relationships. New Iraq was intended to be the model democratic state 

providing Western allyship but that cannot occur when a nation is occupied, and 

democracy becomes compulsory.  

Another gap in recent scholarship includes how we, as a Western society, respond 

to these instances of violence created from Western hegemony.56 There is plenty of 

research on media bias and negative portrayal of the Middle East, specifically Iraqis as it 

pertains to the Iraq war, but this work does not suggest how to move forward to correct 

these portrayals ingrained in the public’s perception. Scholars such as Visser, suggest 

methods of media reform but these still do not infiltrate the paranoia and distaste that the 

media has already spread concerning Iraq and its citizens.57 Changing this perception is 

necessary as these narratives lead to political violence, sectarianism, harmful and racist 

policies, and in the most extreme cases, invasions. Western media and the American 

government go on to blame instances of sectarianism on religion and politics, stating it is 

the nature of Islam to be combative, to fight one another for power, and to have negative 

views of America and the West.  

Over the course of my education, it became acceptable to criticize this event and 

even call it what it was, an occupation. At the start of my academic career these kinds of 

analysis were frowned upon and seen as too radical or supporting terrorism. I write this 
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dissertation in part to continue the discussion on foreign occupation and its outcomes. I 

also want to bring this discussion to public spaces like the classroom and communities so 

that others can understand the ramifications of U.S. actions overseas and the profound 

effects acting on assumptions can have. The goal of this dissertation is to bridge the gap 

between academic understanding of sectarianism in Iraq and dispel the common 

misconceptions in a manner which the public can understand. I facilitate the reality that 

Islam does not equate to violence and chaos; to do this I link the policy concerns 

regarding hegemony and Western media to the increase of identity mapping on Sunni and 

Shi‘i Iraqis and the identity crisis this process creates. I also identify the relationship 

between the influence of modern colonialism and the forced democracy in Iraq. 

Furthermore, this dissertation explores the possible relationship between the ratification 

of the 2005 Iraqi constitution and the increased sectarian violence in Iraq as there has yet 

to be research linking the creation and language of the 2005 Iraqi constitution to the 

eruption of sectarian violence in the country. This work utilizes multiple perspectives 

such as religious studies, political science, and anthropology and blends the disciplines to 

produce a work that encompasses a more robust understanding of the problem.  Lastly, 

this dissertation responds to the persistent questions in the U.S, “why does Iraq not want 

our [U.S.] help” and dispel the notion of incompetent, antiquated Muslims combating the 

West, specifically the U.S., because they are unwilling to modernize. This dissertation is 

not intended to be fully comprehensive of all Iraqi groups; rather, I will concentrate on 

the Sunni Shi‘i divide. I do not discuss issues of violence between groups such as the 

Kurds, Christians, and Yazidis who were also involved in sectarian violence following the 

ratification of the 2005 Iraqi constitution. For the scope of this dissertation, only Sunni 
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and Shi‘i relations will be explored.  Additionally, this dissertation will address the 

current state of Iraqi sectarianism, however, I will focus on the year 2003 after the US 

invasion leading up to the creation of the new 2005 constitution and following through 

the aftermath of the first series of democratic elections. 

Methodology 

Theory. This dissertation relies on the methodology and theory of the following 

scholars: Richard King, Mark Juergensmeyer, Clifford Geertz, Leela Gandhi, and Max 

Weber. Their scholarship drew my focus to issues of inclusion, and more importantly 

exclusion, when assessing works as well as ensuring I am contextualizing the issues in 

Iraq within its national context, rather than simply from a Western perspective. Richard 

King recognizes religion as part of a larger picture which includes economics, history, 

law, family, and culture that cannot be simply parsed out.58 King approaches religion 

through a cultural studies perspective rather than from a theological standpoint which 

supports the framing of religion in this dissertation as well, his discernment of religion 

aids in the assessment of the secularist demands the U.S. imposed on Iraq and balances 

his theory with Hallaq which suggests this dichotomy is contradictory. King urges 

scholars to recognize the nationalist discourse, the history of which I will focus on in my 

research and writing of my dissertation. In the same regard, I also utilize Geertz’s system 

of nationalism and successful statehood to assess the events during Iraq’s U.S. occupation 

and reconstruction. Geertz’s four phases of nationalism assert the pattern through which 

new states ascend and attempt to relate and stabilize themselves to surrounding nations as 

well as their own citizens; this process further lends itself to regionalism, which is also 
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evident in Iraq, as loyalties and identities are formed.59 In response to the postcolonial 

lens of King, I also utilize Leela Gandhi's poststructural approach to understand not just 

the people and actions, but the systems that produced these structures.60  

Utilizing King’s theory, I critically examine the method in which the U.S. 

coalition misunderstood the existing power dynamics in Iraq and the impact the 

occupation would have on the population. This impact will be understood in reference to 

Mark Juergensmeyer’s theory of cosmic war which he offers arises when symbols 

become deadly and the struggle for identity becomes so intense the thought of losing this 

conflict is unimaginable, therefore manifesting in a conflict that cannot be solved by 

Western political means.61 Prior to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the United States was in 

conversation with Iraqi exiles to formulate an invasion and intervention plan. These 

exiles were individuals who faced religious and political persecution in Iraq and as a 

result, had not been living in Iraq for decades. This caused U.S. officials to have an 

unrealistic idea of what Iraqi citizens needed in the wake of religious and political 

genocide and dictatorship as Iraqi citizens were largely left out of discussion. One 

instance of this misunderstanding is the deba’athification process and distribution of 

power to Americans without much input from the Iraqis; I argue this reconstruction 

process set the stage for violence. We can also understand this perpetuation of violence 

through Geertz’s notion of new statehood; Geertz offers new nations striving for 
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coherence and community through collective identity and this is one reason why colonist 

imposition creates such harsh interpersonal dynamics in a newly forming state.62  

Furthermore, this dissertation addresses the role secularism plays in drafting of 

the 2005 Iraqi constitution and the following elections. The process of creating a secular 

government is an inherently Western problem which lends itself to King’s theory. During 

the drafting of the 2005 Iraqi constitution there was concern regarding how Islam would 

come to be incorporated in the nation’s laws. While the U.S. imagined a secular Iraq that 

would be heavily modeled on the U.S. and Britain; most Iraqis wanted Islam to provide a 

moral framework for the nation. Despite not being able to fully separate religion from 

government, the belief persists that religion can be separated out from politics, 

economics, and culture, and thus a state can be secular. King claims this ideology to be a 

reduction of religion and limits one’s full scope of knowledge of a culture. The same can 

be said for the U.S.’ secularization of Iraq; religion is not the opposite of secular, and the 

removal of religion does not equate to better governance. Most scholarly discussion 

regarding Islam and democracy debates the possibility of such a government, rather than 

its practicality. Iraq’s 2005 constitution has implemented democracy while also featuring 

Islamic law, shifting the conversation to questions of the role Islam does play in a 

democracy. One such issue scholars affirm is the phrasing of the constitution as the 

largest indicator of the discontinuity among policymakers during the drafting process. 

There was no agreement on how much the state should rely on Islam to govern and what 

that would mean for non- Muslims, or even secular Muslims, residing in Iraq. This 

dissertation will focus on the ambiguity the constitution ultimately contained because of 
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the attempt to meet all party needs while meeting the ratification deadline the Americans 

were set on. The ambiguity caused a weak government and allowed for the formation of 

faction groups which would attempt to fill the void of the state; Long before, Geertz had 

noted that elsewhere such ethnic blocs create direct confrontation between political and 

individual identity in emerging states, causing violence.63 

Methodology. The primary methodologies employed for this dissertation include 

textual analysis, historiography, and archival research. I will use textual analysis to 

analyze the 2005 Iraqi constitution in both Arabic and English to investigate the link 

between increased sectarian violence in Iraq and the ratification of the 2005 Iraqi 

constitution; this will be completed through translation to incorporate Arabic primary 

sources necessary for this project such as the Iraqi constitution, reports from Iraqi 

officials, and Arabic media sources. These sources will be assessed with the following 

factors King highlights in mind; misrepresentation, literary bias, nationalism, secularism, 

and eurocentrism.64 Additionally, I will utilize the U.S. Department of State official 

documentation on the 2003 invasion of Iraq and Iraqi reconstruction period including 

planning documents, public records, court documents and personal reflections in order to 

draw from various points of view. This research will include Iraqi official documents as 

well to ensure all viewpoints are being considered in the narrative. Furthermore, my 

archival research will consist of news media sources reporting on the 2003 invasion of 

Iraq, the Iraqi reconstruction period, the drafting and ratification of the 2005 Iraqi 

constitution, and coverage of sectarian violence in Iraq from both American and Iraqi 
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perspectives. These media sources will supplement the textual analysis and archival work 

to add additional perspective and dimension to my findings.  My scholarship 

encompasses U.S. law, Iraqi law, Islam, Islamic law, culture, and history to push beyond 

superficial power relations and encompass the interworking of the complex history 

behind the Sunni and Shi‘i sects in Iraq. King warns against reducing struggles to simply 

power dynamics, which is often the case in sectarian scholarship. This dissertation links 

the power struggle to the underlying issues of identity which fuel the tensions in the 

region. 

Western scholarship largely perceives culture as primarily homogeneous and 

resembling its own values. The west identifies religion as what stands out and what can 

be seen, without a deeper analysis of what is more difficult to perceive. Furthermore, 

Western scholars distinguish religion through their own lens, this is clear from the U.S. 

actions in Iraq and from a multiplicity of scholarship on the subject; this attempt to 

negate other ideologies in favor of Western values is a part of the process of 

colonialism.65 Richard King demonstrates the need to situate cultures in their own 

context, outside of their conversation with the West; as such, this dissertation goes 

beyond what is obvious from a Western lens and aims to identify the nuances of Islam 

and its role in Iraqi reconstruction.  

King’s notion that power is nothing without culture leads me to delve into the 

cultural and religious factors that ignited Iraq’s sectarian violence. I frame my 

dissertation using King’s model of religion and secularism and classificatory violence 

while heeding Geertz’s caution against creating a universal notion of a culture which 
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hinders one's ability to truly analyze and understand that culture.66 While the actions 

studied for this dissertation; including the 2003 invasion of Iraq, drafting of the 2005 

Iraqi constitution, and the U.S. led Iraqi reconstruction period, are inherently colonial, I 

will utilize King’s post-colonial theory to discern the impact of these events. King’s ideas 

augment Paul Rabinow’s notion to “anthropologize the west”, suggesting scholars dive 

deeper into the culture, politics, economics, and history to establish their inner workings.  

King posits the question; do we really know a group of people, or do we think we 

know them? Only through engaging, studying, and talking can we really know another 

person or group's desires or interests.67  We exhibit classificatory violence when we lock 

people, or groups, into categories without further considering their nuances. It is through 

this lens that I will view the invasion of Iraq, creation of the 2005 Iraqi constitution, 

elections, treatment of Sunni and Shi‘i groups and media representation during these 

events. I aspire to illuminate the role U.S. authorities played in worsening Sunni and Shi‘i  

violence in Iraq by allowing assumptions to stand in for ideas of Iraqi citizens. I will use 

King’s modality to assess which groups were, and were not present, during the drafting of 

laws, the constitution, and the election process and identify whose voices were silenced 

and investigate the impact of these decisions on majority and minority relations in Iraq. 

This dissertation incorporates King’s observation which suggests highlighting and 

uplift marginalized often write our own scholarship in as their voice. Highlighting, not 

overriding, voices is of serious concern to my scholarship and for this reason I will be 

consulting Iraqi media print, archives, and interviews in the original Arabic, along with 
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materials available in English. By incorporating Iraqi news media, public interviews, and 

Iraqi public records, I am including an additional perspective the CPA initially left out, 

Iraqi voices. Geertz suggests, it is not possible to generalize mankind but it is possible to 

understand a culture and to do so one must expose their normalness rather than merely 

their differences or peculiarities.68 I aim to do just that, highlight cultural and religious 

aspects in a manner which amplifies the context rather than ostracizes it and depict how 

the U.S. occupation impacted a post dictatorship society emerging from genocide, 

evaluating sectarian relations and their striving towards democracy. Furthermore, I 

analyze the bias and media scrutiny utilizing Juergensmeyer’s framework with Geertz’s 

reminder that the frenzied approach often taken by the West does not lend itself to 

reason.69 

My work also embodies the theoretical framework of Max Weber’s link between 

status and class and one’s access to power.70 I aim to analyze notions of religious violence 

and their ties to the political power struggle brought on by the ratification of the 2005 

Iraqi constitution. In this instance, I will be utilizing his framework in the background of 

linking the status and power associated with minority and majority relations as outlined 

in the government documents, the 2005 Iraqi constitution, and the degree to which the 

newly privileged Shi‘i and the marginalized Sunnis, responded to those power relations. I 

am utilizing Weber’s desire to find linkages and sequences in a society, rather than 

creating general overarching rules. This research seeks to explore the link between 

sectarian violence and a disruption in the political atmosphere of a former dictatorship as 
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well as demonstrate that sectarianism is not simply a religious response, nor is it an 

inevitable one.  

Conclusion 

Current scholarship explores topics of sectarian violence in Iraq, the Iraqi Civil 

War, and the 2003 invasion of Iraq; however, few scholars consider the relationship 

between the increased sectarian violence in 2005 and the ratification of the 2005 Iraqi 

constitution. My dissertation will use scholarly and archival research to reveal a link 

between the language and nature of the modern Iraqi constitution and the violence that 

erupted within the nation. This dissertation explores the relationship between Sunni and 

Shi‘i relationships in Iraq considering the Iraqi reconstruction period and goes one step 

further to understand the impact the Sunni- Shi‘i  relationship has on democracy in the 

nation. This work evaluates scholarly materials in the fields of Sunni and Shi‘i relations 

in Iraq, the development of the Iraqi constitution, modern Iraq, and Islam in Iraq. The 

available literature centered on sectarianism in Iraq following the 2003 U.S. invasion of 

Iraq reveals several themes; the most prevalent of the themes were the role of democracy 

in Islam, secularization, identity, and colonization. The overview of current scholarship in 

the fields related to my dissertation demonstrates the need for more research regarding 

the identity conflict behind sectarianism and its ties to colonialism and the culpability of 

Western entities, such as the media, in the perpetuation of sectarianism in Iraq.  My 

research employs textual analysis and archival research along with translation work to 

extend my sources beyond the American understanding of events relating to sectarian 

violence in Iraq. I will use Weber’s framing of power dynamics to situate minority- 

majority relations between the Sunni and Shi‘i groups in Iraq. Additionally, this 
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dissertation will be framed using King’s methodology of looking beyond preconceived 

groups and categories to obtain further knowledge than previously assumed knowledge. 

Both King and Geertz allude to colonization being ingrained in the population; decades 

after the colonizers have departed the hegemonic concepts are still internalized lending 

themselves to identity crises that manifest through nationalism and sectarianism, as we 

see in Iraq.  Even with the nuances of post-colonial and post-structural methods and 

theory, this dissertation is still written in a Western academic setting, which may impact 

this study and limit its scope.  

To discuss the topic of sectarian violence in Iraq I first acknowledge the impact of 

the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq and thus, the second chapter of the dissertation 

will summarize the U.S. 2003 invasion of Iraq and argue the event’s significance on the 

creation of the new Iraqi constitution and first democratic elections. Chapter 2 will 

provide an overview of the Sunni and Shi‘i relationship in Iraq, focusing on Saddam’s 

regime through the U.S. occupation but will touch on their interrelation stemming from 

the Ottoman Empire and British mandate. This chapter describes the nature of 

sectarianism and its role in Iraq as it relates to nationalism, politics, and religious 

difference. Chapter 3 presents a comprehensive synopsis of the 2003 U.S invasion of Iraq 

from the planning of the attack, through reconstruction, and ending with the creation of a 

transitional government. The U.S. invasion is understood as one episode of colonialism 

experienced in Iraq and the impact of these occurrences affects community and 

government relationships and alters notions of identity within the nation. This chapter 

will establish the problematic nature of the occupation and transitional government 

process as the U.S. coalition worked largely without the guidance or support of the Iraqi 
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people. Afterwards, I will then explain the conditions under which the Iraqi constitution 

was constructed and aim to identify the impact this document had on Iraqi citizens in 

Chapter 4. This analysis alludes to the problematic nature of hegemony and the 

incompatibility of mapping one nation’s systems and values onto another, exemplified 

through the 2005 Iraqi constitution. Next, I will briefly describe the nature of sectarian 

violence in Iraq during the 2005 elections and draw conclusions as to the impact the 

reconstruction period had on democracy and sectarianism in the nation. Iraqi political 

parties, terrorist organizations, and municipal positions were all afflicted by sectarianism 

in 2004 and 2005 and this chapter will demonstrate the ways in which this took place. 

Lastly, the conclusion will summarize the impact the invasion and reconstruction of Iraq 

had on sectarian relations in the nation and allude to any influence from the U.S. 

occupation or 2005 constitution. The last section will connect the U.S. debacle in Iraq to 

the demonization of Islam, Iraqis, and sectarianism as perceived by the West. I necessitate 

the understanding of the full picture of a situation, such as Iraqi sectarianism, before 

jumping to conclusions. 

In my recent work I facilitate dialogue and pluralism training with international 

university students, predominantly from the Middle East, concerning matters of 

democracy, religion, culture, and dialogue. I employ critical thinking and leadership 

workshops with my students who are eager to engage differences of identity, religion, 

opinion, and so on. This dissertation acknowledges the importance of upholding groups 

different from our own and being willing to incorporate alternative values and concepts 

into our ideologies as well as challenge information we get from sources such as media 

and opposition groups in order to illustrate the dangers of hegemony and its impact.  The 
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sectarian condition in Iraq demonstrates the imperative of social cohesion and critical 

thinking surrounding difference on both an individual and governmental level. I hope this 

work can demonstrate inaccurate narratives that are possible, in order to combat and 

provoke others to think about educating themselves before acting. These are the lessons I 

teach, and continue to hone, as I work with youth from Iraq, and other nations, that 

struggle with sectarianism and perception of identity in their communities.  Youth are 

expressing interest in learning about sectarianism, identity, and its consequences as well 

as discussing how to combat these issues but are not sure where and how to start 

addressing these concerns; this dissertation is one way to start the conversation and 

bridge the gap between political issues and public perception. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Sunni and Shi‘i  Historical Context 

Introduction 

The focus of this dissertation is on Sunni and Shi‘i relations following the 2003 

invasion of Iraq; therefore, the investigation of their relationship, spanning the centuries, 

in it will primarily address the nature of their relationship beginning after the removal of 

former Iraqi President, Saddam Hussein. But for background purposes, in this chapter 

aims to define the nature of the relationship between the Sunni and Shi‘i Muslim sects 

historically in Iraq both before and after the 2003 regime change. The relationship 

between Sunni and Shi‘i Muslims in Iraq has been studied extensively and will be 

revisited to situate oneself in the narrative of sectarianism in Iraq. It is widely assumed 

that Sunni and Shi‘i cannot coexist without any animosity, especially in Iraq where the 

two sects have been pitted against each other; however, these sects managed to live in the 

same region without an outbreak of sectarianism of the magnitude seen in the 2000’s for 

centuries. Sectarianism in Iraq has been a topic of discussion since the Iranian 

Revolution; however, the prevalence and imperviousness of sectarianism did not reach 

deep within Iraq until the 2000’s and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime.71 

The media depicts an omnipresent and inherent struggle between Sunni and Shi‘i  

leading to the perception that these two groups cannot be harmonious with each other or 

handle the religious diversity in Iraq. A brief look into the history of Islam in Iraq 

disproves such a notion. Sunni and Shi‘i have lived together without, what we now call, 

sectarianism. Sectarianism is a broad term and as the Oxford dictionary states it is an 

 
71 F. Haddad. Sectarianism in Iraq: Antagonistic Visions of Unity.  New York: Columbia University Press, 

2011. p. 2.  
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“excessive attachment to a particular sect or party, especially in religion”. However, for 

the purpose of this discussion, we can use Fanar Haddad’s definition which defines 

sectarianism as, “a multiplicity of sects” and can also mean “discrimination, hate or 

tension’ based on differences between sects.”72 This chapter will demonstrate the 

complex relationship between the two sects and why trying to define it solely as 

sectarianism is reductionist.  

Prior to the U.S. invasion in Iraq, there was not such a clear distinction between 

Sunni and Shi‘i Iraqis; in fact, many households were composed of both Sunni and Shi‘i  

members. It was not until U.S troops were asking children if they were Sunni and Shi‘i  

that Iraqi youth began to notice a formal distinction between the two sects. The Western 

media aided in assigning negative connotation to the term, therefore causing the 

discussion of such divisions along sect lines to become sharper, though this is not the 

only reason for such a change. The power vacuum created by the overthrow of the Ba‘th 

regime is responsible for a large amount of the animosity within Iraq.   

There are many factors causing strain on the Sunni - Shi‘i relationship in Iraq and 

to discuss those factors it is important to comprehend the history of the relationship. The 

split in Islam between Sunni and Shi‘i occurred when there was no clear successor to the 

Prophet Muhammed following his death in 632 CE. Shi‘i Muslims believed the Prophet’s 

successor should be a blood relative and therefore supported his cousin and son-in-law 

Ali. Sunni Muslims believed the successor should be someone more familiar with the 

Prophet's teachings and favored the prophet’s father-in-law Abu Bakr. While Ali and his 

supporters recognized the first three successors to the Prophet or caliphs, at the murder of 
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the third caliph ‘Uthman in 656 CE, a permanent split developed between supporters of 

Ali and supporters of ‘Uthman, which later morphed into the Sunni-Shi‘i division. Today, 

Sunni and Shi‘i are two of the main sects in Islam with approximately 90% of Muslims 

being Sunni and 9% being Shi‘i .73  

Both Sunni and Shi‘i  Muslims believe the same core beliefs such as abiding by 

the Qur’an and the five pillars of Islam, are monotheistic, agree Prophet Muhammed is 

the final messenger in Islam, and believe there will be a day of judgement.74 Their 

differences, beyond the Prophet’s successor include the manner in which they perform 

Wudu 75, Salat 76, and Sawm77 as well as the way in which they interpret the Qur’an and 

Hadith.78 Within each sect there are numerous branches that further differ on 

interpretation; for the Shi‘is those include Twelver, Isma‘ili, and Zaydi, while for the 

Sunnis there are the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi‘i, and Hanbali schools.79 While these groups 

have attributes that make them unique, the boundaries between each sect and branch is 

not as clear cut as modern analyses of sectarianism would claim to discern.80 Their 

differences are not exclusively based on prayer methods or Qur’anic interpretations, but 

on the identity and culture built within their respective communities. These attributes are 

what contribute to power, politics, and agency outside of their local communities. It is 
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important to decipher whether these religious differences cause a political rift in Iraq or if 

politics is being mapped on to non-political actions. This chapter will address the 

relationship of Sunni and Shi‘i groups in Iraq which will allow for a more comprehensive 

approach to understanding sectarianism in Iraq in a later chapter.  

There are many causes which support the rise of sectarianism that occurred in Iraq 

during the 2000’s and 2010’s. Iraq has been colonized since the Ottoman Empire and the 

nation was built without the voices of Iraqis in mind; furthermore, centuries and decades 

of social, political, and economic stress caused Iraqis to have narrow vision and shape 

their identities away from the public sphere due to continuous repression.81 These 

circumstances cause mistrust amongst groups competing for survival in a nation. Before 

further addressing sectarianism in Iraq and its associated causes it is first imperative to 

understand the history of Sunni and Shi‘i groups in Iraq which is a problem between 

these two groups of Iraqi Arabs.82  

Religion in Iraq has been mixed with history, politics, national interests, and 

foreign occupation to encompass many issues and blur the lines between divine belief 

and national discourse. This brings a new level of judgment and privilege to Iraqi citizens 

from both internal and external factors. Those who have the power and authority to speak 

on behalf of a group, in this instance Sunni or Shi‘i, are in a role to direct the narrative by 

playing to religious history and lending legitimacy to their claims, which later becomes 

expressed through political parties. The desire for legitimacy has been ongoing and under 

Saddam’s regime the Shi‘i struggled for power; however, following Saddam’s removal it 

was the Sunnis who needed to assert their legitimacy. It is this power struggle that blurs 
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the line between religion and politics, beliefs and sectarianism, and Sunni and Shi‘i. 

Authority and legitimacy have a large impact on collective memory and the connection of 

groups from past to present in their communities.83 Legitimacy impacts the way Shi‘i 

groups relate in comparison, or opposition, to Sunni groups through civic engagement, 

community action, protests or resistance movements, and municipality decisions.84 

Groups vying for authority put emphasis on identity, often where one group 

defines themselves in opposition to another group. As such, religion and ethnicity are 

methods to create and understand identity. However, the categorization of Sunni and Shi‘i  

sects is not clear cut and does not account for the elasticity between the groups. The 

discussion of these groups as separate was not part of an international discourse until 

after the Iranian Revolution when it became politically expedient to discuss Iraqis in 

terms of Sunni or Shi‘i groups.85  

Sectarianism  

Tensions have existed between Sunni and Shi‘i groups since the death of Prophet 

Muhammad, and while it is important to understand this division, this initial schism is not 

the focus of this dissertation. However, a brief discussion of the divide and these sects is 

relevant to the discussion of Iraqi sectarianism. Sectarianism is a form of othering that is 

a byproduct of nationalization. Nation building did not exist in the modern sense in 

Europe until about the sixteenth century and then began dividing up land, and people, in a 

relatively arbitrary way depended on who was drawing the national lines and what they 
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were drawn around, trade for example.86 In order to create cohesion and community, 

nations needed to believe in a shared narrative with a history and symbolism. Meaning 

must be created and attributed to this new land boundary in order to foster loyalty inside 

the state rather than on externally linking factors that may group people regionally like 

ethnicity and religion alone. This type of development of nationalism scarcely began in 

the non-European world before the end of the 19th century.  

The divisiveness in Iraq following the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq was not a new 

phenomenon. Political tensions across religious and ethnic lines have existed since the 

Ottoman Empire, been carried through to the British colonization of Iraq and persisted to 

present day. What has changed in this politically charged environment is the way the term 

sectarianism is used to both explain and dismiss problems in Iraq. Sectarian issues 

became synonymous with an Islamic problem, and violence, political instability, and 

conflict become equated with Islam. Group tensions were documented when the Ottoman 

Empire divided Iraq into three provinces, which allowed for the consolidation of Kurdish, 

Sunni, and Shi‘i ethnic groups based on the geographical barriers, which became Mosul, 

Baghdad, and Basra; however, these lines did not coordinate with the groups exactly and 

internal shifts and migrations occurred through the centuries.87 Iraq has been home to 

numerous empires and ethnic, political, and national boundaries have shifted over the 

years which contributed to the shifting pluralistic and political relationships of Iraq. 

Furthermore, the struggle for identity has been present in Iraq since the end of World War 

II when the British directed the creation of a national identity in Iraq through Arab 
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Nationalism which allowed for the exclusions of Shi’i Iraqis who had similarities and ties 

to the Persians of Iran.88 The Iraqi nation has been molded to the agenda of the various 

occupying forces: an ethnic center, the heart of civilization, a thriving protectorate, and 

the first Arab democracy. These efforts put aside the needs of the groups who inhabit Iraq 

and caused further turmoil. Throughout the decades anxiety and trauma increased the 

volatile response to identity through instances of exclusion, notes Khalil Osman.89 The 

pursuit of one national narrative that does not represent other national groups results in a 

contestation of agency at the concern of being excited from the narrative.  

History of Shi‘i  

The Shi‘i support Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son- in law, as the rightful 

successor upon the Prophet’s death. It is widely believed by Muslims that Prophet 

Muhammed did not name a successor; however, the Shi‘is usually claim the Prophet did 

name Ali his successor after his last pilgrimage on March 10th, 632 CE, leading Shi‘i  

Muslims to believe that Ali should have been the Prophet’s direct successor as imam or 

leader.90 Shi‘i  observe a more rigid leadership, compared to Sunni Muslims, which 

requires spiritual leadership from Imams rather than political leadership from a Caliph.91 

Another important aspect of Shiism is the celebration of the martyrdom of Imam 

Hussain, one of twelve venerated Imams, which occurred on October 10th 680 CE, 

through processions with self-flagellation, storytelling, and a pilgrimage to Hussain’s 

shrine which remediates for their sins. Imams provide intercession to the Prophet 
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Muhammed and that this role is necessary to achieve salvation. 92 There are a few other 

differences between the Shi‘i and Sunni sects which include the Shi’a practice of mut’a, a 

temporary marriage, and taqiyya, which allows one to deny their beliefs in the face of 

persecution. 93 While most Muslims in the world identify as Sunnis, the Shi‘is are the 

majority Muslim group in Iraq. Due to centuries of colonial and authoritarian rule, the 

Shi‘i in Iraq began to form close knit groups in order to advocate for themselves and 

accommodate their own needs. 

While most Iraqis are Shi‘i  this was not their primary affiliation, instead aligning 

first with their tribe.94 Over the course of the nation-state of Iraq since 1921, the focus 

was on being Arab rather than being Muslim, a period which lasted from King Faysal 

through Saddam Hussein: this helped the Shi‘i  affirm their nationality even when they 

were the religious minority.95 The Arab focus did not stop the Shi‘i  from being excluded 

from political and cultural spheres.96 The Ottomans tolerated the Shi‘i  and left them to 

themselves as long as they stayed peaceful, followed the laws, and paid their taxes.97 This 

allowed the Shi‘i  to form their own communities, schools, and tribes which set 

precedents for the centuries to come. Furthermore, under Saddam’s Iraq, the Shi‘i were 

victimized through his violent policies which created a new polarization between the 

Sunni and Shi‘i . These policies further polarized the two sects into victims and 

perpetrators which was a sentiment which carried through the regime change.98 Being 
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marginalized from state influence had its benefits for the Shi‘i  like their ability to create 

autonomy and to operate below the radar of the ruling party; sanctions and external 

support in the region also strengthened the Shi‘i  ability to rally power and be ready for 

when Saddam was overthrown.99 This was a problem for Sunnis and Saddam’s regime, 

given the level of political influence Shi‘i Imams had in neighboring Iran and in turn in 

Iraq.100 Shi‘i  were constructing movements in tandem with Communist, Ba’ath, and 

secular ideologies and as a result Shi‘i  clerics were confronted and their families harmed 

as a result of their influence.101 

Being a demographic majority in Iraq did little to help Shi‘i  advocate for their 

own group. When politicians raise a seemingly Shi‘i  issue it is often viewed as a 

sectarian act, working against not only Iraqi unity but Arab unity as well.102 The few Shi‘i  

bureaucrats faced the burden of representing all Shi‘i  constituents and simultaneously 

faced the problem of being labeled sectarian if their actions were in their own group’s 

best interests rather than in alignment with the Sunni ideologies.103 Shi‘i were accused of 

having allegiance to Iran, with whom they had more in common religiously and 

politically,  rather than to Iraq and the pan Arab cause; this became more frequent after 

the Iran- Iraq war where Sunnis did not trust the Shi’a to be loyal to Iraq.  These political 

disagreements caused over 100,000 Shi‘i to flee Iraq for refuge in Iran during the 1980’s 

and 1990’s.104 Shi‘i activism began to be branded as sectarianism and Iranian activism at 
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this time. Shi‘i citizens were accepted into the military, bureaucracy, and politics at a 

much lower rate than their Sunni counterparts as they were believed to favor Iran and 

their interests over Iraq’s.105 

After the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq the Shi‘i were able to play a larger role in 

Iraq as the nation’s demographic majority and they were able to assist American forces 

shape Iraqi politics to a further extent than Sunni Iraqis. The restructuring of the Iraqi 

government afforded the previously marginalized Shi‘i positions of power; they used 

their authority to declare sect and ethnicity as the primary means of political organization 

so that the governing body can be truly reflective of the people it serves. Over the 

decades Shiism developed a political agenda which involved the Islamization of Iraqi 

society with the ambition to purify the national consciousness.106 Shi‘i transnationalism, 

which extended their reach beyond the Iraqi border into Lebanon, Iran, and the larger 

Gulf region, is one such instance of the politicization of the Shi‘i sect. Shi‘i 

transnationalism allowed the Shi‘i to assemble and advocate for their own rights; Sunnis 

understood this movement as further proof that the Shi‘i were not loyal to the national 

cause.107 Iraq’s reconstruction became Shi‘i -centric at the expense of the Sunni citizens 

which led to further mistrust and suspicion amongst the two sects and as a result a 

conflict over national loyalty was further aggravated by the American presence and 

transition in Iraq. Sunnis were concerned there would be retribution and punishment from 
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the Shi‘i victimhood that emerged from the Saddam era while Shi‘i  were concerned 

about maintaining agency and seeking justice for years of oppression.108 

The 2005 election cycle was especially baleful for sectarian tensions in the nation 

and was a culmination of years of tension between Iraqi sects. The Shi‘i majority in 

government began to fracture in the time between the removal of Saddam Hussein in 

2003 and the election of Nouri al- Maliki as the first prime minister in December of 

2005.109 Iraq experienced several Shi‘i militant movements that emerged in response to 

their subjugation; the Shi‘i community is not in agreement on social and ideological 

issues, causing competition within the sect. The divide only increased as the election 

drew near, as varying Shi‘i factions had differing ideas on who should be Iraq’s new 

leader.110 Many Sunni parties chose to boycott the elections as they did the drafting of the 

Iraqi constitution.111 Regardless of his lack of overall political support, al-Maliki was 

backed by the vast majority of Iraqi politicians and the U.S. and ultimately won the 

position.112 Al-Maliki’s exile under Saddam meant he posed little threat to the plans of 

the Iraqi or U.S. politicians looking to revamp the country.113 This first election cycle 

foreshadowed how dangerous elections would be in the following years; what followed 

was literal and structural violence as the population balanced emerging from a 

dictatorship to a new power structure. The transfer of power in Iraq to the Shi‘i majority 

did not happen without opposition and the Shi‘i faced violence not only from Sunnis but 
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from competing Shi‘i factions as well.114 Shi‘i groups wanted to hold Sunnis accountable 

for their actions under Saddam Hussein’s reign; those who had been exiled under the 

former regime returned to Iraq with a desire for vengeance and wanted retribution.115 

These groups wanted reparations and to purge the nation and bureaucracy of the Sunnis 

who had run a 30-year anti-Shi‘i campaign in their view.  

In Iraq, the Ayatollahs116 worked on behalf of the Iraqi people to provide their 

needs and wants even during the U.S. occupation.117 The Ayatollahs leaned on the United 

Nations for a marker of legitimacy and fought for free and fair elections in Iraq.118 For 

example, Ayatollah Sistani announced that voting was not just a national duty but a 

religious one as well; he wanted Iraqis to vote for cultural cohesion and the removal of 

state violence.119 The Ayatollahs also worked to improve conditions of the Iraqi 

occupation such as lack of municipal services and tried to warn the U.S. leadership that it 

was dangerous to leave Iraqis in squalor and with little agency. Shi‘i Iraqis voted and 

attempted to voice their wants and concerns but after minimal success in being heard 

realized they would not be fully supported by the coalition. 

History of Sunni  

Most Muslims identify as Sunni; however, they are in the minority in Iraq. As 

previously stated, the Sunni Muslims have had different ideological views from the Shi‘i  

stemming since their split in the 7th century. Those who align with the Sunni Muslim 
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tradition believe Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s father-in-law  and close companion, was the 

rightful successor to the Prophet after his death; they also believe that the first four 

Caliphs were legitimate successors to the Prophet.120 Sunni Muslims follow the 

traditional teachings and sayings of the Prophet which is known as the Sunnah; unlike the 

Shi‘i , Sunnis are not hierarchical and rely on fiqh121 to create laws and moral order in 

society.122 The Sunni community relies more on tribal connections even in larger cities in 

Iraq.123 

Since the Ottoman Empire, the Sunnis have been embraced over the Shi‘i  by the 

rulers, a situation which continued under former President of Iraq, Saddam Hussein, as 

well.124 Throughout Hussein’s rule, he leaned on divisiveness and fear to maintain control 

which allowed the Sunnis a level of privilege which included access to better jobs, 

schools, and positions within the bureaucracy.125 Hussein’s push of Pan Arabism was an 

attempt to get Iraqis to remain loyal to their state and was a largely Sunni effort which 

stressed an Iraq-first mentality.126 The call for national unity under Saddam paved the 

way for Arab unity and an attempt to create a homogeneous identity shying away from 

sectarian identities. While this was the goal, Saddam’s policies favored Sunni groups and 

the call for Arab unity marginalized the Kurdish Iraqis.127 Once Iraq was under U.S. 
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transitional control the power shifted from the Sunnis to the Shi‘i, whom the American 

forces attempted to embrace. This power imbalance happened rapidly and caused great 

concern to the Sunni Arab community who were not accustomed to being treated as the 

minority demographic. 

American-issued policies during the Iraqi reconstruction period further 

complicated life for Sunnis. One such issue was the de-ba’athification ordinance which 

removed anyone who was part of the Ba’ath party from being able to hold a civil service 

position. De-ba’athification targeted mainly Sunnis because to work in the public sector, 

even as a nurse or a teacher, under Saddam Hussein’s regime one needed to be a 

registered Ba’athist and most of those bureaucratic positions were held by Sunni 

citizens.128 The majority of the Sunni bureaucracy was now banned from participating in 

government which caused a rise in tensions which will be discussed in depth in a later 

chapter. 

The new Iraqi government, along with American forces, began limiting Sunni 

Arab access to broadcast on radio and television media.129 The U.S. controlled Iraqi news 

and radio stations allotted most, and at times all, airtime to Shi‘i  devotion services, news, 

speeches and calls to prayer.130 This led to increased governmental divisions through 

media, attacks, segregation and displacements coupled with favorited groups throughout 

the reconstruction process caused sects to further cling to their own groups and 

perpetuate intolerance 
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Under Ba’athism the party became the center of nationality, morality, and, after 

the 80’s, religiosity. In the 1980’s Saddam led an Islamic faith campaign to tie the 

Ba’athist regime together with Islam amidst rumors he was not religious in response to 

the Iranian Revolution; this resulted in Saddam adding “God is great” on the national flag 

and sponsoring Imams, linking together Sunni Islam and Ba’athism, highlighting 

sectarian identities.131 Ba’athism took the unifying aspect of Pan-Arabism a step further 

and made any tribal or clan affiliation illegal in an attempt to remove divisions between 

Iraqis; this led to the development of a new cultural symbol and national identity that 

supported the Ba’athist ideology.132 After this buildup of the one party, pan-Arabism, and 

oppression of any non Ba’ath, Sunni ideas, there came the Deba’athification process 

following the U.S. invasion of Iraq. Sunni Arabs faced discrimination, oppression, and 

backlash from their former elite status. Furthermore, Sunni Arabs faced collective 

punishment under the American Coalition Provisional Authority and the new Iraqi state. 

Most Sunni Arabs certainly did not welcome or approve of the American 

invasion, but they were interested to find out what their new role would be under the 

American occupation; it wasn’t until the transitional councils had far more Shi’i than 

Sunni members that Sunnis began to rebel and form their own coalitions.133 The 

December 2005 election demonstrated to the Sunnis that they would not obtain the power 

and status they wanted through democracy or negotiation with Americans, Shi’a, and 
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Kurds. Sunni Arab groups then created Islamic political parties which became backed by 

Syria, al- Qaeda, and the Association of Muslim Scholars. 

The Sunnis felt that the U.S. had handed Iraq over to the Shi‘i, who they did not 

feel had the capacity to successfully lead Iraq.134 Moreover, Sunnis did not agree with the 

Shi‘i  victim narrative and did not think they were able, willing, or ready to share power 

with the Sunnis or Kurds in Iraq.135 Unlike the Shi‘i, Sunnis did not plan and organize for 

a post-Saddam, or post-Ba’ath, phase to the same extent.136 Sunnis went back to their 

tribal cities following the deba’thification ordinance and worked with their smaller 

communities, rather than as a large Sunni block.137 The lack of planning and cohesion is 

one reason why the Sunnis had less success than the Shi‘i  when fighting for their 

authority. The marginalization is also what helped lead to the Sunni formation of the 

Islamic State, Daesh. This is another example of the problematic nature of the division 

between the Sunni and Shi‘i sects being political rather than religious. Once the Shi‘i 

were governing, they began denying Sunnis’ access to resources and positions and 

transformed Baghdad into a predominantly Shi‘i city.138 As a result, Sunnis resorted to 

violence to coerce the Shi‘i back into capitulation.139 

One such outcome of this power shift was the Iraqi Sunnis protesting the vote on 

the 2005 Iraqi constitution. Sunnis released a statement requesting intervention from the 

United Nations and Arab League when their objections to the constitution were 
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ignored.140 When the constitution passed it did so without much of the Sunni vote and 

mainly having Shi‘i, Kurdish, and American support. Sunni objection to the New Iraq 

continues to plague the nation and has lent itself to an increase in violence. Once the 

constitution was in effect it was the concrete truth of the Shi‘i majority holding 

substantial political weight in a relatively unprecedented legal sense.141 This was an idea 

Sunnis had to conform to and adjust accordingly as a group over the coming years and 

was yet another political rift between the two groups. 

Religion or Politics? 

As Mohammed Sabbar noted, we are living in a media age in which media reports 

influences the public perception and actions.142 Overall, media literacy is a skill on the 

rise but not all parties have the capability to think critically about what they are 

consuming or to include various perspectives into the conversation.143  While debating 

the cause of sectarianism we cannot neglect the role the media has in its portrayal as an 

often inevitable, religious problem plaguing Muslim majority nations. Western scholars, 

politicians, and media have discussed at length whether the Sunni-Shi‘i tensions in Iraq 

stem from religion or politics. Some scholars, and the media, portray the Sunni- Shi‘i 

relationship as one of turmoil and hatred from the very beginning, but in instances of 

conflict there is a cause and effect that goes beyond religious beliefs. The decades 

following the Iranian Revolution have seen conflicts between Sunni and Shi‘i becoming 
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increasingly more militarized.144 There are intra-sect conflicts that are more striking than 

the Sunni and Shi‘i divide but that is not what is commonly portrayed. There are many 

elements involved in these conflicts outside of religion such as geographical borders, 

tribal affiliation, ethnicity and so on. That is to say nothing from the outside political 

intervention plaguing Iraq for decades, which helps to intensify and militarize this 

situation. This ongoing conflict between the Sunni and Shi‘i  became understood as a 

sectarian problem, largely attributed to religious differences. While ethnic and religious 

affiliations rose in the 1990’s; it wasn’t until after the 2003 invasion the term sectarianism 

became so widely used.145 

Western media harps on the notion that Islamic religious groups are utilizing the 

Qur’an and religion to provide a moral and religious rationale for their violence. Often, 

this is a media imposition on the situation, but in the instance of terrorist groups such as 

Daesh, or ISIS,146 as the group is called in the West, the group leaders utilized the 

Western agenda and did in fact use religion as a front for their own political gain. Daesh 

does not have a real connection to the religious reasons behind their actions; these 

religious connections allow group participants to take on tasks they normally would not 

be due to moral reasons.147 Examples of this theory includes suicide bombings or the 

murder of civilians. The leaders of these groups are manipulating religious doctrine to 

their own ends in order to motivate followers into doing the work they deem necessary, 

not the work Islam calls for. This kind of motivation and manipulation typically 
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necessitates a charismatic leader who can utilize this smoke and mirrors technique. For 

these reasons, the line between politics and religion have been blurred in Iraq. It is 

difficult to tell at first glance what is a religious motivation and what is politics disguised 

as religion. It is also imperative to note the term religion is often used by the West in a 

negative manner. 

Daesh  

Daesh148 materialized after the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime and the 

failure of the interim American government to adequately provide for the Iraqi citizens 

following the destruction of municipal services and decades of sanctions.149 The U.S.’s 

narrow scope in Iraq caused the Shi‘i and Kurds to be elevated at the expense, and to the 

exclusion, of the Sunnis, causing Daesh to step in and fill the void for the Sunni 

community.150 Al- Baghdadi emerged as the leader of Daesh and claimed to be capable of 

filling the gap of the government and able to succeed where they have failed.151 Daesh 

would fill an institutional void after the fall of Saddam, unifying the nation under religion 

and a national cause of purifying Iraq. The Sunnis formed this militia to protect their 

communities after the deba’athification process, and Shi‘i dominated the American 

reconstruction process which resulted in punishing Sunnis via deba’athification and 

removal from important positions and decisions. In this instance, Sunnis are not 

coalescing with other Sunnis due to religious beliefs, but in response to a power 

imbalance. Daesh sprang up due to Sunni marginalization and systemic changes in Iraq 
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along with corruption and abuse of power, conditions which also allow for terrorism to 

take root.152 While Daesh was a political solution to a political problem utilizing a 

religious name, the appearance of Daesh in Iraq raises further religious questions 

concerning Sunni counterterrorism. Sunni members of Daesh who acted out against Shi‘i  

were accused of terrorism and held indefinitely in prisons without due process and, at 

times, tortured along with their families.153 These steps caused tensions to surge between 

groups in Iraq and furthered the perception that this was a cleavage along religious lines.  

Al- Baghdadi drew on average Iraqi citizens from rural and tribal affiliations, 

rather than social elites, to join his organization; these individuals felt victimized and 

were searching for justice.154 State uncertainty allowed for the rise of non-state actors 

with a totalitarian militant agenda. Al- Baghdadi, and other Daesh leaders, create 

moments that can be sensationalized and allow for the perpetuation of the theme of 

religious violence in Western media.155 While the media conflate the terrorist 

organization with Islam, being Muslim has little to do with the group’s core beliefs. 

Daesh is not a religious organization as they do not use any scholars or theorists; 

additionally, Daesh leaders use social media to appeal to troubled Sunni youth who are 

facing identity issues. Deash intends to remove sources of idolatry, degrade secularism 

and pluralism, and refute Western ideology, throughout Iraq.156  

As previously mentioned, one way to explain the contention between Iraqi Sunni 

and Shi‘i groups is through a religious lens. There were times where the groups worked 
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together to further their own interests, suggesting the issue is not centered on an 

irreconcilable religious divide. Both groups share the rich Islamic history of the region as 

well as the culture that produced the roots of civilization in Mesopotamia. Recently, the 

groups have protested side by side for political reform in 2022, 2013, and again in 2019. 

Da’wa 

Another political movement utilizing religious support is the Da‘wa party; the 

Da‘wa movement, meaning “the call” in Arabic, was conceived by Shi‘i  Iraqis under the 

Pan-Islamic movement with the goal of bringing everyday Iraqi citizens back to their 

Islamic traditions.157 Initially the group organized in 1957 with the goal of improving the 

nation rather than with the aim of holding power, but this was a goal that the party did not 

see through. The party hoped that, by bringing Islam back to the Iraqi people in full form, 

it would then be able to establish an Islamic government for the nation.  Following the 

Iranian Revolution, the Da‘wa party began to transform into a group seeking political 

power over religious purity and began to take on aggressive techniques utilized by the 

Ba’athist regime.158 The Da‘wa party developed alongside the Ba’ath and Iraqi 

Communist party; however, under the Ba’athist regime the Da‘wa party was removed 

from the public sphere and public Shi‘i events were banned in order to remove any 

chance of a Shi‘i uprising.159 The Da‘wa party was able to regain public support during 

the American occupation. Nouri Al- Maliki emerged from the Da‘wa party as a 

contending leader of Iraq and eventually went on to become the President of Iraq from 

2006 until 2014. During his time in power, he turned inward to his cabinet for all 
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decisions and isolated the public and other groups while making decisions.160 The role of 

the Da‘wa party has become increasingly problematic over the years and their agenda 

remains politically routed rather than religiously motivated.  

Sadrist  

The Sadrist movement is another illustration of politics fronting as religion. 

Originally derived from a religious movement in the 1990’s, the Sadrists gained support 

in response to Daesh when Shi‘i cleric, Muqtada al- Sadr, urged the Mahdi militia to 

mobilize against Daesh.161 Muqtada al-Sadr was a member of a family of Shi‘i clerics 

and began his movement with the mission of serving the underprivileged.162 In the mid 

2000’s the Sadrist party shaped themselves in the image of Hezbollah in order to 

militarize and gain influence.163 The party was able to control public services making 

themselves necessary to Iraq and attempting to follow through on their mission of public 

good; however, Sadrists continued to attack those whom the group found to not be in 

accordance with Islam. Like the Da‘wa party, during the U.S. occupation, as the Sadrist 

group grew, they began to want power and attempted to control Najaf.164 Some Iraqis 

joined the group to protect themselves from Daesh’s ruthless actions and others joined to 

fulfill their dream of Shi‘i  taking full control of Iraq.165 The Sadrists began to irritate 

other Shi‘i groups and eventually their militants became violent and participated in the 
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Iraqi Civil war; in one such instance Sadrists gunned down Shi‘i  at the shrine of Imam 

Hussein.166 Unlike the Da‘wa  party, the Sadrists were largely against the American 

forces in Iraq as they felt the U.S. was trying to remove Islam from the nation as part of 

their colonization strategy.  

A look at the various Sunni and Shi‘i political parties demonstrates that even intra 

Muslim sects were at odds with one another over control of major cities and positions of 

power, further implying the core issue in this Sunni- Shi‘i conflict goes beyond religious 

difference. Furthermore, during national protests in 2011 and again in 2013, Sunni and 

Shi‘i  groups worked together to convey their point to the government proving they are 

able to come together over issues and their divide is not irreparable nor does their religion 

dissuade them from being civil to one another.167 Religion provides communal functions, 

identity, belief systems, cultural attachments and narratives to a group of people which 

helps them navigate their environment. It is one way to understand oneself in comparison 

to others. Religion is not an inherently binary system that removes cooperation or 

integration of other aspects into its system. 

 In the instance of the Sunni and Shi‘i division in Iraq this tension began over a 

discrepancy in leadership and was able to develop into a civil war because of underlying 

political tensions, ongoing power disputes, marginalization, and censorship which led to 

eventual rebellion. The power struggle between Sunnis and Shi‘i which had existed since 

the Ottoman Empire increased during the 1950’s when Shi‘i  became more educated and 

thus sought positions in municipalities in a formerly Sunni dominant sphere.168 Sunnis 
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were concerned that Shi‘i  would dominate with their agenda and opinions as Shi‘i  were 

the majority population in Iraq. When Shi‘i were not able to obtain prestigious or 

government positions they turned to their own devices and formed their own groups in 

which they could affect their communities. This led to the Shi‘i being prepared for 

government control upon the removal of Saddam Hussein and an increase in hostility 

between the Sunni and Shi‘i . Local clergy attempted to provide better circumstances for 

their communities and became corrupted by power. Religion exists inside a political 

struggle of power and has to stand the pressure of history, philosophy, and culture; while 

it is not possible to separate religion from other categories, it is possible to understand 

that religion itself is not the cause for such a violent and arduous tension between sects.169 

The political and economic climate in Iraq contributed to the hostility of the U.S. 

invasion and transitional government allowing Iraqis to act on tensions, hatred, rivalries 

and harm others for revenge or political gain.170  

Civil War 

After the 2003 U.S occupation, Sunnis were concerned about separatism, Shi‘i  

Islamism, and foreign occupation which made them fearful of change in the New Iraq. 

Sunnis began to form their identity around state opposition, which was also seen as Shi‘i  

opposition. Shi‘i, conversely, were attempting to reverse the binary with or against us 

attitude of the Saddam era but over time adopted much of the same attitude when the 

Shi‘i  groups began to militarize and seek exclusive power. The Iraqi civil war is another 

instance showing that the Sunni and Shi‘i divisions go beyond religion and are a political 
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rivalry. The Iraqi Civil War has been a topic of media scrutiny and scholarly discussion 

for almost two decades. Aspects like who is to blame, when did it start, and did it end? 

are contested in the field. One can ascertain the Iraqi Civil War emerged from power 

imbalances and lack of pluralism in the national narrative, both during times of 

dictatorship and American occupation.  

With the hostility and bloodshed that surrounded Shock and Awe and what was 

named the Iraqi liberation, there was already an air of violence and distrust that carried 

through in the following decade. Life largely controlled by the state up until the U.S. 

invasion and identifying allies was necessary for survival, the lack of political stability 

the occupation brought caused groups to seek safety and power within their own religious 

and ethnic groups, further solidifying the outsider idea that sectarianism was an intrinsic 

quality in the nation. Prior to 2003, the youth didn’t know who they were and had to ask 

parents and thought Sunni was from the north and Shi‘i was just being from the south.171 

Sectarian was a novel term was a novel term regarding Iraq until 2003 when the media 

started to utilize it.  

The Iraqi reconstruction period did not begin as a sectarian venture but Prime 

Minister Nouri al- Maliki utilized sectarian elements, similar to Saddam Hussein, in order 

to build his cabinet, close circles, and establish loyalty. The Americans and Iraqi leaders 

scrambled to create a suitable government as quickly as possible; formerly marginalized 

groups, like the Shi‘i and Kurds, brought their agenda forward while Sunnis also lobbied 

for their agenda to ensure they would not suffer under the new government.172 A select 
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few voices were included during the reconstruction process, most of those being Shi‘i  

since they were the democratic majority and comprised most of the exiled Iraqis the 

American government were working with while planning this initiative. The almost 

exclusive inclusion of Shi‘is caused communities to conflict with one another over 

representation. This conflict was larger than a religious debate, it was one over 

representation, authority, and oppression all while these citizens were heavily armed, 

lacking resources and leadership. 

Causes of Tensions 

If religion is not the cause of the conflict between Sunni and Shi‘i, turning into a 

Civil War, then the next step is to ask, what was? One such contribution is the series of 

regional shocks through the decades that include the Iranian Revolution, the Iran-Iraq 

war, the Iraq war, the Lebanese Civil war, and the Arab uprisings.173  Furthermore, once 

the U.S. forces were in Iraq there was blatant favoritism during the occupation and 

reconstruction period, favoring the Kurds and Shi‘i which did not help to ease tensions 

amongst the groups vying for agency and authority. Throughout the course of the nation, 

politics in Iraq has been weaponized and government policy defined by who was 

considered an outsider.174 Furthermore, issues of primordialism, ethnotarianism, and 

instrumentalism are all factors of the tensions in Iraq.175 Understanding the Sunni - Shi‘i  

conflict, or ongoing tensions in Iraq, as sectarian is just one way to describe a complex 
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issue with political undertones.176 Ethnic and religious affiliations rose in the 1990’s; 

however, it wasn’t until after the 2003 invasion that the term sectarianism became so 

widely used.177  The Sunni- Shi‘i tensions were ignited under the U.S. occupation, where 

an internal conflict gained foreign support and became a global talking point.  

The Western media has played a large role in the recent relationship between 

Sunni and Shi‘i groups in Iraq. The media focuses heavily on the intra-sectarian conflicts 

and decides which narratives will be included and from which perspective the reader will 

hear. The external commentary on this conflict transforms the issue because groups are 

being told who they are and what their group stands for.178 Sectarianism is being imposed 

on Iraqi groups and the repetition of these narratives allows for an air of truth to form 

over the situation. Words are intentionally chosen to pique interest and draw in readers, 

and to do that journalists are choosing their syntax to be more sensationalized than 

truthful in some instances.179 Furthermore, the mention of sectarianism is a media sound 

bite that triggers a particular reaction of fear and hostility but it does not clarify the nature 

of this complex issue; rather, it oversimplifies the conflict by blaming it on a religious 

difference.180 While an explanation like this can be easier to sensationalize and 

understand, it does not adequately depict the problem nor does it aid in rectifying the 

situation.  
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Conclusion 

Iraqi history is often inaccurately reduced to “sectarian” dynamics and some 

scholars argue the increased sectarian violence after the U.S. invasion of Iraq was a self- 

fulfilling prophecy. There is extensive work regarding the destruction the U.S. has caused 

Iraq in multiple facets from the private and public sector, and economically; however, 

current scholarship does not extend its exploration to the role the national constitution 

played in deepening and intensifying the sectarian divide in Iraq. I plan to uncover the 

instances of Sunni and Shi‘i sectarian violence and investigate their connection to the 

laws afforded in the 2005 Iraqi Constitution. New states go through growing pains 

including waves of nationalism, minimal leadership, and uncertainty, all of which occur 

in a highly fragile environment.181 The same is true for the environment in Iraq post 

2003. As the new Iraq decides who they are and what they stand for, the nation is also 

facing foreign occupation and intense media and political scrutiny. During the 

occupation, transitional phase, and reconstruction, Sunnis went from being in control of 

the state to becoming marginalized by the now-dominant, and U.S.-backed, Shi‘i. This 

state conflict is reported on as being largely religious in nature; however, political parties 

like the Da’wa, and Sadrists, and organizations like Daesh, demonstrate that while on the 

surface these issues may appear to be religious, the root of the cause is politics due to 

marginalization.  

The next chapter will provide an overview of the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and 

the implications this event had on sectarianism in Iraq. The case of religious sectarianism 

in Iraq is also a case of religious misrepresentation. The idea that sectarianism in Iraq is 
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inevitable is untrue based on the relationship Sunnis and Shi‘i have had for centuries and 

only the recent escalation in their relationship indicates there is more behind the conflict 

than a centuries-old religious dispute.  Discerning the circumstances whilst sectarian 

tensions were rising will shed light on the nature of the conflict.  
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CHAPTER 3 

2003 U.S. Invasion of Iraq 

Introduction 

Iraq has been the subject of colonization and foreign rule for centuries by the 

Ottomans, British, and most recently the United States. Iraq, as its boundaries lay today, 

was born from the British after World War 1; the borders of Iraq have not been defined by 

its own people for centuries.182 This background of colonialism had a profound impact on 

how Iraq emerged from a kingdom to a dictatorship and the struggles of the new 

democratic Iraq. The West, specifically the United States, had a profound impact on what 

would become the New Iraq. This chapter will provide an overview for the events 

surrounding the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and an analysis of the invasion itself. Later, 

this chapter will discuss the transitional and reconstruction period of Iraq and its impact 

on democracy in Iraq in the following decades.  During this discussion of democracy in 

Iraq this dissertation employs Hamid Alkifaey’s description of democracy which involves 

citizens freely being able to choose their representatives through a transparent process, I 

would add that in ideal democracy citizens would have representatives who represent the 

true interests of the citizens as well.183  

Before the invasion Iraq was under Western surveillance and under sanctions 

which weakened the nation due to fear expressed by the United States of Iraq allegedly 

having “weapons of mass destruction,” referred to as WMD from here on. More 
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generally, the U. S. invasion of Iraq was an extension of U.S. imperialism in search of 

control of the Middle East and oil.184 The U.S. had an interest in Iraq long before the 

2003 invasion and before the September 11th attacks in 2001 that the Bush administration 

claimed prompted the conflict. The U.S. was looking for an ally in the Middle East and 

claimed to want to help establish the first successful democracy in the Middle East that 

would later become their ally. The U.S. also did not want other countries to colonize Iraq 

in their stead and gain an oil-rich ally in the Middle East. Because they were Muslim-

majority nations, the U. S. government and policy elites saw the Middle East posed an 

obstacle for Western values. Islam and its compatibility with democracy was not 

discussed much before the 9/11 attacks in the U.S. After that, there was an immense peak 

in discussion around Islam’s ability to adapt to multiculturalism, pluralism, human rights, 

and other current issues in the liberal West.185 Bringing democracy to Iraq was thought to 

be an expedient way to create an ally in the Middle East and begin the process of 

democratization in the region. Thus, American policy makers began the process of 

invasion and then mapping American democratic processes and values onto Iraq without 

the understanding that American democracy was tailor fit for America and democracy is 

far from a one-size-fits-all process. Western ideas do not, and should not, be imposed on 

other nations. Islam is not incompatible with democracy, and its degree of compatibility 

changes based on the environment.  

Once in Iraq, the U.S. military created the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), 

which helped institute the Transitional Administrative Law (TAL) which would govern 
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Iraq from 2003 until 2005 when Iraq held its first democratic elections. This transitional 

period was intended to aid Iraqis in becoming familiar with democratic principles and 

processes for them to implement on their own. The American government claimed to 

want a smooth and quick transition over to the Iraqis, though the sincerity sounding this 

idea is dubious; however, their actions led to a long and arduous process. U.S. troops 

were shocked to find how ingrained Ba’athism was in Iraqi society and that in some cases 

Iraqis registered as a Ba‘thist member for the purpose of employment and others for 

power and influence, rather than because they supported Hussein’s ideal Iraq.186 This 

invasion demonstrated the crucial role that nationalism, common history, and ethnicity 

play into the role of nation building.187 The premise of democracy is that it is by the 

people for the people and those who govern the nation do so through the interests, and by 

appointment of, the citizens. Installing democracy and creating laws and governing 

bodies following an invasion is counterintuitive of the democratic process; it goes against 

the very nature of democracy. There are centuries of Iraqi history, but this chapter will 

pick up with the start of Saddam Hussein’s presidency since that became a compelling 

reason for the U.S. to invade Iraq later.  

For a democracy to exist a country needs the following freedoms: freedom to 

form organizations, freedom of expression, the right to vote for all, ability for anyone to 

run for office, political competition, access to media for all, free and fair elections, and a 

government for the people.188 All freedoms need to be outlined and supported by a 

national constitution. Modernization suggests that only adopting Western characteristics 
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is progression and traditional societies are stagnant,  and secularism is one of those 

modern Western ideas.189 Societies that are forced to modernize rapidly often have a rise 

in radical religion to resist social upheaval; Iraq is no exception to this.190 Iraq has had to 

transition from being subjects of an empire and a colony, to citizens, then subjects of a 

dictatorship, and once again under colonization after 2003. 

During the reign of the Ottoman Empire Iraqis experienced a feudal system in 

which they cultivated the land and produced natural resources for the Ottomans.191 

Following the end of WWI the British divided up the Ottoman territory and took control 

of Iraq, and it became a protectorate of Britain.192 The British also divided up Iraq into 

zones of natural resources and enforced this regional, tribal, and feudal system already in 

place.193 Much later, under the Ba’athist regime the Iraqi people were once again 

dependent on the government for income, housing, and food; this sustained a weakened 

Iraqi population who mostly were unprepared for a shift in government. Furthermore, 

once in power in 1979 Saddam removed all political opposition and any perceived 

enemies while installing a police state to ensure ultimate power and control.194 Saddam 

came to power through a series of Ba’athist coups became president 1979. 195 Over time 

the Ba’athist agenda became less of a political party and more of a cult of Saddam 

Hussein; this dictatorship was another reason the U.S used to justify the need to invade 
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Iraq. During the 1990s there was an increase in neo-conservatives that encouraged the 

U.S. to change the Iraqi regime and go to war.196 Under Saddam there was an attempt to 

unite the ethnically and religiously diverse population of Iraq under a banner that 

emphasized Arab nationalism, as that seemed to be the factor that could possibly include 

the greatest number of Iraqis.197 

After 9/11 the U.S. upheld the dichotomies of the Middle East vs the West and 

Islam vs democracy. This invasion was not an existential battle between good vs evil or 

human rights vs genocide, but about the profitable influence and resources of the Middle 

East the U.S. coveted. 198  This invasion was not about liberation or public opinion and 

officials were not concerned with this issue, except as window dressing. Made to seem 

like this was a fight for values against tyranny and genocide, it really was a front for 

imperialism and nation building. 199 The invasion of Iraq was colonization under the 

disguise of regime change. Much like the issue of sectarianism, the topic of regime 

change is surrounded by buzz words the West has created to justify their actions. These 

actions need to be dissected and analyzed to further understand how sectarianism and 

democracy became hot issues and main concerns in Iraq. Sectarianism is simply one way 

to look at Iraq after the 2003 invasion, but it is not the most accurate and is instead an 

oversimplified understanding of what is occurring on the ground.200 Simplifying a 

complex problem makes the situation easier to digest but it does not accurately portray 
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the events nor does it do justice to its subject as others take a moral stance based on 

inconclusive information.201 This is how Iraq has been invaded under false pretenses. The 

U.S. and Bush administration attempted to create a “new world order” in which Iraq, and 

other nations, follow U.S. policies, economics, and systems of government at the 

direction of the U.S.202 As Hinnenbush summarizes, “what went wrong from a realist 

point of view was that ‘extremists’ managed to capture US foreign policy and set it on a 

path at odds with the national interest”.203 The intention was to implement democracy in 

Iraq, hand the country back to its people, and leave the nation as soon as possible; 

however, due to the unforeseen issues outlined above, brevity would not be the nature of 

this occupation. 

Preparations  

There are numerous presumed reasons behind the U.S.’ decision to invade Iraq; 

oil, hegemony, imperialism, liberation, global security, links to Al- Qaeda, etc. From the 

beginning of George W. Bush’s administration, those inside his circle noted, Iraq was the 

number one priority of the administration. Former National Security Council employees 

state Saddam Hussein was convicted of being a threat and a person who needed to be 

removed.204 At this time, other heads of state in Europe and abroad saw the sanctions in 

Iraq as a human rights crisis rather than a preventative measure; these sentiments were 

mirrored with the public both domestically and globally.205 By 1996 the World Health 

 
201 Ibid. 

202 Stephen Zunes, “The US Invasion of Iraq: The Military Side of Globalization”, Globalizations, 

6:1(2009) 99-105, p. 101 
203 Raymond Hinnebusch, “The US Invasion of Iraq: Explanations and Implications”, Critique: Critical 

Middle Eastern Studies, 16:3 (2007)209-228. P 210 
204 Ali A Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the War, Losing the Peace, London: Yale University 

Press, 2007. P. 88 
205Ibid, 64 



 71 

Organization noted that the majority of Iraq was experiencing starvation and around six 

to seven thousand children per month were dying due to the economic sanctions placed 

on the nation. 206 Another public opinion suggests the 2003 invasion of Iraq is a 

consequence of the 1991 Gulf War since Iraq was largely left intact and the U.S. wanted 

to finish what they started.207  

Some view 9/11 as the impetus of the invasion of Iraq but the U.S. had been 

keeping a close watch on Iraq for decades and waiting to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s 

regime. When Bill Clinton was first in office in 1993 he harped on the former Bush 

administration’s inability to address the “Saddam Problem” following Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait in 1991.208 The Clinton administration was focused on preserving US hegemony 

and using military intervention where it was necessary, aiming to be a protector rather 

than a dictator of freedom.209 In 1996 there was a new plan for dealing with Iraq titled, ‘A 

Clean Break – A New Strategy for Securing the Realm’ which supported the removal of 

Saddam Hussein in an effort to support Israel in the region.210 The late 90’s and early 00’s 

saw numerous think tanks, such as the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) and the 

Washington Institute for Near Eastern Policy, working to drum up support for Israeli 

alliances in the Middle East. These think tanks began to produce reports and plans that 

policy makers wanted to institute that strengthened U.S. military and democratic presence 

abroad, provided more robust security measures against those in opposition to U.S. 
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ideals, and supported Israel in its quest for peace and international safety.211 The use of 

think tanks as policy makers circumnavigated traditional foreign policy making processes 

like going through the CIA, and the Department of State, senior officials, and 

governmental agencies. In 1998 senior officials such as Donald Rumsfeld and Paul 

Wolfowitz wrote to President Bill Clinton stating they disagreed with Clinton’s passive 

foreign policy methods in Iraq and that the only effective long term strategy would be to 

remove Saddam Hussein from power and implement a democratic state.212 The Iraq 

liberation act in 1999 outlined America’s relationship with Iraq as well as Iraq as the 

more immediate problem in the middle east and the need to provide repeated weapons 

inspections, instill sanctions, protect the Kurds (Operation Provide Comfort II) and 

support Ba’athist opposition in the country.213  Furthermore, this act assigned funding to 

Ba’athist oppositional forces in Iraq whose mission was to apply democracy in Iraq; these 

forces included; the INA, the KDP, the PUK, SCIRI, the Islamic Movement of Kurdistan 

and the Constitutional Monarchy Movement.214 Following the Iraq Liberation Act was 

the Iraqi National Assembly in October of 1999 which noted the U.S. lack of security and 

support for the Ba’athist oppositional forces inside Iraq.215 U.S. think tanks and policy 

makers continued to speculate on how to best reform Iraq through implementing 

democratic, human rights, federalist, and secularist sentiments in the country.  

The Bush administration honed their focus on Iraq as the main foreign policy 

issue the administration needed to address and the plan was to make Iraq the first 
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successful Middle Eastern democracy as Paul Wolfowitz so stated. The government was 

divided between those who wanted a more realistic solution in Iraq and those who wanted 

a more aggressive approach. On the ground, the U.S. military increased its air 

campaigning with no-fly zones. By 2001 other global leaders were no longer adhering to 

sanctions on Iraq, and Dick Cheney worked to rally support for Saddam’s removal.216 To 

some American officials, this was an opportune time to overthrow Saddam Hussein 

because Iraq had just gone through a war, making the state weaker and the people less 

happy with the state.217 Other military officials were concerned the U.S was choosing the 

wrong target since al-Qaeda needed to be addressed and was a much larger issue.218  

Those wanting to invade Iraq were going to need an irresistible plan to rally support and 

then on September 11th, 2001 they had their reason for war. Even after the 9/11 attacks 

were linked to al-Qaeda, the Bush administration named Iraq as the main priority. The 

administration’s announced plan was to bring Iraq up to speed with the Western world 

including their notions of statehood, secularization, and human rights.219 Douglas Feith, 

working for the Secretary of Defense, stated the administration was focused on Iraq 

because they thought they could link WMD, terrorist organizations, and state sponsors to 

the nation each of these links were essential to dismantle in the Middle East; these issues 

were listed as strategic goals of H. W. Bush’s defense planning guidance in 1992.220  
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After September 11th, 2001, the Bush administration had largely decided to 

address the Iraq problem through military and a new tactic called the war on terror.221 The 

U.S government agencies worked quickly to obtain intelligence that supported the 

narrative about Saddam’s crimes and would lead to Iraqi disarmament and his removal.222 

Think tanks, government agencies, U.S. and Iraqi informants, along with the Democratic 

Principles Group223 put together a “Transition to Democracy” report edited by Salem 

Chalabi and Kenan Makiya that outlined what, supposedly, some Iraqis thought a liberal 

and Western future in Iraq would resemble. This was an unproductive venture though 

because the Iraqi informants involved had been living outside of Iraq for decades and 

some of the agencies had no communication with current Iraqi citizens to know what was 

needed on the ground. This report was a supposition based on what the U.S. wanted to do 

in Iraq and was supported by individuals with an agenda to gain power in Iraq. 

The United States formally claimed Iraq was creating and harboring WMD on 

February 5th, 2003, when Secretary of State Colin Powell addressed the United Nations 

Security Council.224 While former President George W. Bush stated the 2003 Invasion of 

Iraq was to first to remove any WMD in Iraq and second to liberate Iraqis from dictator 

Saddam Hussein, the truths behind these motives have been continuously cross 

examined. Western media often ascertains a correlation between the September 11th, 

2001, terrorist attacks and Operation Iraqi Freedom, as the event came to be named, but 
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the planning for the removal of Saddam Hussein and democratization of Iraq had been 

discussed long before. In fact, it is rumored that the removal of Saddam Hussein had been 

outlined since Hussein’s alleged assassination attempt on George H. W. Bush in 1993; 

during H. W. Bush’s visit to Kuwait to celebrate the ending of the Kuwait - Iraq War, 

Bush was almost subjected to a car bomb explosion which was said to link back to the 

Iraqi government.225 The legitimacy of these assertions are questioned due to inaccurate 

intelligence but what is important to note from this report is the continued desire to 

support the reason for invading Iraq 

There was another plan in November of 2001 called the Future of Iraq plan, 

which outlined how the U.S. could reform Iraq’s legal system. 226 There was an attempt 

before the invasion occurred to rally Iraqis to decide what changes they would like to see 

in Iraq once the Americans forced Saddam Hussein out of office; this project involved 

240 Iraqis who had been oppressed and exiled under Saddam’s regime.227 Some of the 

individuals involved in this project had not been in Iraq for decades, making the 

information provided largely useless; the current Iraqi citizens or agencies were not 

consulted during the U.S.’ planning phase. If this were a true liberation attempt, as the 

Bush Administration claimed the Iraqi invasion to be, there would have been some 

incorporation of Iraqi organizations and communities at this level.  

While there are many potential issues surrounding the logistics of the Future of 

Iraq Project, these issues did not matter because once the invasion took place these 
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suggestions were disregarded and forgotten.228 At the point of planning the invasion, the 

U.S.’s intelligence in Iraq was five years behind and policymakers continued to pursue 

outdated information through the use of exiled Iraqi informants. 229 The underlying 

narrative of this operation was to address Saddam’s crimes and human rights violations 

rather than his weapons cache; however, it became a quest for global democracy and a 

moral obligation of the U.S. as a global superpower and watchdog to replace a tyrant 

according to the supposed will of its oppressed people. 230 Unfortunately, this imperialist 

quest negated the intention behind the democratic process and later became an issue in 

Iraq as the nation attempted to recover its sovereignty.  

In Iraq before the invasion there were several indications that Saddam’s regime no 

longer had the support it once did. In the 1990s and 2000s the Ba’ath party struggled to 

keep soldier morale as people had more stock in their tribal, personal, or familial 

commitments.231 Ba’athism attempted to remove all structure and affiliations outside of 

itself though propaganda, negative reinforcement, torture, and politics. While it was clear 

to American policy makers the regime wasn’t as strong as it looked, they did not realize 

just how much the Ba’ath party had infiltrated the daily life and governance of 

municipalities; this would become a problem during the deba’athification part of the 

invasion. During the period of sanctions and embargoes levied on Iraq, even citizens 

applying for rations needed to be affiliated, and in good standing, with the Ba’ath party 

and submit civil and security information to receive aid.232 In addition, due to the limited 
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resources and poor economic status of the country, most people relied solely on 

government aid at the time of the U.S. invasion.233 Even worse than not receiving state 

aid, Iraqis who did not abide by the regime were publicly disfigured and tied to 

treason.234 Hussein’s regime still controlled all aspects of life even in the 90’s and 00’s 

when the regime was no longer as strong as it once was and resisting the government was 

not in the best interest of survival.  

Saddam launched a series of chemical attacks on the Kurds, beginning in March 

of 1984 and attacked seven different times throughout 1987, and five times throughout 

1988 hitting various towns including Sargalu, Yakhsamar, Guezilla, Dolli Jafayti, , 

Halabja, Qzlar, Sangar, and Mawlaka among others.235 The most notable of these attacks 

being on Halabja on March 16, 1988 which was followed be the Anfal Campaign that 

systematically killed over 182,000 Kurds over a period of eight months in 1988.236 After 

these attacks Iraq was subjected to regular weapons inspections by the United Nations as 

the UN security council passed Resolution 687 in 1991 which stated Iraq needed to 

discard all chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons.237 Iraq would be subject to 

monitoring and inspection without any advance notice by UN Weapons Inspectors. These 

inspections were conducted routinely at first and weapons were destroyed until Iraq 

refused to comply with the U.N. weapons inspectors in October of 1998.238 This is one of 

the building blocks that allowed the U.S. to claim Iraq was harboring WMDs. During this 

time Iraq was also subjected to no-fly zones and sanctions which, in conjunction with 
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regular weapons inspections were methods to disarm and subdue Iraq.239 Iraq was not 

allowed to obtain anything to produce, store, or obtain WMD because Saddam Hussein 

was considered dangerous and unpredictable; this further led to Iraq’s isolation from 

outside influence and support as well. During this time, Hussein ramped up his 

propaganda after the Gulf war in the 1990’s; it was at this time that sanctions were placed 

on Iraq and citizens became heavily dependent on the state for aid and survival.240 This 

combination meant the Ba’athist party was even more at the center of Iraqi households 

and essential to their daily life. While the U.S. thought these horrible conditions would be 

the reason Iraqis would welcome U.S. troops and subsequent liberation, it was part of the 

reason why Iraqis were so in sync with Ba’athist ideology. U.S officials did not plan to 

redo all Iraqi governing factors including municipal issues such as food, water, education, 

but not only did this need to be done but each city needed to be reconnected back to 

Baghdad rather than existing on its own.241 

As sanctions were levied the UN continued to insist on weapons inspections 

within Iraq. The former Vice President of Iraq, Tariq Aziz, stated he was certain his role 

to allow weapons inspectors into the country was in vain.242 This was true as in 2002 the 

UN passed Security Council Resolution 1441 which required UN weapons inspectors be 

allowed on site to search, seize, and interview as they saw fit and the subsequent 

inspections resulted in no WMDs.243 After the 9/11 attack Aziz also noted that he and 
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Saddam were shocked by the attacks and wrote to the U.S. to condemn the attacks even 

though Iraq and the U.S. were far from amicable at that time.244 Even so, it became clear 

after a time (to Tariq Aziz and Saddam Hussein) that U.S. rhetoric and propaganda was 

leading to a potential invasion in Iraq.245 Aziz anticipated that the U.S. was looking to do 

more than just invade Iraq and remove WMD, they wanted a region change rather than a 

regime change.246  As Tariq Aziz and Saddam Hussein predicted, after the 9/11 attacks the 

Bush administration decided WMD was the main reason behind the need to invade Iraq. 

While they were attempting to uncover WMD policy makers were torn over the 

justification of the war knowing that even if Iraq had WMD, which was unlikely, it was 

not likely that they had access to new and powerful materials and it was widely known 

that Iraq posed little threat to the U.S. directly.247 The Bush administration was entering 

into this conflict with the goal of removing a regime they did not agree with, relying on 

the military to do the work of foreign affairs rather than the politicians and NGO 

organizations. After 9/11 the Bush administration was able to utilize this act of terrorism 

to propel their premeditated attack on Iraq. Claims of WMD stockpiles and links to al-

Qaeda are what gained support for the invasion, while those who were against this plan 

were denounced as against the U.S., freedom, and standing up for democracy.248 

Tensions between groups existed in Iraq before the removal of Saddam Hussein 

and before the U.S. invasion; both the British and Saddam embraced the Sunni over the 
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Shi‘i .249 Even with Ba’athification linking Iraqis together, Shi‘i  Iraqis were not 

abundantly welcomed in the military or other bureaucratic positions, even schools were 

limited for Shi‘i ; due to this segregation, Shi‘i  Iraqis didn’t feel that they were truly part 

of the state and lacked that same sense of community and nationalism.250 Saddam’s 

regime used Arab and Iraqi unity to solidify his base but also highlighted differences to 

maintain power and control amongst his nation. Those who supported Hussein were 

rewarded and those who opposed were tortured or even murdered, and because he was in 

complete control of the country, he was able to carry out these orders as he pleased. 251 

Despite the pan Arab and Ba’ath movements attempting to create a focal point for Iraqis, 

citizens turned to their tribes who provided support and security.252 In 2002 the Ba’thist 

party contained almost four million Iraqis which was about 16% of the national 

population.253 People knew about the secret police, the violence, and the ambivalence of 

the regime but chose to enlist regardless. By the late 90s the Ba’ath regime had to pay 

their top members to attend ceremonies and events, but this lack of support did not 

translate to a lack of violence and obedience to the regime. 254 It was the violence, and 

reward for violence,  of the regime that allowed it to be so successful; it generated fear, 

power, compliance, and suspicion in the totalitarian regime.255 As Faust so stated, under 

this state everyone had something to lose and something to gain by complying with the 
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regime.256 Under Ba’athist rule it was illegal to identify as anything other than Ba’athist; 

tribal or other political affiliations were banned in an effort to remove diverse social 

markers.257 This tactic assisted in setting Hussein as the central image of Iraq and 

amplifying the notion that Ba’athism was more than a political party but rather a 

lifestyle.258  

The U.S. consulted a group of Iraqis who were exiled for various reasons under 

Saddam Hussein’s regime, hoping to get insider knowledge on what Iraqis needed and 

what the conditions were like on the ground. Instead, these individuals didn’t have insider 

information since they had been out of the country for decades. In some cases, like those 

of Insan Saeed al-Haideri and Ahmed Chalabi, these individuals had their own agenda 

and goals and were looking to gain power in the New Iraq.259 In addition, there was 

information these former Iraqi exiles were not able to provide regarding citizen needs in 

the wake of religious and political oppression and dictatorship. These sources would 

provide incorrect information and no concrete evidence to support their claims.260 Ahmed 

Chalabi went on to become the main consultant for the 2003 Iraq invasion even after his 

weapons advice to the United States Department of Defense had been shown to be 

fabricated.261 The Bush administration was not interested in facts, double checking 

sources, or taking their time to formulate a plan, rather, the administration wanted 

evidence to support their agenda. Rationale was the important piece for this 

 
256 Ibid, 186 
257 Faust, Aaron. [The Ba’athification of Iraq: Saddam Hussein’s Totalitarianism] Austin: University of 

Texas Press, 2015. P. 27 
258 Ibid, 28 
259 David Ghamin, Iraq’s Dysfunctional Democracy, Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2011. P. 199 
260 Andrew Killgore, "The Mysteries of Iraq's "Weapons of Mass Destruction"" Washington Report on 

Middle Eastern Affairs 23: 3(2004) p 19. 

261  Thomas E. Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq, New York: Penguin Press, 2006. P.  

56. 



 82 

administration, not evidence. Furthermore, America did not invade Iraq with a 

reconstruction plan nor an exit strategy.262 The National Security Council were not given 

regular reports or updates and did not oversee the Iraq mission like it was intended to.263 

Freedom was not something that could be handed over; there needed to be 

directives in place for how citizens would obtain jobs and services in the New Iraq. 

During Saddam Hussein’s regime, Saddam became the national rhetoric of Iraq; he was 

the public watchdog, he was the mentor for the youth, he was the media and the heart of 

the nation, and these sentiments needed to be dealt with alongside the governmental 

overthrow as well.264 Even Iraqi education and culture was centered on Saddam Hussein; 

their books, media, statues, posters, education all upheld Hussein as the national savior.265  

This sentiment continued for the entirety of his rule, and those who did not honor this 

narrative would be targeted by the police state he created to ensure compliance. This 

means people were not simply following the motions of his regime, but that people were 

institutionalized with this behavior and narrative that Saddam was the highest authority 

and the national story. The degree to which his narrative permeated Iraq was not truly 

addressed by the U.S. forces pre-occupation. There were no current democratic, pluralist, 

or liberal sentiments present in Iraq on which to build a solid foundation, each of these 

themes the U.S. wanted to solidify in Iraq needed to be built and introduced from the 

bottom up.  
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While planning the Iraqi liberation venture there were a few aspects the DoD 

wanted to ensure, such as Iraq as a secular democratic nation that would utilize the U.S. 

as a theoretical model. The secularization of Iraq was a big concern for officials from the 

beginning. The DoD initially planned to allow Iraqis to run municipal services on their 

own without realizing there was no money to employ these individuals let alone any 

infrastructure left for the Iraqis to uphold.266 The DoD did not realize how many Iraqis 

would be barred from public service after their deba’athification movement which was 

another hurdle for U.S. forces. Once the U.S. removed Ba’athist members from 

municipal and political positions the political exiles were appointed to these public roles 

even though they were underqualified for the intricate positions they were filling; this led 

to animosity and incompetency which would continue for decades.267 While preparing for 

the Iraqi invasion U.S. forces thought it would be removing and combating a regime; they 

did not anticipate having to fight Iraqi citizens as well. 

Vice president Dick Cheney claimed to be certain Iraq had WMD and did not 

want to wait around until it was too late to find more proof, while Paul Wolfowitz, 

Deputy Secretary of Defense, stated the entire Middle East would be safer and it would 

be a direct benefit to America if America took charge of Iraq and sooner rather than later. 

It wasn’t just senior government officials pushing to invade Iraq, Iraqi exile Ahmad 

Chalabi also suggested an invasion was the right move, because he had many powerful 

allies and knew many other Iraqi defectors; this appeared to be some solid support in 
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favor of the invasion. 268 The final pieces were in motion on March 16th, 2003, when 

George W. Bush ordered Saddam Hussein to disarm and step down as Iraq’s president.269 

The National Security Council detailed how many troops would be needed to secure Iraq, 

around 139,000, and warned of the likelihood of an insurrection after the overthrow of 

Saddam Hussein.270 They were warned at every step that this would not be the venture 

they hoped it would be.271 Those who spoke out and suggested not invading or alternate 

plans were fired on the spot and replaced with individuals who would agree and comply 

with the overall agenda of the invasion mission.272 Instead of planning for the realistic 

outcome outlined for them, policy makers overestimated their understanding of Iraq and 

the needs of Iraqi citizens coupled with having an oversimplified idea of Saddam’s 

regime and life in Iraq. 273 The information that did not fit their goals were disregarded 

and they selected certain pieces of information to uphold while encouraging others to 

believe in this method as well. 274 Nobody expressed doubts to the President. He 

surrounded himself with advisors who told him what he wanted to hear and didn’t take 

feedback. There was no plan for peace after the forced removal of Saddam. The U.S. 

attempted to stand behind the perception that this invasion was a neutral quest for good 

and world peace that was the U.S.’ job to undertake when this is an imperialist 
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undertaking. With all this preparation and years of planning there was no planning past 

removing Saddam Hussein. 

The Occupation 

The U.S forces went into the so-called liberation of Iraq with the belief that 

American morality was superior, and that democracy was the best for every country and 

the idea that the public must pay the cost of this quest for freedom, both American and 

Iraqi public. The stated goal of the U.S. invasion of Iraq was to institute power sharing 

amongst political parties and the system of checks and balances that is characteristic of 

American democracy.275 Though the Bush administration and media attempted to use 

liberation and democratic language to surround this invasion, the lack of planning and 

involvement with Iraqi citizens and organizations demonstrate this venture was not about 

liberation. After the intensity of the attempts to get Saddam to step down, Baghdad was 

almost reduced entirely to rubble getting the Americans’ and Iraqis’ relationship off to a 

rough start.  The U.S. military used four times the amount of ammunition used in Desert 

Storm during the Iraq Shock and Awe campaign. 276 This aerial assault was intended to 

stun Saddam Hussein, his military, and all of Baghdad into submission and collapse the 

Ba’athist regime in one effort.277 This military assault was a calculated plan to target 

important regime structures but ended up decimating key municipal infrastructure like 

power plants, watersheds, and hospitals, which left Iraq in critical condition after the 

operation. The devastation would plague Iraq for years to come and make the 
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reconstruction process more difficult in terms of money, morale, and cooperation. The 

captured Iraqi military members were executed or detained during this initial attack, 

causing the numbers of Saddam’s military to dwindle and and thus to change their tactics 

at the beginning of the invasion.278 Shock and Awe helped the Iraqi army fold much 

earlier than the U.S. anticipated and caused chaos in the nation with no sense of authority 

and order at this time. There were not enough American troops in Iraq at the time to 

control the looting that occurred after shock and awe which was the beginning of the 

spiral into chaos for Iraq; things went downhill quickly after Saddam’s fall on April 19th, 

2003.279 This showed Iraqis that the Americans weren’t truly in control of the nation and 

there would not be repercussions. The Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Relief 

planned to be in Iraq in March 2003, have the country handed over, and be out of Iraq by 

September 2003 leaving just 25,000 U.S. troops behind to maintain order during the 

transition. 280 The invasion was intended to be quick, minimal, and cheap, the opposite of 

what the actual outcome of this operation.  

Once on the ground in Iraq, U.S. officials received a rude awakening to the reality 

of the situation they were in. Some Iraqis were excited to remove Saddam Hussein, while 

others were skeptical of what was to come. The bureaucracy was packed with Hussein 

loyalists and all decisions were under the wing of Saddam Hussein himself.281 Hussein 

ensured he was the sole authority in the country and was the judge, jury, and executioner 

for the nation starting as early as 1979.282 Ba’athism and Hussein’s regime had been the 
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law of Iraq for four decades making this a tough break for some. The removal of Saddam 

Hussein caused a power vacuum to open where marginalized groups, such as the Shi‘i  

and Kurds, began to fight for power in this new environment. This chaos was further 

perpetuated by the Iraqi Governing Council stating that political organization would be 

based on sect and ethnicity. 283 The Ba’athist regime created its own identity and national 

story which separated Iraq from the rest of the Middle East as well as making national 

unity preferred to tribal and familial unity, which is how Iraq was divided in the past. 284 

Following the destruction of shock and awe, the U.S. troops were not seen as the 

liberators they anticipated. In March and April 2003, it quickly became apparent that the 

Coalition force structure was inadequate to simultaneously combat Iraqi military forces, 

maintain order, and protect the country's infrastructure.285 The main priority was to secure 

the oil ministry as it was the most valuable resource in the nation.286 The American policy 

makers in Iraq anticipated Iraqis would have enough of a system in place after Saddam 

Hussein’s removal that they wouldn’t need much support; when it became clear this was 

not the case policy makers thought Iraqis would go along with what the U.S. planned for 

the nation and this was once again not the case. Operation Iraqi Freedom did not begin on 

a successful note, and it only went downhill from there. 

Once the occupation began, American forces mostly stayed behind the safe and 

walled Green Zone, Saddam’s palace grounds in central Baghdad, which the Iraqi 
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resistance could not penetrate.287 This caused mistrust among the Iraqis and demonstrated 

that the occupation wasn’t truly about the Iraqis like the Americans had promised. During 

the first few weeks of the invasion, it became clear implementing democracy, and 

creating a model ally in the Middle East, was the most important objective in Iraq and 

while municipal tasks were slowly addressed, they were not accomplished with the 

practicality of the Iraqi citizens in mind. Theoretically, the U.S. troops were meant to 

work together with Iraqis to create policies, bridge any logistical and municipal gaps, and 

create new laws and structure within Iraq, however, the Iraqis had little involvement in 

the reconstruction process of Iraq. Outside of the Green Zone, Iraqis were dealing with 

the loss of state services like healthcare, job security, schools, and death of their family 

members due to overall poor conditions and violence. Iraqis were able to file grievance 

claims with the American forces for hardship but to do so they needed to compile a long 

list of data that was near impossible for average citizens to access; this list included 

medical notes, death certificates, witness statements, proof of neglect, written estimates 

of damages, identity, and personal documentation along with agency agreements. 288 

Once all required documentation was compiled and brought to the CPA within thirty days 

of the offense it was still unlikely that a claim would be approved.289 The grievance claim 

process was another indication that American troops were not going to hold themselves 

accountable for their actions nor were they going to help Iraqis out of their dire situations. 

There was also an Office of Human Rights and Transitional Justice Bureau where Iraqis 
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could file human rights violations but only for offenses that occurred under the Ba’athist 

regime ending in April 2003.290 These processes further drew a line between Iraqis and 

Americans and eventually led to the Iraqi insurgency. 

Once the Coalition Provisional Authority, CPA, began the deba’athification 

process and distributing power to Americans without much input from the Iraqis the 

citizens of Iraq began to resort to violence to have their voices heard.291 Deba’athification 

was a project of Douglas Feith and the Department of Defense in order to ensure there 

were no Saddam sympathizers that would have any level of public power.292 This was 

executed out of fear of any remaining Saddam supporters who would come forward and 

halt the reconstruction efforts. In order to obtain any state or public job, one was required 

to register as a member of the Ba’ath party which meant many labeled “Ba’athist” had no 

real allegiance to the regime and its antics. The U.S. Department of State was working 

with Iraqi exiles and officials who did not have inside information about the Hussein 

regime, and U.S. policy makers were not aware how prevalent Ba’ath registration was 

and how their ideology worked its way down the echelons of Iraqi life. Whether this was 

an accident via ignorance on the part of the Americans or intentionally overlooked to 

weed out any sympathizers the process of Deba’athification caused a more dramatic 

impact than the coalition anticipated. Deba’athification left over two million Iraqis 

without a job, uncompensated and unable to be employed by the state in the future.293 

Furthermore, the Iraqi military had been well provided for under Hussein’s regime, which 
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became a problem during the military disbanding led by the American forces. Under 

Saddam, Iraqi military members had enjoyed competitive salaries, preferential treatment, 

and access to the commodities they wanted.294 This was insurance the troops would be 

loyal to Saddam and Iraq, which also had lasting effects into the American occupation. 

Not only were some of the militaries upset by the government overthrow, but they were 

also not treated as the important people they once were and were given a meager fifty 

USD severance once the Iraqi army was broken up. The dismissal of registered Ba’athists 

from their positions was also done haphazardly; police and military members were 

dismissed with their equipment and weapons, and remaining weapons and ammunition 

were not secured by American forces.295 The Sunnis, in particular, suffered 

discrimination, abuse, and arbitrary arrest under de-Ba’athification and article IV of the 

anti-terrorism law.296 This became a problem for Iraqis and the Americans attempting to 

rebuild Iraq, creating yet another rift between the two nations; laws were made out of fear 

which had lasting negative effects in Iraq.  

The removal of Saddam from power meant a total reconstruction of Iraq; state and 

local policies, the economy, infrastructure, and laws needed an overhaul to accommodate 

the new Iraq. The U.S. developed and deployed numerous authoritative groups that began 

to shape Iraq from the moment of their arrival from 2003 until 2005. This process was 

complicated, political, and suffered serious objection. The intention of the occupation, as 

stated by U.S. general Tommy Franks, was that the U.S. troops were to be a liberating 
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force rather than an occupying one; however, there was no liberation law, just occupation 

law, and an occupation is what this mission was.297 One of the blunders of the U.S. 

occupation was handing the country over to the Shi‘i  and upholding the victimhood 

narrative they embraced. 298 The backing of Shi‘i groups helped form a political divide 

between the Sunni and Shi‘i  groups labeling the Sunnis as a group who had failed 

properly to run and protect Iraq during Saddam Hussein’s regime.  

American forces attempted to create a governmental bridge between Iraqis and 

Americans called the Iraqi American Governing Council. This council was an interim 

government created to appoint local municipal leaders throughout Iraq rather than 

executing numerous local elections from June 2003- July 2003; most of the appointments 

came from Paul Bremer directly. 299 The transitional process was hardly a transition in 

that the coalition appointed representatives rather than allowing Iraqi citizens to represent 

themselves or decide on their own council; this also violates the nature of a democracy. 

The Iraqi American Governing Council consisted of twenty-five members, including 

thirteen Shi‘i and five Sunnis which further affirmed to the Sunnis that the nation was 

being handed over to the Shi‘i.300 Each of these members were chosen by the U.S. 

coalition. At this time, the Sunnis did not think they could trust Americans to protect their 

interests or the Shi‘i  to be fair after their oppression and victimhood ideology, so they 

started to rebel and even turned to tribal affiliations along with allowing al -Qaeda to 
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enter into their villages for protection.301 The Sunnis saw al-Qaeda as an ally as they both 

hated the American occupation and wanted to remove their influence from the country; 

Sunni groups saw al-Qaeda as reinforcements who had resources, such as money, that the 

Iraqi Sunnis did not.302 This was the opposite of what American troops anticipated would 

occur after the liberation despite being warned by several government officials there 

would be an insurrection. After 2003 there was an increase in resistance, sectarianism, 

and power struggles throughout the nation, not only between American troops and policy 

makers and Iraqis but between Iraqi groups as well.  

According to Paul Bremer, American policy makers were hesitant to hand over 

the reins to Iraqis right away and claimed releasing power a little but at a time would be 

the most effective and least problematic way to transfer power.303 This was not likely the 

least problematic way to transfer power but the preferred way for the coalition in that it 

was still able to largely control the development of Iraq to their liking. The CPA claimed 

due to how pervasive the Ba’athist and totalitarian ideology was in Iraq, Americans 

claimed they needed to create democratic allies in Iraq, teach Iraqis about free market 

economy, create a foreign policy plan, and train the police, judges, courts, and 

municipalities about American democracy and how to properly implement it.304 To truly 

execute these tasks this process would necessitate collaboration with Iraqis and require a 

process tailored to Iraqi needs, which was not the outcome of this transitional period. 

While training Iraqi professionals to take police, judicial, and bureaucratic positions, 
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Americans appointed individuals they felt would best do the job to their standards and 

without little improvisation or personal agenda added.305 Most of these individuals were 

Shi‘i  and many were not fully investigated prior to their appointment which led to fraud 

and resentment amongst Iraqis.306 This was going to take some serious time and while 

these skills needed to be taught, American troops also had to deal with rebellion from 

Sunni groups, sectarian conflicts, and now al-Qaeda entering Iraq. This was not turning 

out to be the Middle Eastern ally the U.S. had hoped for. The stated purpose of this 

occupation was to create a strong and prosperous democratic Iraq; however, but by mid 

2003, the situation was a far cry from the goal, and it became clearer this was a colonial 

venture.  

Those who were exiled or oppressed under Hussein’s regime had several 

grievances with the regime and brought a jaded motivation to their governing.307 Some 

returning Iraqis from the Badr Corps and the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution 

in Iraq were returning to the country with decades of pent up anger that they wanted to 

vent by taking revenge.308 Since these formerly marginalized individuals were mostly 

Shi‘i  and the Shi‘i  had most government control at this time, it turned into a sectarian 

cleansing and redistribution of Iraq, and Baghdad in particular. Some Shi‘i  groups 

wanted to relocate Sunni families in Baghdad and take their housing using police and 

force to do so; these actions did not help national healing or ease tensions during 
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reconstruction and occupation.309 Occupying forces in Iraq have always continuously 

failed to gain local support with their agenda and incorporate their culture and structure 

into a new regime, and this occupation was no exception. Before the 2003 invasion there 

was almost no political party mobilization in Iraq. Sunni groups needed outside support 

because unlike the Shi‘i , Sunni Iraqis did not already have an organized oppositional 

force; instead they went back to their homes and tribes in order to rally support and 

allies.310 This was difficult because Sunni groups were not used to acting as an organized 

unit and typically relied on their individual religious, cultural, and tribal affiliations rather 

than as a large community.311 In many instances it was a tough choice for Sunnis to 

decide if they should participate in government or elections and accept this new Iraq or if 

they should instead resist these changes and go in another direction. Resisting could mean 

more power for Sunnis via insurgency, but it did not mean more representation or power 

in government.  

New Iraq quickly mimicked Saddam’s Iraq in that identity politics became a focal 

point. The use of former exiles meant they were pursuing their own agendas along party 

lines, using bribes and nepotism to create a government.  Iraqis were creating alliances 

based on religion and federalism which deepened the political divide between groups.312 

Shi‘i  wanted religion to be central to Iraq because it was central to their communities and 

fought to enforce Islamic values and Islamization of Iraq, differentiating their agenda 

from that of the Sunnis or Kurds.313 Additionally, the lack of collaboration between the 
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American forces and the Iraqis led to mounting tensions not only between the Iraqis and 

the Americans, but amongst the Iraqis themselves. Problems arose when Shi‘i  and Kurds 

appeared to be favored more than the Sunnis by American forces. Each group would have 

to contest for their own representation within the government and assure their own 

group’s needs be established during the reconstruction. 

The chaotic conditions and minimal involvement in Iraq led to the creation of an 

insurgency movement which pulled together various groups in Iraq to counter U.S 

military efforts in the nation. The insurgents were former police, military personnel, 

criminals, al-Qaeda members, political figures, and mercenaries that at times collaborated 

and pooled their resources and money and more often created smaller Sunni or Shi‘i  

faction groups operating throughout the nation.314 The eclectic nature of the insurgency 

caused many fractures in the organization, competing agendas, and overall discontinuity 

but provided coverage all over the nation. Each group had their own rationale for joining 

the insurgency; some wanted power they lost in the transition, nationalists wanted 

freedom from tyranny and occupation, Kurds wanted autonomy, and Islamists wanted an 

Islamic political state to name a few.315 The larger insurgency carried out violent attacks 

and worked in smaller cells which allowed their movements to be unanticipated and 

numerous leaving American troops no clear way to trace their actions or predict next 

steps.  

While American forces were tackling the insurgency, they were also making the 

situation worse by outsourcing municipal services to outside contractors, rather than 
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giving these positions to Iraqi companies. This led to foreign control and ownership 

within Iraq which was a drain on Iraq’s already limited resources, rather than building the 

nation up during the reconstruction process.316 Americans also removed import tariffs 

which caused outside goods to overtake Iraqi markets rather than Iraqi goods and services 

causing Iraqi businesses to continue to suffer after years of sanctions and leading to even 

more unemployment in the country.317 These U.S. policies, along with the governing of 

the CPA led to municipal destruction and contributed to the poor conditions in Iraq, 

which became worse than those under Saddam’s regime.  Americans created these 

economic laws for Iraqis and then required a supermajority to overturn them which 

caused Iraqis to have little control over their situation despite the removal of their 

dictator. 

CPA/TAL 

Following the 2003 United States Invasion of Iraq, the United States established a 

Central Provisional Authority, CPA, to establish order in Iraq once Saddam Hussein was 

removed from power.318 This organization was led by Paul Bremer III and consisted of 

members of the United States military who were working to rebuild Iraq and gradually 

transition power over to the Iraqis, initially by June of 2004.319 In order to create a 

democratic Iraq, Iraq needed to be introduced to democratic principles and a state of law 

and order which had not yet fully existed in Iraq previously. American diplomats created 

organizations such as the CPA and the Transitional Administrative Law, TAL, to help 
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transition Iraq into a democracy. The CPA and TAL were intended to be tools for Iraqis to 

become familiar with democracy and be able to implement their own procedures in the 

nation. These ventures quickly became some of the most contested pieces of governance 

as they set the precedent for Americans dictating the Iraqi democratic process. The CPA 

did not end up working as collaboratively as planned with Iraqi counterparts, and instead 

there was a lack of coordination between the CPA and American troops and between 

American troops and Iraqi citizens. The CPA did not work with Iraqi policy makers, nor 

did they work with American agencies or experienced personnel; Bremer worked directly 

with President George W. Bush and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, shutting out 

collaborative possibilities and reconstruction.320  Instead, the CPA created most laws and 

even drafted the constitution largely without Iraqi support. This led to increasing 

hostilities between Iraqis and American forces which manifested as violence during the 

occupation which continues to the present day. 

American forces once again attempted to collaborate with Iraqis through the 

creation of an Iraqi tribal council. Iraq has eighteen provinces and is divided up by tribal 

affiliation; while the United States was setting up its Coalition Provisional Authority and 

beginning reconstruction efforts in Iraq, members from each province and tribe were 

supposed to be consulted.321 This tribal council was intended to weigh in on the decisions 

of the CPA, and ensure the new policies would be appropriate for the Iraqis; 

unfortunately, this was never put into full practice. The CPA was able to acquire eleven 

tribal affiliates but did not utilize them to the full extent; rather than include Iraqis in the 
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decision-making process and understand what the Iraqis needed from their own nation, 

the American CPA were the executives.322  The CPA ended up creating a political 

institution based on ethnic and religious affiliation which further segregated Iraqis and 

encouraged strong religious affiliations and loyalties to gain and maintain power. While 

various tribal groups were vying for representation, the CPA was pushing secularization 

which was not the overwhelming desire for Iraqis. Secularization, and even more so, 

forced secularization causes a power shift within a nation. As is the case in Iraq, religious 

leaders such as Imams and Ayatollahs, oversaw law making, education, familial and 

societal structure; however, when the government turns secular these religious leaders no 

longer have the same level of authority and it is the state who sets these regulations. This 

made the formation of the Iraqi Tribal Council even more important for Iraqis to share 

their ideas with the CPA and more problematic that the council was not fully integrated 

into the political sphere. Ayatollahs were in support of the democratic elections and 

allowing the people to choose their own representatives, rather than operate under an 

appointed government.323 This increased degree of choice had the potential to challenge 

the authority and legitimacy of religious leaders and decentralized their power; yet they 

were in favor of Iraqi choice over that of the coalition. 324 

Sergio Vieira de Mello, United Nations representative in Baghdad, suggested 

there needed to be a leadership group of Iraqis, and he and Paul Bremer created the Iraqi 

Governing Council, IGC, which was formed in 2003.325 The Iraqi Governing Council had 
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twenty five seats that were divided up into thirteen Shi‘i  and the remaining twelve seats 

belonged to Sunni, Kurdish, Assyrian, and Turkish minority members.326 These members 

were selected by Paul Bremer as head of the CPA and Bremer received input from Sergio 

Vieira de Mello and some of these individuals included Iraqi exiles who were already part 

of the informant process. The intention was to make it appear Iraqis had a say in policies, 

laws, political appointments, and the reconstruction process directly but since these 

individuals were chosen by American diplomats it was rather a moot point. The IGC was 

guided by the decisions of Paul Bremer who only took consideration from the U.S. 

military so there was no real role or strategy for this council.327 The United States 

assembled an Iraqi Tribal Council to gain agency from all sectors of Iraq regarding their 

opinions in the drafting process of the constitution. At the time, Iraq had eighteen 

provinces and was divided up by tribal affiliation. While the United States was 

brainstorming ideas and laws for the constitution, members from each providence and 

tribe were supposed to be consulted.328 This tribal council was supposed to weigh in on 

the decisions of the CPA and ensure the new policies that would be appropriate for the 

Iraqis. Unfortunately, this was never put into full practice. The CPA was able to acquire 

eleven tribal affiliates but did not utilize them to the full extent.329 The IGC further 

divided Iraq after the invasion and heavily contributed to the sectarianism in Iraq.330 

Democracy has the opportunity to cause a large divide between the nation’s groups and is 
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one of the problems that arose in Iraq as a result of the governmental change.331 This is 

due to the majority being in control and the minority typically is subjected to minority 

desires, preferences and subsequently, laws.  

The CPA enacted policies to attempt to control violence such as the prohibition on 

the perpetuation of violence in the Iraqi media beginning in 2003.332 This law stated that 

any media material which condones, spreads, or causes violence towards any person or 

persons would not be tolerated.333 This seems like a first step from the U.S. to take 

control of safety issues in Iraq; however, this policy only applied to individuals who 

published negatively against the CPA.334 The CPA was in charge of the media as well as 

the reconstruction which means they were the ones deciding what stories would make 

news and which would be ignored.335 Rather than choosing to monitor all sources of 

media or none at all, the CPA created a system of violence which was allowed to replicate 

and reproduce anger, fear and terror as long as it left the United State’ name out of it. 

Actions such as this did not help to moderate sectarian violence that ignited during the 

invasion and after the implementation of the 2005 constitution. This suppression of any 

U.S. hostility also became a hegemonic technique the CPA used to silence Iraqis. This led 

to tensions and outrage among groups that felt victimized and led to further hostility 

throughout the occupation leading until today to long lasting repercussions.  
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Some Iraqis spoke against the CPA and American troops overseeing the law 

writing process, such as Ayatollah Sistani.336 Sistani wanted Iraqis to be able to create 

their own democratic environment which included their own councils, laws, and 

constitution and was skeptical about the Americans’ ability to put Iraqi interests before 

their own. Sistani even issued a fatwa to support the democratic notion of one person one 

vote to encourage Iraqis to take part in the democratic process and vote.337 Sistani was an 

important figure in Iraq and the American coalition did not want to lose his support or go 

against him in fear of the retaliation it would bring to the process, which is why the CPA 

worked to create the IGC and give Iraqis more input, at least on the surface.338 There 

were several oppositions to the Iraqi governors the CPA appointed and it was difficult to 

find a candidate Iraqis could agree on; this led to Iraqis being leery of U.S. appointments 

and wanting to hold local elections to choose national candidates.339 In an attempt to 

create a balanced government the TAL outlined a three level presidency which would 

include a Kurdish, Sunni Arab, and Shi‘i  Arab member to serve together and ensure 

equality.340 This was more idealistic than practical as this would lead to future struggles 

between the groups, as no one group would acquiesce to the desires of the other and it 

was difficult to make decisions as a divided office. Seeing these struggles, the coalition, 

felt this was the confirmation that Islam is just not compatible with democracy. The idea 

was that there is too much theology and rigidity of laws to allow for democratic 

principles and choice in the same manner as the United States for example. This; 
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however, is simply not true; Islam is not incompatible with democracy.  The notion of 

secular and democratic versus religious values is constructed and perpetuated by the 

West. Secularism can take many forms, including Islam; in most cases liberal democracy 

and religious politics develop alongside one another.341 Democracy, liberalism, and 

secularization don’t require the rejection and refuting of religion, and furthermore, 

secularism cannot, and should not, be imposed on a nation. Instead, secularism and 

liberalism separate religious ideas from the foundations of rights and authority.  

Religious, political, and democratic changes were stressful and difficult for most 

Iraqis to experience. Their lives were drastically changing, and quickly, at the hands of a 

foreign power occupying their nation after overthrowing their ruler of thirty years. New 

values and environments were being created while conditions rapidly worsened for Iraqis 

as it the nation fell into colonialism. As a result, Iraqis began to push back and cling to 

Islamic values and in some cases want to return to a time of Islamic purity, away from 

Western influence which eventually led to a rise in Islamic centered political parties in 

Iraq.342 Iraqis used Islam as a platform to gain political influence by creating political 

parties that ran on reforming Iraq back to the purity of Islam and asking citizens to be 

active in the attempt to correct this grievance.343  

Iraq is not alone in its struggle to reconcile itself with Western democratic values; 

in fact, many states find themselves in a precarious position after they are subjects of 

colonization and have to piece together social and political policies handed down to them 
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and fit with their own needs, cultures, and values while attempting to tie different 

cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and religious groups together based on colonial cartography.344 

The west created this liberal democracy it is attempting to mold the rest of the world into 

and this is creating conflicts in more than just Iraq. These concepts work so well in the 

West because it is created in the West for Western states and then mapped onto different 

nations like a one size fits all method; this is not practical.345  

The formation of a foreign coalition to draft laws and a constitution was not a new 

experience for Iraqis; this was the same process by which their 1925 constitution was 

drafted by the British.346 As such, the Iraqis did not want an American created 

government and in response the CPA curated a temporary constitution, the TAL, that 

would be used as a template or outline for the actual Iraqi constitution as an offered 

compromise.347 Drafting the temporary constitution was an arduous process; the TAL was 

written by American academics and two Iraqi exiles.348 When it came to Iraqi 

representation, only two Kurdish groups were asked for their input and no other groups 

making the TAL, and later the constitution, that of Kurdish and American creation rather 

than of any current Iraqi citizens.349 The terms of solidifying the final constitution were 

not fully addressed during the drafting of the transitional constitution and remained 

ambiguous through the drafting of the permanent constitution. This was an odd process 

considering the initial goal of this invasion and occupation was to liberate Iraq and hand 
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the nation over to the Iraqi people. Iraqi consultants were not involved extensively in the 

final document; this struggle over the 2005 Iraqi constitution will be addressed further in 

chapter 5. 

Aftermath 

There are several outcomes of the American invasion of Iraq including the 

production of the 2005 constitution, the first round of democratic elections, the creation 

of ISIS, and the transition to a federal and capitalist society. The elections and 

constitution will be addressed in greater detail in chapter 5 while the rest of these items 

will be addressed in this section. There was a popular narrative that Americans allowed 

sectarian violence to emerge and continue in Iraq for their own benefit and did not step in 

to assist even though this result was largely due to their actions.350 As seen in the 

previous chapter, there were several instances of sectarian violence in Iraq as a result of 

the power struggles and as will be discussed in the next chapter, sectarianism is just part 

of the overall issue created by the U.S. invasion. The notion of sectarianism includes far 

more than just religion but encompasses ethnic, cultural, historical, and doctrinal factors 

as well.351 Sectarianism both in its creation and expression is far more complex than 

simply being a product of religious difference.  

During the transitional period in Iraq the country moved from a central political 

system, where the central government makes all decisions for the country rather than 

collaboratively with local government agencies, to a federal system, where power is 
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shared between local and federal levels.352 This shift in power distribution caused several 

issues in the nation amongst citizens who were not familiar with this new system and did 

not trust the occupational forces instituting the policies. The motivations behind the 2003 

invasion of Iraq did not differ greatly from the British occupation of Iraq in the 1920s as 

the U.S. forces were proposing to create their perfect ally in the Middle East and in doing 

so wanted to alter the national narrative of Iraq to match the desires and agenda of the 

United States. During this process American forces tried to change the legal system, 

policing, and even the educational system in the nation. Under Saddam Hussein the 

educational system was an extension of Ba’athist and Saddam-centered propaganda 

which American forces decided to remove.  

This stark transition is also present in Iraqi media coverage under U.S. 

occupation. Bremer and the CPA established a media network, Iraqi Media Network, 

which supported the CPA agenda.353 The U.S. and National Endowment for Democracy, 

NED, set up an independent news media station with the intention to share the successes 

and positive impact of democracy in Iraq.354 They wanted to have an outlet to share 

information and reach the larger Middle Eastern public to share the Western agenda. In 

addition, there were Western and Iraqi news outlets sharing misinformation which 

increased hostilities between the U.S. and Iraqis as well as shared negative and biased 

information about Iraqis abroad. During the start of the occupation social media and 
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technology played a large role in the relaying of misinformation and propaganda which 

increased tensions in an already tense situation.355  

One major problem for the Shi‘i were the Sunni groups who felt the need for 

retribution through violence. Al-Qaeda attacked the Shi‘i  shrine of al-‘Askari in Samarra 

in 2006 in one such example.356 This attack was linked to the Sunnis who identified with 

al-Qaeda after the US invasion, and the attack increased tensions among the Sunnis and 

Shi‘i  in Iraq.357  Segregation of previously mixed Sunni and Shi‘i  cities such as Baghdad 

increased from 2005 to 2008 once the Shi‘i  controlled the area, as well as much of 

Iraq.358 Separating the cities only continued to further the divide between Sunni and Shi‘i  

at this time. Displacement was another direct result from the segregation and sectarian 

attacks; however, this displacement occurred among both Sunni and Shi‘i  groups.359 

Displacement heightened the fear and anger between the groups and continued a cycle of 

despair and hostility over the years.360 The Sunnis under Saddam were the hegemonic 

norm; during his reign, all other identities were considered unfavorable “others”.361 The 

othering sentiments of the Sunnis was not forgotten after the removal of Saddam Hussein 

and during the US occupation which meant the sectarian violence increased with the 

regime change.  Once the constitution was in effect it was the concrete truth of the Shi‘i  

majority holding substantial political weight in a relatively unprecedented legal sense.362 
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This was an idea Sunnis had to conform to and adjust accordingly as a group over the 

coming years. There are many Sunnis who felt victimized by this new Iraq.363 The 

policies and actions of the U.S. coalition in Iraq did not help the Sunnis feel secure in 

their lack of representation in government and they were concerned not only that their 

needs would not be met but that they would be victimized by the Shi‘i majority.  

The ongoing tensions in Iraq manifested in many ways but one of the most 

problematic ways was the formation of al-Qaeda in Iraq and Daesh. Initially George W. 

Bush stated the U.S. was going to war with Iraq to remove an ally of al-Qaeda, however, 

before 2003 there had been no relationship between Iraq and al-Qaeda.364 This 

relationship only developed later in the US occupation when the stability of Iraq was 

demolished, and Iraqis turned to outside forces for protection and support. The years 

following the U.S invasion and occupation were a constant challenge for the U.S. 

military. The insurgency, al-Qaeda in Iraq, and the formation of ISIS on top of radicalized 

sectarian parties could not be reined in by U.S. forces or Iraqi military. The inability of 

the Iraqi military forces, trained by the U.S., to fight off ISIS threatened the stability and 

security of the entire Middle East region.365 The growth of the Islamic State of Iraq and 

Syria, ISIS, or Daesh as it’s called in the Middle East, in Iraq also demonstrated the U.S. 

initial lack of ability to properly secure and manage Iraq and guarantee the will of the 

people. 
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The goal of Daesh was to extend the global Jihad to both the near, Shi‘i , and far, 

U.S. and Western, enemy.366 They utilized the language of Islam, much like other Iraqi 

political parties, to rally support and interest and claimed to want to remove these false, 

apostate, regimes with the true caliphate that is representative of Islam and Islamic 

values.367 It has been said many times over but is worth repeating here, Daesh is not 

reflective of Islamic beliefs or what an Islamic nation state would look like; this is the 

utilization of Islamic language out of context for political gain. The aggressive nature of 

this organization does not reflect Islamic teachings but is reflective of the brutality of the 

Ba’athist regime.368 The appeal of Daesh, like al- Qaeda, is that it provided security to the 

vulnerable Sunni population who did not trust American forces or Shi‘i  Iraqis to act in 

their interests. Daesh was composed of regular Iraqi citizens from tribal cities who 

wanted to join a community with the same sense of religious ideology and victimhood 

acting against the new regime.369 Often times sectarianism is linked to the Middle East as 

a largely Islamic characteristic, this simply is not true. In Iraq this phenomenon can be 

seen as a response to lack of control and the need for authority, in this case to center God 

and religion in society to remove impurities, violence, or outsiders. In Iraq’s case the idea 

of Western imperialism and liberal ideology is what was in part being refuted. The 

change in power relations favored the Shi‘i due not only to the percentage of the 

population, because of its U.S. backing. The American alliance was beneficial for the 

Shi‘i  to gain power and support, but it later became devastating when every other group 

 
366 Ibid, 37 
367 Ibid, 31 
368 Ibid, 12 
369 Ibid, 130 



 109 

held themselves in opposition to the Shi‘i .370 The hostility toward Shi‘i  was increased by 

the Sunnis adopting Salafi ideologies which are aggressive towards the Shi‘i .371 Salafism 

is a sect of Sunni Islam which takes a more literal approach on the Quran; this group 

regards Shi‘i  as an enemy and a deviation from Islam.372    

Iraqi citizens went from subjects of the state to citizens of a nation which, 

historically, has been a difficult transition for many nations.373 Local and familial ties no 

longer had as much weight as nationalism and boundaries became more harshly defined, 

regardless of how arbitrary they may seem. The rights of a state over a citizen and a 

citizen’s relationship to the state radically transforms as well; it is the collective 

experience which is upheld and prioritized rather than one group which causes power 

struggles. In addition to these challenges, Iraq was also transitioning out of a police state. 

The nation had to come up with a new definition of who they were after decades of 

dictatorship and colonial rule; however, it was not merely the challenge of Iraqis defining 

themselves at this moment, as American agencies were attempting to do this for them.374 

We still do not know an Iraq which defines itself.  

Much work in Iraq is focused on sectarianism in Iraq and its connection to Islam 

rather on the hegemonic pressure that caused sectarianism to arise in the first place, 

which is the proposal of this dissertation. Sectarianism is a problem and while it is a 

political problem rather than a religious one in Iraq, it is a manufactured problem all the 

same, manufactured by western hegemony and colonial imperialism. Scholars, policy 
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makers, and global citizens alike need to analyze the manner in which Western media is 

portraying these conflicts and who they are scapegoating.375 The media has a major role 

in defining who are sectarian in nature and who is not, labeling the problematic parties as 

fact, rather than the one sided opinion it is, and putting that media out there to be 

consumed as “The” narrative.376 This changes the way the story is told and perceived and 

in addition changes the way people and nations view others they do not know. The more 

these stories are repeated the more they become ingrained as fact and difficult to correct. 

Western media outlets invent situations, laws, and policies in Iraq that are not actually 

true but have very real consequences on Iraqi people.377 

Implications for Democracy 

Democracy is credited to this regime change but democracy was violated when 

the U.S. invaded Iraq and forced a regime change and installed a new rule of law under 

their own guidance and direction. The West promotes the expansion of choice as a right 

every global citizen should be granted; this expansion of choice is part of the liberal 

agenda which appears neutral in value to the Western audience, but can be taxing on non-

democratic nations pushed to reform.378  Often collaboration with the international 

organizations is quite beneficial as they are receiving large amounts of aid and gaining 

international attention for liberalization, which causes the nation in question to frame 

their humanitarian questions in a particular, often problematic, context.379 Liberal 
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language of human development alludes to a neutral perception of international 

organizations. These shortcomings in the field can also be identified within the United 

Nations Development Programs, UNDP, Democratic Governance unit; there is an attempt 

to reconcile public good but a further investigation needs to occur to see what, if 

anything, is being done for those who fall through the cracks of democracy.380 The 

language of liberalization emphasizes concepts such as freedom and choice but these 

notions are not always mapped onto the citizens in the way they were promoted. Though, 

it is worth noting the freedom that is promoted is not a truly attainable concept to begin 

with. The U.S. did not have the liberal freedoms to impart on another nation as it is not a 

concept present in American democracy. It is a suspicion that Muslims have fallen 

through such cracks despite the UNDP’s perpetuation of liberation language and 

democratic prose. The insertion of democratic norms can lead to new power struggles 

within a transitioning nation when new hierarchies are enforced by means of an outside 

force. 

Furthermore, the idea that democracy is intended to be secular in nature is 

because everyone is to be awarded the same rights and treatment in the eyes of the law no 

matter what. Democracy implies radical inclusivity which is what typically puts the idea 

at odds with religious nations.381 While democratic values have swept the globe, this does 

not prohibit the expression of religious, cultural, or ethnic identities; they are not 

mutually exclusive concepts.382 Thus, democracy is not at odds with religion because 

democracy allows for people to organize in groups and express themselves, to be able to 
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run for office, have representation,  civic duties no matter what one’s beliefs are, and 

participate in free and fair elections .383 The reason democracy was off to a rough start in 

Iraq is not because democracy is incompatible with Islam or because Iraq cannot escape 

sectarian violence or even that Iraq cannot be a secular country, it is because the people 

of Iraq have not been able to define and represent themselves freely. They are competing 

for foreign support, money, and resources which pits the nation against each other rather 

than allowing them to work together. Democratic concepts require a constitution that 

upholds these notions and protects the people.  

Society and culture have drastically changed over the past century and many of 

these changes were being pushed on an isolated society in a rapid amount of time. 384 

People need time and space to learn how to interact and relate to one another with these 

changing lifestyles, narratives, expectations, governments, etc. The liberal modern West 

brings with it many societal challenges like alternate identities, options, new familial 

units, divorce, drugs, addictions; modernization and adapting to secularism or liberalism 

is not an easy process.385 Modernization also exposes people to globalization where they 

are able to see and hear people different from themselves rather than the same voices, 

they are familiar with. These types of changes and uncertainties can cause people to want 

stability, certainty, and community which can easily be found in religion. Therefore, it is 

not surprising that religiosity increases in places where societal norms or nations are 

changing at a fast pace. Furthermore, modernization, liberalism, and democracy are being 

pushed on Iraq rather than developing organically like in the West; it is no wonder that a 
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system pressed by a colonial force would be fought against. The West have inadvertently 

created this wave of fundamentalism and radicalization through their top down approach 

rather than letting the people carry these motions at their own pace from the bottom up.386 

Rapid urbanization and de-ruralization can increase the likelihood of radicalization.387 

When a nation is transitioning a group can emerge, much like a political party (Sadrists or 

Da’wa) or a terrorist organization (Daesh) that defines themselves as a leader in times of 

crisis and the answer to this new societal upheaval. 388 There is this old world and new 

world dichotomy that they paint in black and white to exude continuity and security in 

their effort to bring back the golden days.389  

There is an important distinction between Islam and political Islam. Political 

Islam is a modern departure from Islam to achieve political power and control through 

refuting extravagance and localized liberal power which relies solely on religious 

authority.390 Islam is becoming more available through mass education, increased literacy 

rates, a global community which in turn lends more ambiguity to Islam such as who 

speaks on behalf of it, which interpretation is accurate, or how to choose a narrative.  

Political Islam is able to refute secular politicians and policies by stating they conflict 

with morality and do not have the same authority.391 Islamic political leaders who are 

unwilling to accommodate humans rights and freedom are the barrier that makes Islam 

incompatible with democracy, rather than the nature of Islam itself.392 Collective action 

by citizens coming together to make political changes is the essence of modernity, 
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demonstrating Islam is compatible with modernity.393 Citizens of Muslim majority 

countries are using democratic ideas and methods to create revolution as was the case in 

Egypt and Libya during the Arab Spring. This demonstrated the transmission of ideas 

from one region to another and the ability of democratic ideals to be absorbed by an 

Islamic nation. It is important to understand that modernization and democracy do not go 

hand and hand or are a linear process.394 In order to bring on board new ideas, religious 

intellectuals need to be the bridge person between authority and the civil space.395 

Globalization and democratization of countries can lead to the commodification of 

uncertainty and fear and political leaders emerging as the one protecting a group that is 

attempting to be marginalized.396 Leaders can maintain their power and loyalty so long as 

they uphold their end of the bargain and provide prosperity for the people, preserving 

some sort of stability. 397 When change and uncertainty is prevalent, order is a positive 

commodity that can be capitalized on by whichever group emerges with a clear plan and 

a sense of authority. 398 A sense of authority supported groups under Saddam Hussein’s 

regime and explains how Daesh and insurgency was able to spread so rapidly during the 

U.S. occupation.  

Conclusion  

Iraq has been the victim of colonization for centuries. Both the British and 

American occupations faced similar issues during their reign by not having an accurate 

understanding of Iraqi needs and daily life, not having enough troops to secure the nation, 
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and not understanding the current state of national resources and how to best support 

them to help grow the economy and society. Ultimately both colonization ventures 

inflamed ethnic and political tensions in Iraq leading to rebellion and aggression among 

Iraqis. The 2003 invasion of Iraq had been in the works for decades, but a reconstruction 

plan had never been fully curated. This led to several issues such as deba’athification, 

insurgency, the formation of ISIS, and a rough transitional and reconstruction period. As 

we look at the state of Iraq, Dodge offers a great reminder that Saddam is not the cause of 

Iraq’s volatile political situation, rather he is the symptom of deep instability and 

colonization in Iraq over centuries.399  

The U.S. enterprise in Iraq also helped to solidify the narrative that Islam and 

democracy are incompatible, that Muslims can’t coexist with one another let alone 

participate in democracy, and that basic human rights means a departure from Islam. 

These notions are false but because of the U.S. actions in Iraq and the Western media’s 

portrayal of events, this is what can easily be deduced from the experience. This war in 

Iraq has also caused an obsession with sectarianism in the Middle East, and specifically 

in Iraq. Iraq’s history showcases instances of pluralism and political conflict, rather than 

that of purely religious ideology. Political elites in Iraq have used the fear and instability 

of the invasion to rise as religious leaders whose goal is to set Iraq back to its roots and 

focus on Islam rather than capitalism and materialism of the West. This is what sparked 

the deep sectarianism in Iraq and allowed this political altercation to masquerade as a 

religious conflict. Analyzing the nature of the Sunni - Shi‘i  relationship in Iraq gives a 
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better understanding of sectarianism as a manufactured epidemic rather than inevitable 

religious violence Iraq.  

Prior to the US invasion, Iraq did not have various groups and sects competing for 

representation in government; rather, under Saddam Hussein, there was one accepted 

Iraqi identity which was Sunni Muslim.400 In this sense, the Sunnis were not understood 

as a sect; only the Shi‘i  or Kurds felt they were members of a sect.401 Other sects in Iraq 

began to define and understand themselves in opposition to the Sunni majority identity.402 

Iraq was destabilized under Saddam Hussein’s regime in three segments; oppression of 

the Shi‘i majority, segregation of non-Arab Iraqis, and complete dictatorship.403 The only 

expression under Saddam’s Iraq was the expression of Ba’athist ideology which made the 

transition to a democracy a bumpy one. The United States invasion of Iraq in 2003 

disrupted life in Iraq in multiple facets from the private sector to the public sector; one of 

the most drastic changes that occurred because of Operation Iraqi Freedom was the 

subsequent recreation of the Iraqi constitution in 2005. The 2003 invasion and institution 

of the CPA and TAL is necessary to understand to fully comprehend how the 2005 Iraqi 

constitution was drafted and the repercussions of this document along with the 2005 

election process. Chapter 5 will discuss both events in detail and delve into the 

complications of American troops and policy makers leading both the constitution 

drafting and electoral process in Iraq.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Drafting the 2005 Iraqi Constitution: A Critical Analysis 

Introduction  

The previous chapter established the context under which the constitution was 

created. This section will overview the process in which the Iraqi constitution adopted 

federalism and balanced Islamic values with secular ideology, including who was 

included and who was excluded. Furthermore, I will dissect articles of the 2005 Iraqi 

constitution and assess the privileges it gives to its citizens, and which rights were left 

more ambiguous. Policymakers regarded this constitution as a starting point of the nation 

and hoped Iraq would be equipped to deal with problems in the future, and this chapter 

ultimately seeks to reconcile this idea with reality.  

The United States invasion of Iraq in 2003 disrupted life in Iraq in multiple facets 

from the private sector to the public sector; one of the most drastic changes that occurred 

because of Operation Iraqi Freedom was the subsequent rewriting of the Iraqi constitution 

in 2005. The implementation of the 2005 Iraqi constitution attends to the multiplicity of 

violence which occurred between these groups due to the nature of the emerging 

government. I will focus on the conditions surrounding the creation of the constitution 

before examining the document. Initially, the CPA stated the constitution was intended to 

be drafted by Iraqis with minimal input from the United States; however, this idealistic 

plan did not play out accordingly.404 Instead, the United States leadership present in Iraq 

drafted much of the constitution with minimal consultation from Iraqis as originally 

planned. This process reaffirmed the U.S. coalition was not in Iraq to help better the 
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nation, but to steer it in their own direction. There was an attempt before the invasion 

occurred to bring together Iraqis to decide what changes they would like to see in Iraq 

once the Americans forced Saddam Hussein out of office through the Future of Iraq 

Project which involved 240 Iraqis that had been oppressed and exiled under Saddam’s 

regime. 405 This attempt was halfhearted in nature as the U.S. administration did not 

intend to create a government in Iraq’s image, but rather create an ideal Iraq for U.S. 

allyship. The U.S. once again relied on exiles, rather than current citizens, demonstrate 

they did not care to improve Iraqi conditions for the benefit of its people but rather 

continued to cultivate like-minded former Iraqis willing to work with the U.S. towards a 

common goal of gaining power. Analyzing the 2005 Iraqi constitution leads one to 

question if this document was setting the nation up for long-term stability or if this was a 

larger effort to create an Iraq in America’s image; I argue the later. Though this 

constitution is relatively new, there were initial problems indicating the impracticality of 

its use for a pluralistic democracy. Democracy opens the governmental platform for all 

groups to voice their concerns, wants and needs. While democracy is often considered the 

best government for a modern state, from a Western hegemonic perspective, there are 

some drawbacks to democracy as well. The inclusion democracy offers comes at the 

price of an “us vs them” mentality resulting from a collective concern that other groups, 

and the state as whole, may vote for actions which are harmful to a certain group.406  

Democracy has the opportunity to cause a large divide between the nation’s 

groups and was one of the problems that arose in Iraq as a result of the governmental 
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change.407 In Iraq’s new constitution each group was theoretically afforded 

representation, opportunity and access in this new constitution. The 2005 Iraqi 

constitution was a direct confrontation to the type of Iraqi nationalism instilled by 

Saddam Hussein for decades as it allowed the formation of political groups and their 

representation.408 Furthermore, the U.S. was concerned with any form of nationalism in 

Iraq though this is not a sentiment easily eliminated, especially during an occupation. A 

modern state requires sovereignty, a regulated body of legislation, a localized 

constitution, a role in the national narrative.409 The notion of sovereignty is created 

around the idea of self-representation and is supported by a separation of powers.410 The 

West implies only Western states are true states, which is a false assumption, and the 

West views themselves as the example of a balance between religion, government, 

science and reason. From these assumptions Western nations, such as the U.S., holds that 

they have a responsibility to share this knowledge and modernize the rest of the globe, a 

modern White Man’s Burden emerging as hegemony. States need territory, people, and 

power to exist which creates one larger community governed by one legal order; a state’s 

judicial process based on both volunteerisms to submit to authority and a system of laws. 

Through this understanding of a state, a nation is only strong if it can organize its citizens 

around a shared notion of acceptable behavior; in the case of Iraq this proved difficult due 

to the colonial nature of its nation building. Non-Western states typically struggle with 

creating a unified identity and permeated culture because their nation is the result of a 
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colonial enterprise which unified various groups based on the location of natural 

resources or on other considerations for the convenience of the colonizers.411 Islamic 

governance instead is based on moral, legal, political, and social foundations supported 

by the Shari’a which takes precedence over all else because God is sovereign. 412 

Nevertheless, the primary concern of the government in this case is still to regulate moral, 

social, and economic activities, suggesting Islamic nations can be considered a modern 

nation even by the objective Western standard. Citizens do not need to agree entirely with 

their government to see themselves reflected and represented by the state. Iraqis, 

however, did not see themselves in the state as it was an American enterprise. The 

struggle for legitimacy within a nation depends on an entity’s ability to articulate why 

they should be the one to rule over others and in Iraq under the CPA this justification was 

missing.413 

The colonial venture in Iraq, and the larger Middle East, is an attempt to 

standardize the globe and create universal, natural standards, those of the West, to be used 

globally and support Western ideology and practices. 414 There is an assumption that the 

West is the standard of comparison to which all other nations aspire to be, but that is 

often not the case, nor is it a practical goal. The challenge with democratization is that 

modernization and westernization is pushed along with this change. Muslim nations have 

been plagued with this issue for decades and Iraq is no different. Often, scholars and 

politicians pit Islam and democracy against one another when they are not mutually 
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exclusive concepts. In American media Iraq has been used as an example of “these 

people”, read: Muslim Arabs, not wanting American, or Western assistance, and not 

wanting to modernize, read: be colonized or forced into change. Democracy is framed by 

the West as being progressive, modern, and more civilized but it has its own history of 

violence as well. There is a focus on consumerism, belonging to the state, and national 

rhetoric which takes away from individuality and localized organizations like tribal and 

religious affiliation.415 This homogeneity fosters fear and competition which leads to 

violence; this is not an accidental byproduct of democracy as the West tries to make it 

seem but a consequence of nationalism, citizenship, and majority run nations.416 This 

chapter will demonstrate the reason behind Iraq not wanting American help have more to 

do with colonization and forced government than they do with modernity and Islam. 

Iraq has been the victim of exclusionary nation building and has been grappling 

with its pluralistic population for centuries.417 Since the 2003 United States Invasion of 

Iraq, the Iraqi government transitioned to a democratic form of governance, since then, 

the country experienced tremendous change and instability. Contemporary scholarship 

identified the promotion of liberal ideologies, including democracy as a trending venture 

in the decades since the Cold War; here we investigate a current implementation of such a 

concept in Iraq.418 Time has only passed since the 2003 Invasion of Iraq and with the 

ongoing threat of terrorism and corruption of the state, so the question remains: Can a 

foreign occupation lead to a democratic nation; again, I argue no. 
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Drafting the 2005 constitution was complicated by the memory of the 1920 

British occupation. During the British occupation the constitution was created with 

British governance and control in mind. 419 The British supported a constitutional 

monarchy in Iraq in which sovereignty was given to the King. Under the British 

protectorate, Sunni minority groups were able to infiltrate government ranks while the 

Shi‘i majority never gained the same opportunity but were tied to the nation through legal 

responsibilities like collecting local revenue.420 After the 2003 invasion of Iraq the U.S. 

coalition needed to set Iraq up as a democracy before they could pull out of the nation.  

The United States placed their desire to create a successful Middle Eastern democracy at 

the forefront of the reconstruction process in Iraq; this sentiment is reflected throughout 

the 2005 Iraqi constitution as that constitution has significant emphasis placed on human 

rights, individual freedoms, and democracy. This emphasis questions if the constitution 

serves Iraqis as a democratic constitution should. Iraqis were looking for specific laws 

guiding the moral framework for the nation; instead, Iraqis were met with ambiguity. One 

prevailing feature of the current Iraqi constitution was its vague language. This ambiguity 

can be problematic as it does not provide the state with clear policies for governing a 

nation.  The United States shifted the focus of the constitution from the desires of the 

Iraqis, for an Islamic moral compass, to their own ambition for a democratic state. 

However, the ambivalence could benefit Iraqis since they are able to pass further laws 

clarifying additional policies. There is a possibility for Iraqis to decide to fill these voids 

with Islamic law specific to the sect.421 The vague language also creates a space in which 
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each group can operate by its own values and still be abiding by the law. This is 

important when there are various factions within Iraq who do not all want to be subjected 

to the same religious law. 

Drafting the 2005 Constitution  

A constitution lays out the rights and responsibilities of a nation and its citizens as 

well as the division of those responsibilities and legitimizes the government while 

establishing protection and authority.422 A nation cannot be successful without a strong 

constitution and governing body for its citizens which is why so much pressure is put on 

the drafting process. This is one reason why it was so important for Iraqi groups to be 

able to take their time and create a constitution that was practical and agreeable in 

practice rather than just on paper. The citizens themselves need to decide how to best 

divide powers, share authority, and how to hold authority figures and citizens 

accountable. Once Saddam was removed from power it was essential for Iraqis to have a 

stable government and transition plan to avoid chaos. One of the main duties of the CPA 

and American troops in Iraq was to support Iraq in establishing a constitution to uphold 

democracy. The last constitutions were under Saddam Hussein’s regime and gave the 

president, Saddam Hussein, the ability to oversee and intervene in all aspects of 

government.423 Under the 1990 constitution there was an increased incorporation of 

religion on a national level for ascetic purposes which allowed the creation of a 

dictatorship under the guise of Islam.424  

 
422 Matthew Gray, “Islam in the Iraqi and Afghan Constitutions: A Comparative Perspective”, Global 

Change, Peace & Security, 19:1 (2007): 17-34, P. 17 

423 Ibid, 25 

424 Ibid, 26 



 124 

One of the initial steps to rebuild Iraq after the regime change was to construct an 

entirely new constitution which granted shared power and authority. This was a difficult 

process for a few reasons: external occupation, no history of a real constitutional 

democracy in Iraq, attempt to unify the nation without reconciliation between ethnic 

groups. American forces wanted the constitution drafting to be a quick process so they 

could move on to appointing officials, hosting elections, and removing their troops from 

the country. The short timeline, along with the desire to get the document ratified quickly, 

caused the coalition rush through the creation of the constitution, and leave several gaps 

in it. American forces claimed they found it difficult to find Iraqis who they felt were 

qualified to give legal and political insight in addition to being willing to work with 

United States Officials.425 This led to a difficult process if the CPA never intended to 

involve Iraqi officials with their own ideas on how to govern Iraq. Though there were in 

fact qualified Iraqis willing to forge their new government, these individuals were not 

willing to be bulldozed by the CPA. Conversely, those Iraqis who met the American 

qualifications needed to be trusted by the American advisors to follow their direction. 

This was a grueling process that neither the Iraqis nor the Americans were prepared for 

and did not encourage the participation of minority groups. The three major identity 

groups had the support and some level of consideration from the American officials. 

When drafting something as important as a nation’s constitution, dialogue is essential. 

This is the place where the United States authorities needed to be working with the TNA, 

allow the assembly to ask precise questions and receive clear answers about Iraqi needs. 

Due to the lack of conversation with Iraqis concerning their interests and needs, their 
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Iraqis realized their suspicions were correct and they could not trust the United States to 

act in their best interest. They felt as though the United States did not protect the best 

interest of the Iraqis, but rather, the interests of the United States.426 Furthermore, the 

constitutional drafting process was one sided, being led by the U.S., which was 

devastating for Iraq in multiple ways. First, Iraqis were not able to directly create their 

own government and second, Iraqis place importance on relationships and the process by 

which things are done, rather than on the outcome alone and third, Iraqis value 

connections and affiliations over qualifications in some instances. 427 These factors 

indicate the constitution Iraqis would have created, compared to the one the U.S. created, 

would have been quite different. Due to these cultural differences, it would take time and 

effort to support another country’s vision and this type of patience and time was not on 

the agenda.  

Andrew Arato notes there are nuances required when drafting a constitution under 

an occupation but throughout the American occupation in Iraq it is clear the U.S. 

coalition understood Iraq as a territory to be conquered rather than an ally to support.428  

The attitudes of the U.S. coalition are evident in the process of putting a committee 

together to create the constitution as it was, like all other committees created during 

Iraq’s transitional period, lengthy and shrouded in inequality. As stated in the previous 

chapter, the TAL created a draft of the constitution and the provisional government 

approved the interim Iraqi Constitution on March 8th, 2004.429 The new prime minister of 
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Iraq, Iyad Allawi, was chosen on May 28th, 2004 and on June 28th of 2004 the CPA 

relinquished power to the Iraqi interim government.430 The CPA suggested the 

constitution be created by a select appointed committee which did not resonate well with 

the majority of Iraqis.431 Instead the CPA created several committees claiming to gather 

Iraqi input and support while creating the new Iraqi constitution. This collected input was 

scarce to come by and did not end up having much of an impact on the construction. 

Iraqis did not want to end up assigning all power to the head of state which was the 

outcome of the British curated constitution in 1925; fortunately, this time around Iraqis 

had the influence of al - Sistani on their side who continuously advocated for Iraqis to be 

more involved in the governmental and drafting processes and insisted on democratic 

elections.432 Out of this influence the Iraqi Governing Council, IGC, was created along 

with the interim draft of the constitution, the TAL. There was no discussion regarding 

who would draft that interim constitution and how much of the actual constitution would 

be based on the interim draft; the CPA created a Public Outreach Committee where Iraqis 

could share their ideas and opinions; however, once again, this was performative rather 

than constructive.433 The coalition continued to assert their reconstruction process within 

Iraq while instituting as little feedback as possible. The draft constitution did not involve 

current Iraqi citizens, aside from a handful of Kurdish party members, and instead was 

created by a group of American legal academics and two former Iraqi jurists who had for 

decades been living in America in exile and who knew English better than Arabic.434 The 
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lack of inclusivity during the drafting process was an egregious error on the part of both 

the U.S. and the U.N..435 Furthermore, Iraqi citizens were not able to review the draft 

constitution before the referendum and were not aware of who created the constitutional 

draft.436 The creation of this draft once again increased tensions between Iraqis and the 

coalition along and created tensions within Iraqis as well as they competed for 

government agency. The repercussions from this process were not indicative of a 

democratic government. 

Both Americans and Iraqis were under extreme pressure to make critical national 

decisions in a compressed timeline. The CPA’s interim constitution mandated the creation 

of the Transitional National Assembly, TNA, to draft the permanent Iraqi constitution, On 

January 30, 2005, a statewide election was held to elect the 275-member assembly and 

the first meeting of the TNA was held on March 16th, 2005. The TNA was under 

considerable pressure to meet the deadline of August 15th, 2005, to put forward an 

approved constitution. 437 Jalal Talabani was elected President of Iraq on April 6th, 2005 

by the Iraqi National Assembly and on April 28th the Iraqi parliament voted in favor of 

the new government.438 In May of 2005 the National Assembly nominated fifty-five 

members who would assist in the creation of the Iraqi constitution; of the fifty-five 

members two were Sunni.439 Eventually Sunnis were offered the same amount of weight 

 
435 Anthony Arato, Constitution Making under Occupation: The Politics of Imposed Revolution in Iraq, 

Columbia University Press, 2009. P. 21 
436 Zaid Al-Ali, The Struggle for Iraq’s Future: How Corruption, Incompetence, and Sectarianism have 

Undermine Democracy, London: Yale University Press, 2014. P. 90 

437 Ashley S. Deeks and  Matthew D. Burton, “Iraq’s Constitution: A Drafting History. Cornell 

International Law Journal, 40:1 (Winter 2007) 1-88. P. 3  

438 Brian Steed, Voices of the Iraq War: Contemporary Accounts of Daily Life: Contemporary Accounts of 

Daily Life, Greenwood: Santa Barbara, 2016. P. xxix 
439 Ali A Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the War, Losing the Peace, London: Yale University 

Press, 2007. P. 405. 

https://heinonline-org.libproxy.temple.edu/HOL/AuthorProfile?action=edit&search_name=Deeks%2C%20Ashley%20S.&collection=journals
https://heinonline-org.libproxy.temple.edu/HOL/AuthorProfile?action=edit&search_name=Burton%2C%20Matthew%20D.&collection=journals


 128 

in the drafting process as the Kurds but rejected this offer as they felt it was still unfair.440 

After the addition of more Sunni members there was only six weeks left to write the 

constitution as committee members were under pressure to meet a deadline of August 

15th, 2005.441 Part of the discord in writing the final constitution is that Kurds viewed the 

TAL as a draft of the constitution rather than a start for negotiations while Shi‘i  members 

planned to amend some unfavorable pieces and use the TAL as one of several documents 

to base the constitution off on.442 There were two different final versions of the 

constitutional draft written, one was the TNA draft put together by the Shi‘i  group and 

the leadership summit draft; there was an attempt to work these documents into one draft; 

however, this would have pushed the committee beyond the August 15th deadline and 

was quickly abandoned. 443 Sunni and Shi‘i groups, alongside international NGOs, 

petitioned for an extension of the deadline but the U.S. did not want any setbacks and 

urged the negotiations forward. In June of 2005 Zalmay Khalilzad became the United 

States’ ambassador to Iraq and encouraged drafters to complete the constitution by the 

August 15th deadline.444 At one point Donald Rumsfeld, the U.S. Secretary of Defense, 

stated the Iraqis were going to have to make concessions and compromises anyway and 

Iraqis need to “just get on with it”.445 The committee was unable to agree on much and 
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members of the U.S. coalition were not able to mediate the governing process well; as a 

result many committees, such as the Constitutional Drafting Committee, Iraqi Governing 

Council, and De-Ba’athification Commission, in Iraq experienced high turnover rates and 

little progress.446 There was no trust between Iraqis or American policy makers and each 

group wanted a different version of the nation. Many private meetings were held between 

Americans, Shi‘i, and Kurdish members to the exclusion of Sunni members, justifying 

the latter’s’ mistrust in the process and democracy.447 These actions further delegitimized 

the constitution and the Iraqi government in the eyes of some Iraqis. They did not make 

the August 15th deadline but by August 22nd a draft of the constitution was put forward 

to the parliament and the full constitution was then presented days later on August 28th, 

2005.448 There were three main competing national agendas aside from the American 

agenda of a liberal democracy: Shi‘i groups wanted an Islamic nation, Kurds wanted 

autonomous secular state, and Sunni groups wanted a more liberal, unified nation.449 

Even though Shi‘i members signed the TAL the were unhappy with the limited role of 

Islam and transition to federalism present in the document.450  

There were significant stumbling blocks in the Iraqi constitution, the most 

pervasive issue being the position of Islam. 451 An independent and Islamic Iraq did not 

fit with the coalition’s agenda and was not the mission in Iraq. Islam has its own 
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understanding of time and authenticity, when compared to the West, which is politically 

altered for the sake of secularism and nationalism. Democracy is often tied to a greater 

sense of agency, with an understanding that freedom and individualization is the ultimate 

form of expression, but this does not mean each citizen has liberty, freedom of 

expression, or autonomy. Having laws and regulations in place does not mean there is 

less violence.452 If these laws do not fit the needs of the people they govern, or the 

citizens do not agree with the code of conduct, the laws are useless as was the case in Iraq 

under U.S. occupation. Gender was another issue that pervades the Iraqi constitution, like 

many other democratic nations. The constitution sets the social, civic, and legal 

expectations for its citizens making it imperative that all groups are protected, not just 

religious and ethnic but every citizen. The internal struggle for power is also evident in 

the way natural resources are divided up within the country. There were intense debates 

over the oil bordering the Kurdistan region of Iraq, for example, which were dealt with 

through ambiguous terms.453 The ambiguity was a symptom of the rush Americans felt to 

cut costs within the country and the intense strain on regional and ethnic relationships in 

Iraq that had been pent up over decades. The reconstruction process did nothing to help 

heal or ease group tensions and move forward as a united nation.  

Freedoms Awarded 

The 2005 constitution was divided up into a preamble followed by six sections 

which contains a total of one hundred and forty-four articles. The preamble of the 

constitution acknowledged the deep historical and cultural history of Iraq and its ability 

to adapt and persevere over the centuries considering colonization, violence, and the fight 
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for equality. This section also recognized the ethnic and religious diversity present in the 

nation and their struggle for pluralism and authority throughout the nation’s history. This 

preamble stated that new Iraq will be free from, “sectarianism, racism, complex of 

regional attachment, discrimination, and exclusion”.454 The preamble of the constitution 

begins with, “In the name of God, the Most merciful, the Most compassionate”; a direct 

reference to Islamic documentation. This heading is followed by a paragraph which 

highlights the success of the nation as the birthplace of civilization and its struggle to 

achieve its present state. The preamble confronted the plethora of violence plaguing the 

nation from sectarian violence to terrorism which encompasses all groups within the 

nation. It also vows to utilize the nation’s past to form a society which includes all races, 

ethnicities, religions, and genders in the formation of the new Iraq. This section stated it 

will move forward utilizing “the ideals of the heavenly message and the findings of 

science and man’s civilization”. The preamble is a representation of the combination of 

Islamic values and democratic principles which will encompass the entirety of the 

constitution. The constitution reassured that despite the challenges of the past and the 

uncertainty of the future, Iraqis will come together to work for an inclusive, pluralistic, 

and democratic society awarding freedom for all. While all the above is true, Sunnis still 

noticed the Shi‘i and Kurdish tendency in this section, including where it states that 

joining the Iraqi federation is voluntary.455  
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The first section of the constitution contains articles one through thirteen and lists 

the fundamental principles awarded to the people and is dedicated to defining what 

inclusion in Iraq looks like. Article one lists Iraq as a democratic republic federation 

while article two states Islam is the religion of Iraq. Article two names the right of 

freedom of belief of other religions but does not say how these individuals will be 

included or if they have freedoms other than that belief that will be protected. Article two 

also states that while no law can be passed that contradicts Islam, there cannot be any law 

that contradicts democracy or constitution and that all religions in the state must be 

protected and respected. This is an interesting article since many in the West assume 

Islam and democracy are in stark contrast to one another; the way the constitution and 

laws were created in Iraq demonstrate this stereotype is inaccurate. This article also 

clarified Iraq is not an Islamic state, but rather a state whose national religion is Islam; 

Islam as a foundational source allows Islam to be highlighted as important but does not 

neglect other sources as important and foundational.456 

Furthermore, the constitution stated principles of a democracy cannot be 

contradicted, yet there is no description in this document of what democracy is and its 

associated values are. This section continued to protect minorities through article three 

which acknowledges the religious and ethnic diversity in Iraq and article four which lists 

both Arabic and Kurdish as the official national languages of the country and allows other 

first languages of ethnic citizens to be preserved and respected within the nation on local 

and governmental levels. Section one also protected the democratic process while it 

names the people as the authority in Iraq in article five, assures a peaceful democratic 

 
456 Ashley S. Deeks and Matthew D. Burton, "Iraq's Constitution: A Drafting History", Cornell 

International Law Journal, 40, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 1-88. P. 9  



 133 

process in six and denounces any terrorism in article seven. Article seven is made with 

Sunni groups in mind due to the banning of takfir, in which Sunnis previously named 

Shi‘i  as apostates and also names Saddam’s Ba’thism as banned rather than the larger 

Ba’ath party in general as was the original plan.457 This section went on to state Iraq will 

not meddle in international affairs in article eight while article nine defines the terms of 

the military stating it will follow the national laws, defend the Iraqi people, will not 

simultaneously hold military and political office, be subjected to governmental oversight, 

and will not create or possess weapons of mass destruction.  Articles eleven through 

twelve protected national sites of importance such as Baghdad as the capital, religious 

sites and uphold the national flag, anthem, and emblem. Section one concludes with 

article thirteen which stated this constitution is the ultimate law of the land and law 

attempting to override the constitution is invalid.  

Section two of the constitution dealt with rights, in chapter one, and freedoms, in 

chapter two, of the Iraqi people through articles fourteen and forty-six. Chapter one stated 

Iraqis are equal before the law, deserve the right to life, security and liberty, and equal 

opportunities will be presented to all. Article seventeen noted all Iraqis have a right to 

privacy so long as it does not contradict other people’s rights and public morals. This is 

an interesting article because public morals are not defined in this constitution. Article 

eighteen concerned protection from unreasonable searches, article nineteen concerns 

matter of citizenship and how citizenship is defined and obtained. The citizenship clause 

in article 18 is an important step for Iraqis because it allowed citizenship and nationality 

to be passed down by the mother for the first time. Article nineteen states how laws are to 
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be passed and executed and by whom including how citizens will obtain legal counsel 

and how trials will proceed. Article twenty named men and women as able to take part in 

government and article twenty-one completes this first chapter by discussing issues of 

asylum. The next articles dealt with topics of freedom and details rights to work, 

property, movement of property, a protected economy and national sectors that are 

regulated by law. This chapter also handled matters of public assets, taxes, and family 

rights. Article twenty-nine and thirty specifically stated the family is the heart of Iraq and 

will be protected which includes mothers, children, and elderly and protects them against 

exploitation and violence while providing necessary social services for their survival. 

Articles thirty-one through thirty-three dealt with public health, the access to it and 

environmental safety. Articles thirty-four through thirty-six upheld education, culture, and 

sports for all citizens. The state also has the right to limit media based on morality in 

social order under Article thirty-six. This is another meeting point for the ideal 

democracy U.S. policymakers strived for and the Islamic law desired by many Iraqis. As 

stated throughout the constitution, Islam cannot be contradicted, and its values must be 

upheld. In this Article, the democratic principles appeared to bend for Islamic values as 

the freedom of speech is being limited here under certain instances. The constitution is 

not clear what situations warrant the enactment of this Article and there is again tension 

regarding how this can, and will, be interpreted by the Iraqi government.458   

The second chapter in this section dealt with articles of freedom which include 

dignity, personhood, intellect, and freedom from slavery. Once again article thirty-eight 

stated that the state will protect freedoms of expression, press, and assembly so long as it 
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does not violate public order or morality though this article also does not define what 

public morality entails or how it could be violated. The next few articles defined the right 

to form political parties which are to be regulated by law and freely affiliated with, 

freedom of communication, movement, religion, and thought including religious belief 

and practice. Article thirty-nine allowed for citizens to be governed without being forced 

into any party and membership but did not list who is at authority to decide what 

constitutes coercion in this sense and what that would look like in state and local 

government.459 Article thirty-nine allowed families to determine which courts to use to 

adjudicate family issues. Both articles thirty-nine and thirty-four, mandating only primary 

education, were concerning for women as male family members could utilize Shari’a to 

limit access to courts and education.  Article forty-one defined personal status and allows 

Iraqis to choose their own belief system and act accordingly but once again this article 

does not define how this process will take place or be regulated nor by whom. This article 

also did not define Shari’a as the template for personal status laws.460 Section two chapter 

two culminated with the empowerment of civil society, advancement of tribes and clans, 

and the notice that no freedoms awarded in the constitution can be restricted.  

Section three dealt with issues of federal powers and article forty-seven states the 

government will be divided up into three branches: legislative, executive, and judicial. 

The first portion of this section handled concerns of the legislative branch including the 

Council of Representatives and the Federation Council naming who can be a member of 

each, holding space for women candidates, and protecting voters. This section also 
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detailed the protocols and laws which the legislative branch must follow such as the oath 

to swear in, which includes swearing to God, creating bylaws, public visibility, and terms 

of the Councils. Article fifty-eight listed the Prime Minister as the speaker of the Council 

of Representatives and able to call an extraordinary session; any proposed laws must be 

reviewed by the Prime Minister and the Council of Representatives. The Council of 

Representatives are responsible for enacting and monitoring laws, electing the President 

of the Republic, regulating the ratification process, and appointing the following 

positions: members of the military, ambassadors, judiciaries, as well as deciding the 

president is unfit for office due to perjury, treason, or violating the constitution. Article 

sixty-five protected the representation of citizens who are not represented by a region or 

governorate.  Chapter two outlined the powers of the executive branch which includes the 

Prime Minister and the Council of Ministers. This chapter defined the qualifications for 

Prime Minister, the process by which they are elected, given powers, and the terms of 

their appointment. The President of the Republic selects the Council of Ministers and that 

council plans and executes policies, proposes bills, manages the national budget, dictates 

international affairs, manages the National Intelligence Service, and issues rules and laws 

for the nation. This section also stated that the President of the Republic will assume the 

role of Prime Minister in the event the Prime Minister seat is vacant. Chapter three 

concerned the powers of the judicial branch which is an independent branch consisting of 

the Higher Juridical Council, the Federal Supreme Court, the Federal Court of Cassation, 

the Public Prosecution Department, the Judiciary Oversight Commission, and other 

federal courts; the judicial branch nominates its own judges. While articles eighty-seven 
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and eighty-eight addressed judicial matters, it did not state who is qualified for this role 

and instead this matter relies on the CPA’s decisions utilizing the TLA. 

Article ninety-two ensured the Federal Supreme Court will contain both legal 

scholars and scholars of Islamic jurisprudence. There cannot be any special courts created 

and judges are appointed and removed by law and cannot be registered with any political 

party. Chapter four addressed the Independent Commissions which includes the High 

Commission for Human Rights, the Independent Electoral Commission, and Commission 

on Public Integrity which are all monitored by the Council of Representatives. These 

commissions were intended to curb corruption and hold state institutions, representatives, 

and organizations accountable for their actions in accordance with the law.  

Section four allocated powers of the federal government stating federal service 

members will protect the unity, integrity, sovereignty, and independence of the nation. 

The constitution left articles one hundred ten to one hundred fourteen regarding contested 

issues such as division of power, regional power, and natural resources to be resolved 

later, largely due to the Kurdish desire for autonomy.461 Article one hundred ten stated the 

government regulations including matters of foreign policy, national security, military, 

customs, currency, trade, citizenship, resources, population statistics, weights, and 

measures. Article one hundred eleven to one thirteen concerned matters of natural 

resources. This section ensured all Iraqis in all regions own oil and gas without getting 

into any specifics about what this entails and how this would be divided or profit 

managed. Article one hundred twelve noted the federal government will divide up the oil 

and gas in a fair manner based on population and previous state neglect, but again did not 
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decide how this process will occur and what the metrics for such distribution are. This 

article also only mentioned present oil fields, implying any new oil fields may be under 

different laws and regulations.462 These articles demonstrated the disagreement present in 

the nation at the time of its creation which has remained an ongoing concern. This power 

structure was concerning to Sunnis as the Kurdish north and Shi‘i south are more oil rich 

than the Sunni majority central Iraq. Article one hundred thirteen concerns 

archaeological, historical, and cultural materials which will be regulated by the federal 

government; again, there is no clear description of what this regulation entails. Article 

one hundred fourteen listed the powers shared by the federal and regional government 

including customs, energy, and environmental sectors along with public health, 

education, water, and general planning. Article one hundred fifteen assured unlisted 

powers belong to regional authorities and governments.  

Section five tackled powers of the regions which includes naming Iraq as a 

federal system which is a decentralized arrangement containing regions, governates, and 

local administrations. Article one hundred seventeen recognized Kurdistan as a federal 

region and allows for the formation of other such regions; a region can organize utilizing 

article one hundred nineteen by one third of the members of a government requisition to 

be a region or one tenth of voters in a region requesting to become a region. Articles one 

hundred twenty and one hundred twenty too dictated each government will have its own 

constitution, which cannot contradict the Iraqi constitution, and regional governments 

shall have their own governmental structures, share of natural resources, and protections 

but cannot conflict with national regulations. Articles one hundred twenty-two and one 
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hundred twenty-three concerned governorates which are composed of villages, districts, 

and sub districts and those who are not incorporated into a governorate will receive 

regional authorities and be led by an elected governor. This section finished by 

identifying Baghdad as its own region which cannot be combined with another and 

ensuring the administrative, cultural, educational, and political protection of all 

nationalities and ethnicities within the nation. Previously, Baghdad was the central power 

and did not have checks and balances on it before 463 

Section six is the last section and included final and transitional provisions which 

discusses the process of amending the constitution and stating the fundamental principles 

in section one rights and liberties in section two cannot be amended. Article one hundred 

twenty-seven declares that state representatives cannot use their influence or assets to 

bribe others. This section also discussed how laws should be published and their period 

of enforcement. Chapter articulated the transitional provisions and outlines how Iraq will 

move forward from the CPA and TAL. Article one hundred thirty-two awarded privileges 

for the families of those victimized under the former dictatorship but does not detail how 

they are to be compensated, protected, or valued and who would provide those 

protections. This section also assured Iraq would adopt the bylaws of the Transitional 

National Assembly the Council of Representatives was able to create their own laws. 

Article one hundred thirty-five discussed deba’athification and its continuation under the 

new administration. This article stated non-criminal former Ba’athists are protected by 

law which is an extension of protection to Sunni Iraqis which was a larger concern for the 
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Sunni groups. Article one hundred thirty-eight outlined the stipulations for the Presidency 

Council. This section dealt with the transition from the Transitional Administrative Law 

and how amendments should be made to encompass most Iraqis utilizing a temporary 

theory, proving the amendment process to be an arduous one.  Article one hundred forty-

three voided the Transitional Administrative Law, except articles 53 (A) and 58 and the 

last article put the constitution in motion after the general referendum passed, the 

constitution was published in the Official Gazette, and the new governmental leaders 

were in position.  

Issues of Secularism 

In a democracy the political authority comes from the will of the citizens who are 

represented through elected officials to act on their behalf in the government.464 A 

democracy is an egalitarian government structure that guarantees equality for all citizens 

under the law and while the laws can be amended, inclusivity is the nature of democracy. 

Secularism needs to exist in some capacity in order for a liberal democracy to exist; it is 

possible, and necessary, to rethink how to incorporate religion into the democratic 

sphere.465 Both religion and secularism are constructed concepts and secularism directly 

derives from religion and via society’s interaction with religion, culture, and politics and 

it is impossible to avoid religious politics even where secularism is imposed; though it is 

better for secularism to occur bottom up and organically alongside politics instead of 

being imposed from the top down.466 Additionally, democracy does not necessitate a stark 

rejection of religion in order to uphold its values and Western governmental preferences 
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do not need to be the standard across the globe.467 This is not something that is 

commonplace in the minds of Western leaders and this understanding would undermine 

the argument for the West’s conquest for global hegemonic power. Furthermore, it is 

pluralism, not secularism, which defines a democracy and the discussion of Islam’s 

compatibility with democracy is a relatively new discussion that took off after 9/11 with 

discussions of human rights, citizenship, and immigration.468  

The overwhelming majority of Iraq is Muslim making the role of Islam in the 

developing nation a primary concern and one of the most central debates. The United 

States wanted Iraq to be secular, but they initially were concerned with the level of Iraqi 

backlash they would encounter in the formation of a secular Iraq.469 This concern 

stemmed from al- Sistani’s two page fatwa, published on June 26th, 2003, which asserted 

the occupying powers did not have the authority to create and appoint a government, or 

constitution, in Iraq and stated the need for Iraqis to vote for representatives to draft the 

constitution and elect officials directly.470  The CPA and supporting Iraqi forces debated 

the extent Islam would play a role in the constitution which became a major source of 

disagreement between the U.S. and Iraqi forces.471 The coalition was unwilling to allow 

Iraq to be an Islamic state which is in part explains why they excluded so much Iraqi 

input in the reconstruction process. The U.S. imagined a secular Iraq that would be 

heavily modeled on the United States and Britain; the Iraqis wanted Islam to provide a 
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moral framework for the nation. Islam is a way of thought as well as a religion which is 

neither oppressive nor emancipatory.472 The coalition did not have experience with, and 

did not care to understand, the Islamic understanding of community and legality that 

could support statehood. Religion offers fulfillment, morality, purpose, and it also 

provides critical thinking for societal issues.473 Furthermore, religion allows others to find 

and search for truth and create ethical boundaries which is useful in other, more secular, 

spheres as well. While the U.S. was primarily concerned with limiting the role of Islam in 

the Iraqi government, many Iraqis wanted the moral framework Islam provided the 

government.474 Western scholars and policymakers were concerned a government rooted 

in Islamic principles would lead to harm and discrimination among non-Muslims and 

women in the nation. This is not cause for concern regarding discrimination against non-

Muslims though because Islam protects the rights of all other religions to practice and 

exist.  This right is stated in the Qur’an which means there is no more probability that 

non- Muslims will be persecuted under an Islamic government than they would be in a 

so-called secular state. 

Polls administered at the time even reflected the sentiments of some Iraqi 

minorities who were accepting of Islam playing a large governing role but even still this 

did not eliminate the concern that these Iraqis would later feel like second class citizens 

and be denied their constitutional freedom of religion, speech, and liberty.475  Initially the 

constitution outlined holy sites and sacred religious authority, such as the marja’iyya, but 
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these points were swapped out for less pointed terms.476 In the end the U.S. coalition 

decided to utilize general statements in order to place Islam as the nation’s religion 

without allowing for religious rule.477  The TAL contained a clause which stated that, “No 

law that contradicts the universally agreed tenets of Islam, the principles of democracy, or 

the rights cited in Chapter Two ["Fundamental Rights"] of this Law may be enacted 

during the transitional period.” 478 This clause assumed Islam is not in contrast with 

democracy but does not more deeply explore what legislation supporting Islam and 

democracy simultaneously would look like. This TAL law was subsequently reworded 

but kept in essence for Article one section two of the final constitution. While American 

forces pushed for a secular nation there are still many Islamic influences in the nation, for 

example, Shi‘I scholars sit on the Iraqi supreme court.479  

Iraqi and American policymakers shared numerous disagreements over the 

wording of Islamic elements in the constitution. Sunnis specifically requested the 

document state “Islam is ‘the’ source of legislation” while the Americans were more 

comfortable with the statement written as “Islam is ‘a’ source of legislation”.480 

Conversations such as this extended to the entire drafting process of the Iraqi 

constitution. Language in both English and Arabic became a contested topic within the 

constitution.481  Phrases American policymakers wanted to use did not carry the same 
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weight in Arabic or implied a completely different notion.482 One such instance was over 

the use of the word ahkam in reference to the manner in which Islamic values would 

influence the law; all non- Shi‘i parties were concerned the use of ahkam would imply a 

strong Shi‘i influence on law and include fatwas into law as well.483 There was an attempt 

to construct the Iraqi constitution with minimal Islamic agency because of the 

continuation of similar linguistic issues and the coalition did not have time, nor interest, 

in a sustained argument. In the instances of conflict between Islam and democracy, 

American policymakers fought to assure democratic and human rights principles were 

prioritized above Islamic law. One such example was evident in Chapter two, Article 

fourteen which stated all Iraqis are equal before the law regardless of their race, religion, 

ethnicity, social status, creed, or gender. When Officials swear into public office they 

must take an oath to God, directly inserting religion into government space; taking an 

oath to God is also privileging individuals who not only abide by a religion but are 

monotheistic as well; this calls into question the place of the Iraqi Yazidis.484 The 

constitution clearly stated there can be no law that contradicts Islam; however, there are 

many Articles regarding human rights as the highest priority of the nation.485 This was a 

source of serious confusion and anxiety regarding the Iraqi constitution. The Iraqi 

constitution is filled with Articles which instate Islamic values. Section one, Article two 

of the constitution labeled Islam as the state’s religion as well as protects the rights and 

freedoms of all other religious groups residing in the nation.486 Article three of this same 
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section also outlined Iraq’s place within the Arab League and its obligations to the 

Islamic World.487 The rights of religious sites were also protected under Section one, 

Article ten, which included the protection of their existence and those who practice there 

as well and not allowing any law to be passed that violates Islam in any way.488  

The Qur’an does not consist of many laws or legal rulings pertaining to 

government which means suggestions for religious  law must come from another Islamic 

source, typically this comes from Shiri’a.489 When it was time to write the constitution, 

there was debate on whether Shiri’a should also be stated as a source of legislation but 

drafters were concerned with non-Muslims having to abide by Shari’a and uncertain 

about Shari’a’s ability to adopt legislation for modern civic and domestic issues.490 

Moreover, Shari’a is based on the Sunna, which entails the Prophet’s deeds; however 

Shari’a is also based on ijtihad, Islamic reasoning, which means Sunni and Shi‘i  

interpretations of Shari’a will differ and therefore make it difficult to base national and 

constitutional law on it. 491 These sentiments alone should have been enough to 

encourage an Islamic framework in the constitution; however, U.S. policymakers did not 

want to create an Islmaist state and instead used general statements to place Islam as the 

nation’s religion without allowing for religious rule. 492 The constitution asserted there 

cannot be a law passed that violates Islam, but this is as specific as the constitution came 
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to be regarding the role of Islam.493 Leaving Islam as a source of legislation allows for 

Islam to be acknowledged as important to most Iraqis but leaving room for these 

decisions to be hashed out later when the Americans were gone, and it was Iraq’s 

problem. Furthermore, the debate on Islam’s compatibility with democracy illustrated 

that Western entities are the ones creating the conflict between Islam and democracy 

implying that Muslim majority nations must pick one ideology or the other. Shari’a itself 

is not the impetus behind human rights violations or an unstable state; it is just one factor 

in a multifaceted issue.494 Western nations struggle to maintain their democracy and have 

human rights issues, but this never leads one to question whether the West, Christianity, 

or modernity is compatible with democracy. The desire to return to Islam and religious 

purity is linked to the need to set boundaries in political, familial, and community 

spheres.495 The assertion of Islamic values within a state does not negate the ability to be 

democratic or support human rights like the West assumes. 

The utility of Shari’a as governing law has been debated in the West for decades 

and there are several concerns associated with the incorporation of Shari’a in law. 

Specifically, Shari’a law centers largely on family law and inheritance and largely ignores 

issues of economy and foreign policy that a constitution must address and, furthermore, 

Shari’a law applies only to Muslim individuals. 496 While Iraq is predominantly Muslim, 

there are other religions such as Catholicism, Judaism and the Yazidis who would not be 

governed by these social guidelines. If Iraq forced these groups to follow such guidelines, 
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they would be in violation of Section one, Article two of their own constitution. Shari’a 

was not officially written into the Iraqi constitution; however, it is possible to identify 

aspects of Shari’a law present in the 2005 Iraqi constitution. The personal status portion 

of the constitution, article forty-one, handled areas such as marriage, divorce, family, and 

inheritance, much like the main components of Shari’a. Article forty-one stated 

individuals are free to abide by their own religion, beliefs, or ethics in their personal 

commitments. This opens personhood to be governed by Shari’a but does not mandate 

this for non- Muslims or those who chose not to follow Shari’a. There is possible the use 

of Shari’a; however, it is not legally mandated by the government. The ambiguity of this 

Article again benefited those that did not want one Islamic voice in the constitution, and 

the Americans who did not want it present at all.  The first section, part a, of Article 

twenty-nine identified the family as the society’s foundation and puts the state in charge 

of upholding the religious, ethical, and national values. This is another example of 

Shari’a’s presence within the document as Shari’a also places family at the center of 

society.497 In this section, there can be concern from a religious and a democratic 

standpoint. The Article did not specifically identify what standards of the family will be 

upheld and in what manner.498 Additionally, this section does not give parameters guiding 

how, and to what extent, the state is to enforce this Article. Ambiguity once again allows 

for both democratic and Islamic interpretations of this Article but causes anxiety because 

there are no guidelines on the implementation for either party. 

The echoes of Shari’a also created a conversation regarding gender within the 

Iraqi constitution. Under Shari’a women receive less inheritance than men receive and 
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are allotted fewer legal rights.499 The status of women emerged as a concern under the 

new, and ambiguous, Iraqi constitution. The argument for female oppression under this 

constitution stemmed from the Iranian revolution in 1979, where girls as young as nine 

were able to be married.500 The first section of the constitution confronts this concern 

when it states human rights and democratic principles are upheld alongside Islamic 

values. Western legal analysts noted the lack of inclusion of both genders in the Articles 

of the constitution; some scholars were concerned for female agency regarding the 

possible application of Shari’a because the constitution did not include male or female 

pronouns in reference to travel, family, or legal issues.501 The wording of the preamble 

stated gender is equal and would therefore assume there would not need to be specific 

gender clarifications under each Article. There was no mention of men specifically in 

such Articles at the heart of concern which suggests males are not being assigned priority 

through this wording. 

Striking a balance between religion and government requires time and extensive 

sensitive negotiations to obtain. Islam is more than a religion and is also a philosophy and 

a way of life; the Western idea of religion does not fit well in a Middle Eastern context.502 

In Iraq, and other countries where religion played a leading role, it is important to 

understand secularism as more than just being void of religion or in opposition to it.503 In 

fact, making space for religious pluralism and tolerance can be the first step and easing 
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tensions in the Middle East.504 There is concern among the West that with Islamization 

comes violence but there is violence even where Islam, and religion, does not exist.505 

Violence in the Middle East is an outcome of the group’s interaction with the West and 

government rather than the support of the Quran.506 Islamization’s goal is to settle any 

debate on who is the source of authority and standardize the nation as such. To have an 

Islamic nation in a country with multiple religions there needs to be separate laws for 

those who are Muslim and those who are not or there needs to be a forced assimilation 

for non-Muslim citizens.507  However, removing Islam from government is not what will 

ensure an egalitarian state; violence can occur just as intentionally and organically in a 

secular democracy as it can in an Islamic nation.508 Forcing citizens to ascribe to one 

belief or ideology only creates a false sense of security and leads to fear and competition. 

The West assumes secularization means modernization and encourages the government to 

take on roles previously held by religious clerics including judges, education, and 

economics. The secularization of Iraq meant a restructuring of the penal code, laws, 

family matters, and education. 

There is a false safety in secularism for the West, leaders think by removing 

religion they can remove conflict and oppression but instead it manifests itself in other 

ways like political, racial, and socioeconomic tensions. If there is no assimilation or 
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tolerance violence and conflict will arise whether there is religious sentiment present or 

not, liberalism and democracy does not remove historical or institutionalized conflict. 

The West promotes the expansion of choice as a right every global citizen should be 

granted, and this expansion of choice is part of the liberal agenda which appears neutral 

in value to the Western audience but can be taxing on non-democratic nations pushed to 

reform. The language of liberalization emphasizes concepts such as freedom and choice, 

but these notions are not always mapped onto the citizens in the way they were promoted. 

Most scholarly discussion regarding Islam and democracy debates the possibility of such 

a government rather than its practicality. Iraq’s 2005 constitution implemented 

democracy while also featuring Islamic law, shifting the conversation to questions of the 

role Islam does play in a democracy. Embracing Western technology is another concern 

of democratization and liberalization under an Islamic nation; is it possible to utilize 

Western ideas and mechanics without also absorbing Western values? 509 It seems 

unlikely that a society could adapt a culture’s ideas, laws, and customs without also 

allowing some values to trickle in. Islamic fundamentalists understand the main threat to 

religion is the outside influence attempting to subvert the purity of Islam.510 This is part 

of a more complex issue regarding Islam as a religion versus Muslim culture as an 

identity.511 Identity goes beyond one’s religion and ideas, it is where they are located, 

their upbringing and education, absorbed customs.  
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Outcome of the Constitution: The Paradoxical Creation of a “Cosmic” Adversary 

We can understand the democratization of Iraq through the lens of 

Juergensmeyer’s theory of cosmic war. Juergensmeyer identifies the presence of the 

adversary as the factor which challenges identity; in such, the struggle for democracy 

caused Sunni and Shi’i sects to become cosmic adversaries. He states, “What had been 

simple opponents become cosmic foes.” As such “the use of violence becomes 

legitimized, and the slightest provocation or insult can lead to terrorist results” 512. This 

phenomenon causes even minor inconveniences between groups to be brought to the 

proportions of cosmic war. This is paradoxical as the coalition intended to manufacture a 

democratically in the Middle East but ended up creating insurgents and terrorist groups 

instead. In these instances, mediation is not possible as the complexity is behind this 

world and almost incomprehensible. Understanding this concept will problematize the 

following analysis of the Iraqi constitution. 

Iraq is composed of three main ethnic groups: Kurds, who represent 

approximately twenty percent of Iraq, Shi‘i Arabs, comprising approximately 60 percent, 

and Sunni Arabs, the remaining twenty percent of the nation; all three groups have at 

least a two-thirds majority in at least three provinces. Therefore, according to the rules of 

the referendum on the constitution, if any group had objections to the constitution, they 

could veto it provided it is voted down in that province by at least two-thirds majority. 

The constitution passed in the referendum but was almost vetoed as two Sunni provinces 

voted against it with more than two- thirds and one voted against it at a rate of 55 
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percent.513 On October 15, 2005, a national referendum was held to ratify the 

constitution, which passed with majority approval and a sixty-three percent voter turnout; 

elections were then scheduled for December 15th of that year.514 The 2005 Iraqi 

constitution adopted federalism along with democracy and places an emphasis on human 

and individual rights.515 The document allowed for both federal and regional power and 

allocates significant authority to the regional level, though ultimate authority does remain 

on a federal level.516 Some provinces attempted to gain autonomy, though no area 

received the same amount of autonomy as the Kurdistan region was awarded.517 The 

constitution was vague in several aspects and politically contested issues were left 

unresolved in the 2005 constitution as it was a presumed future issue. Policymakers 

regarded this constitution as a starting point for the nation and hoped Iraq would be 

equipped to deal with such problems in the years to come; however, such an unstructured 

constitution, however, was not a helpful act for the nation as it would be later used 

against its citizens.  

There are several ways to assess the Iraqi constitution those analyzing the events 

surrounding the ratification of the 2005 Iraqi Constitution now have the privilege of 

hindsight; furthermore, the analysis in this dissertation offers a postcolonial perspective 

also formulated with the privilege or time and critical scrutiny. Understanding the U.S. 

invasion, occupation, and reconstruction of Iraq as part of colonization illustrates the 
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tribulations Iraq endures from 2003 to present. By the nature of democracy, it cannot be 

created or pushed on a state; however, American forces understood Iraqi culture in so 

much as it aligned with their hegemonic agenda which manifested during the 

reconstruction of Iraq. Even after U.S. authority figures left Iraq and the CPA was 

dissolved, colonialism continued to be pervasive in the nation through the neo-

colonialism of the new Iraqi administration, as the CPA handed over the country to the 

American appointed Iraqi government which upheld colonial tropes, methodologies, and 

sentiments under the al - Maliki regime. Continued colonialism in Iraq lent itself to 

violence, and structural and symbolic violence emerged through the U.S. led drafting of 

the Iraqi constitution. Structural violence in Iraq can be seen in the Iraqi judicial and 

political systems modeled after U.S. systems that did not consider for Islamic or Arab 

values, not offering proper training to Iraqi municipal workers or bureaucrats and 

orchestrating the process of deba’athification. Symbolic violence emerged through the 

U.S. backing of Shi‘i at the expense of the Sunnis, the reconstruction process proceeding 

in English, rather than Arabic and Kurdish, and the U.S. forces utilized a top down, rather 

than a bottom up, approach. These are just a few limited examples of such outcomes of 

the 2005 Iraqi constitution.   

Furthermore, there were numerous concerns with the implementation of a body of 

law in Iraq. During the liberation and occupation of Iraq the United States attempted to 

create their ideal version of Iraq forcing Iraqis to live and sustain a government which 

does not meet their needs specifically. Determining the way an authoritative superpower 

has shifted the balance not just within a nation, but within a region of the world, can help 

people better understand the root cause of such actions, rather than using the easy 
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scapegoat of religion or Islamic violence that is so readily accepted. Looking at the 

influences surrounding the Iraqi constitution allows for better decisions to be made in the 

future not just in Iraq but in other similar instances as well. Analyzing the constitutional 

process in Iraq also sheds light on tensions within Iraq and the ongoing struggle for Iraqi 

agency. As we look at Iraq, religion was already a major part of the nation for centuries. 

At the time of the U.S. invasion and the nation’s reconstruction, the Sunni religious 

establishment was already incorporated into the administration and as such the U.S. 

imposed secularization drive was directed against the autonomous, Shi‘i  establishment 

with its vast, pan-national financial networks of donors, institutions of learning, shrines 

and worship centers.518 One of the most notorious problems in the new Iraqi constitution 

was the document’s ambiguity which was intentionally structured by U.S. officials to 

appease various Iraqi groups.519 There was intentional lack of clarity when the document 

uses wording such as “principles of democracy” rather than defining exact conditions of 

what constitutes a democracy.520  Listing concrete terms of democracy appeared to be 

threatening to various group interests, as stated by a participating U.S. policymaker, 

whereas more loosely worded concepts allowed for freedom of interpretation and 

therefore agreement.521 The Shi‘i were granted the most power by population through 

democracy which made groups such as the Sunnis and Kurds anxious they would not 

have a place in this new government. Other words such as “basic” or “rights” were also 
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left undefined within the constitution and are open for later debate and consideration; this 

ambiguity would plague Iraq for years to come.  

After the installment of the new Iraqi government there were violent grabs for 

power that defined the next decade in Iraq; one such instance was the 2005 resurrection 

of the Da’wa party. The Da’wa movement originated to work across sectarian lines and 

return Iraq to its Islamic traditions and their goal was to center Islam in society so the 

government could be fully transformed next.522 Under Saddam’s regime the Da’wa party 

was banned and even annual Shi‘i events were not permitted due to Saddam’s concern 

that the party would gain tremendous support and cause a coup.523 The Da’wa party 

eventually split from its initial aim of unifying Iraq under Islam, becoming less centered 

on the foundation of an Islamic state, in the 1980s after the Islamic Revolution and their 

tactics became similar to the Ba’athist ideology.524 After the removal of Saddam Hussein, 

the Da’wa party was able to rise to power once again and put forward their candidate, 

Nour al- Maliki, who became the Iraqi prime minister from 2006- 2014 and helped to 

further divide the nation. The constitution did not clearly define the central powers in Iraq 

and those of the Prime Minister and cabinet which allowed al- Maliki to take almost 

complete control of the Iraqi government and skirt parliament, which had been intended 

to check the power of the Prime Minister.525 Al - Maliki relied more on personal advisors 

than his cabinet and put himself in control of several ministries so that he could solely run 

Iraq, which is ironic because he was picked because it was thought he was too weak to 
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fully take control of the nation and turn it into an authoritarian government. 526 He 

appointed himself Minister of Defense, Ministry of Interior, and the National Security 

Advisor by 2010.527 These actions would not be possible without the weak wording of the 

constitution and the lack of governmental oversight added to the document.  

The U.S. coalition wanted ultimate power in Iraq and to appointed officials, such 

as Nouri al- Maliki and others, who did not have the intentions of citizens or a democratic 

Iraq in mind.  Al- Maliki was able to use his connections with the judiciary branch in 

order to make laws in his favor without pushback and was able to consolidate power by 

stating his actions were supported by the ambiguous constitution.528 Al- Maliki took on 

an authoritarian- like power and went on to discourage corruption investigations, control 

the counterterrorism bureau, decide which parties could and could not exist, award 

himself several national security positions, dispute territory within the nation and create 

paramilitary groups.529 These are only some of the actions he was able to execute 

between 2006 and 2014 when he was removed from office. The constitution created in 

2005 was not strong enough to prevent another authoritarian agenda or deter corruption. 

This led to serious repercussions in Iraq because judicial decisions made under al- Maliki 

set precedents and formal legal interpretations of the new constitution. In one instance al- 

Maliki requested a recount of votes after he lost the 2019 election to his opponent, Ayad 

Allawi, and further manipulated the constitution to define the largest political block530 in 
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a manner which gave al- Maliki more votes.531  His political actions increased tensions 

between Shi‘i and Sunni groups, as well as Kurds, which amplified sectarian strife and 

violence in the nation. There are no incentives or preventative measures to ensure 

leadership complies with the constitution and the democratic process.  

Iraq’s security and armed forces was another obscurity in the constitution; it was 

left unclear who was in command of the army and how far removed from the military one 

needed to be in order to run or hold office.  Al- Maliki was in conflict with the 

constitution since he controlled the armed forces while simultaneously holding office as 

the Prime Minister, as evident by Article 9 (first) C which states that ‘Iraqi armed forces 

and their personnel ... may not stand for election to political office, campaign for 

candidates, or participate in other activities prohibited by Ministry of Defense 

regulations’.532 Through this manner, al- Maliki was able to appoint allies and close 

friends to lead military positions and also assume control over the military and allowed 

him to create loyalist groups within the government fairly easily.533  Al- Maliki did not 

improve matters when he ignored Sunni concerns and did not work to incorporate them 

into the government.534 Tensions and violence increased to the point where it was difficult 

for officials to work from their offices. Due to the grievances and violence, some Sunnis 

became banned from elections and those who were arrested were mistreated by the 

government. This gave Daesh another chance to demonstrate they were protecting Iraqis 

and they launched a campaign to save those being abused in Iraqi prisons.535 The 
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ambiguity in the constitution left much to be determined by the Iraqi judicial system 

which lends itself to loopholes and potential abuses within the nation which are not 

unprecedented. 

Daesh, further discussed in Chapter 3, can also be understood as an outcome of 

the new Iraqi constitution. As the Iraqi government struggled to protect and empower 

citizens, smaller radical groups formed offering solutions the government could not; 

meanwhile, the government was working to exclude groups from their inner circle while 

groups like Daesh and al- Qaeda in Iraq were seeking to include anyone who was willing 

to participate, and even those who were not willing.536 Socioeconomic status, political 

party, and ethnicity did not matter to Daesh, as long as you were loyal and willing to 

abide by their definition of Islam you were under their protection and a part of their 

circle. In some instances, joining Daesh, or allowing them to be present in a city, was a 

matter of survival for those inhabitants and a way to maintain protection or services in 

their village.537 Sunnis felt at odds with Iraqis post 2005 as they felt their identity was not 

part of the national narrative and they were being disenfranchised as the constitutional 

process was largely Shi‘i centric.538 Many Sunnis protested the constitution and even 

more voted against it in 2005.539 Sunnis released a statement requesting intervention from 

the United Nations and Arab League when their objections to the constitution were 

ignored.540 When the constitution passed it did so without much of the Sunni vote and 
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mainly having Shi‘i, Kurdish, and American support. It is difficult to imagine any 

successful nation, especially a democracy, where the constitution is not accepted by 

approximately one fourth of the population; Sunni objection to the New Iraq continued to 

plague the nation.   

The issue between these groups is not religion because they are able to work 

together when it benefits them and Sunni and Shi‘i fight amongst themselves at times 

when there is an issue of power; identity and politics appear to be at the forefront of 

disagreement in the nation. Sectarian identities compete with nationalism to unite a 

community for a common cause with legitimacy and authority.541 Sunni members still 

were not overly present in government, so this further alienated the Sunni population and 

the average Iraqi felt resentful to the government due to the abundant corruption 

continuing in the country leading to a hostile nation for a multitude of reasons. Authority 

and government are more than just written laws, it is a relationship and agreement 

between citizens and their leaders. When there is no clear leadership or process for the 

government to follow and corruption there is room for fear, outside claims to authority, 

and animosity amongst the citizens who will find ways to challenge their government. In 

Iraq, this authority was once the King, President, or dictator and in an Islamic nation it 

would be the Ulama who provide authority and law but in new Iraq there was no one 

person working to serve the nation but rather smaller factions competing for their own 

agenda to maintain dominance and control over land, resources, money, and power in the 

state. Politics is a social contract that finds its way into all areas of a society and 

individuals need to understand themselves as included and protected by this social 
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contract to be willing or obligated to oblige by it. Typically, interactions with people 

different from ourselves shape our understanding of who we are and who we are not and 

help us to shift our political perspective, these interactions can also cause people who are 

fearful and uncertain to cling to their own beliefs and see those who are different or have 

other agendas as a threat to their own survival.542 Since the constitution left bureaucratic 

and legal issues unresolved along with division of power, regional power and natural 

resources, these concerns were an ongoing argument in Iraq and a source of Sunni 

concern. The coalition caused additional problems between Sunni and Shi’i groups which 

fueled the tension between the groups. The rift between the sects accelerated due to 

deepening anxieties around identity. This was not an issue for the coalition to resolve or 

mediate as these identity concerns were outside the scope of Western understanding and 

experience.  

Between 2006 and 2008, 2.5 million Iraqis fled the country, mostly due to 

sectarian violence.543 This statistic demonstrates there are some problematic aspects left 

to deal with because of the 2005 Iraqi constitution. The forced removal of Saddam 

Hussein and implementation of the CPA and eventual democracy in Iraq has been a truly 

trying process. The 2005 Iraqi constitution intended to set Iraq up for a flourishing 

democracy.  The years following the implementation of the constitution and the first 

election demonstrates the unresolved tensions present in Iraq. Iraqi politicians, such as 

Maliki, used elements of democracy to mask their sectarian and hegemonic agendas. The 

constitution was problematic because it fails to clearly define which groups are to receive 
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authority and to what extent.544 The document needed to be concrete enough to deal with 

sectarian conflicts and terrorist organizations but still remain flexible enough to allow for 

a degree of Kurdish autonomy which is legally available to any group that is able to 

consider regional status.545 This was cause for concern because it does not limit who is 

available for such status and the level at which any other group gaining regional status 

would be engaged in the government.  Encompassing such a varying range of interests at 

a volatile time in Iraq led to a prematurely concocted constitution. The constitutional 

negotiations favored the Kurds and the Shi‘i who had been limited and persecuted under 

Saddam and largely excluded the Sunni interests. The constitution granted the Kurds 

autonomy in the north so that they were able to form their own Kurdish Regional 

Government (KRG) and Kurdistan became its own federal region with an army and 

municipal control as well as a veto clause that allowed the Kurds to have substantial input 

rather than being legally marginalized.546 The decision to allow Kurdistan its current level 

of autonomy caused serious problems for the cohesiveness of the 2005 constitution. The 

U.S. did not want to give too much to the Kurds and cause outrage between the Shi‘i and 

Sunni groups; however, an autonomous Kurdistan is still a contested issue in central and 

southern Iraq.547 The U.S. teetered between catering to the Kurds and Shi‘i  and appealing 

to the Sunnis. This caused there to be a serious lack of clarity when it came to developing 

a body of law and these issues have gone unresolved to this date. Al- Kubaisi offers Iraq 

is suffering from a structural crisis which is a product of the 2005 constitution pushed on 
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Iraq and in order to improve Iraqis must agree on power sharing measures that suit the 

ethnic groups within the nation.548  

Conclusion 

This chapter analyzed the drafting process and result of the 2005 Iraqi constitution 

and demonstrated that this document may not be the best representation of the needs of 

the Iraqi population. The obscure wording in the constitution helped to facilitate 

immediate abuses of power and corruption that have continued for decades. Though this 

constitution is new, there are some resulting actions which are indicative of its success. 

Democracy opens the governmental platform for all groups to voice their concerns, wants 

and needs. This inclusion comes at the price of an us vs. them mentality resulting from a 

collective concern that other groups, and the state as whole, may vote for actions which 

are harmful to a certain group; democracy has the opportunity to cause a large divide 

between the nation’s groups and is one of the problems that arose in Iraq as a result of the 

governmental change.549  

By May of 2006 Iraq placed fourth on American Foreign Policy magazine’s list of 

failed states index.550 This decision came in a little over one year after implementation of 

the new constitution and less than a year after the first elections in Iraq. The way the West 

portrayed Iraq has done a disservice to the nation and to democracy. The nation did not 

have an opportunity to implement policies or create their own society yet and were 

already being labeled a failure, by the nation who invaded the state, nonetheless. 
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Somehow this failure also ends up being portrayed as Iraq’s failure rather than that of the 

U.S., which claimed they were setting Iraq up as a functioning democracy. The way the 

West, and as a result the world, talks about and looks at Iraq allows for further 

stereotypes and falsities be perpetuated, such as “democracy is impossible in the Middle 

East and incompatible with Islam” or “Iraqi people are not interested in helping 

themselves succeed.” While constructing this analysis it is important to understand I have 

the privilege of viewing these events with hindsight. Ignorance and hasty judgment can 

no longer be afforded in the times of globalization, widespread terrorism, and nuclear 

proliferation. The nature of religion does not need to be classified as peaceful or violent, 

good, or bad, but rather, a discussion on the core values which lie at the essence of 

humanity is essential. The success of a nation in this global society is now interdependent 

on the success of other nations as well.551  

Often colonialism is thought to be a notion of the past and not congruent with 

modernity, but in fact colonialism is alive and well in places where Western nations still 

aspire to have and are able to maintain influence.552 Even when societies resist or move 

away from colonialism they are still grappling with the internalized colonialism and 

Western tropes.553 Scholars, political scientists, journalists, and the like insinuate we are 

in a post-colonial age but instances such as the invasion, occupation, and reconstruction 

of Iraq indicate otherwise. The world is still very much tied to notions of liberation 

theology and a modernized White Man’s Burden, exemplified in this dissertation. It is 
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imperative to address the roots and impact of modern colonization to contextualize the 

occupation of Iraq and to do better for Iraq and other nations in the future. Democracies 

cannot exist, nor thrive, in this political environment and those who are not part of the 

privileged party have suffered greatly in this instance.554 Westerners, in this case 

Americans, have the tendency to think they are in a better, more educated, position to 

understand, problematize, and explain non Western cultures, in this case Iraq.555 The 

West-centrism present during the occupation and reconstruction of Iraq had a continued 

impact on the nation, just as Eurocentrism for centuries prior. Even when societies fight 

back their colonialism they are still grappling with the internalized colonialism and 

Western tropes.556 Often colonialism is thought to be a notion of the past and not 

congruent with modernity, but in fact colonialism is alive and well in places where 

Western nations still aspire and are able to maintain influence. The process of removing a 

tyrant without a strong reconstruction plan leaving a power vacuum was a calamity for 

identity politics, and sectarianism to arise; democracies cannot exist nor thrive in this 

political environment and those who are not part of the privileged party suffer greatly in 

this instance.557 

The above demonstrates the leading problem with the Iraqi constitution is the 

American policymaker’s assumption that it would be appropriate for Iraq to conform to 

Western secular ideologies and practices without time and dialogue to support this 

adaptation. This idea assumes that the United States’ model of government is not only 
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able to be replicated in a state which is vastly different in culture and religion, but that it 

should be mapped onto Iraq as well. American policymakers worked tirelessly to coax 

Iraqi political groups to bend towards secularism and a decentralized state. An Islamic 

democracy is possible in theory, and now in practice, but that does not mean that it needs 

to be a mirror of American democratic practices to be successful.  There is great anxiety 

in regard to the mixing of Islamic and democratic ideologies from the Iraqis and the 

Americans involved in the drafting of the 2005 Iraqi constitution. The phrasing of the 

constitution is the largest indicator of the discontinuity among policymakers during the 

drafting process. There was no agreement on how much the state should rely on Islam to 

govern and what that would mean for non-Muslims, or even secular Muslims, residing in 

Iraq; ambiguity was the answer to meeting all party needs while meeting the ratification 

deadline the Americans were set on. While the Iraqi constitution is not entirely rooted in 

Islamic law, numerous articles within the constitution suggest an Islamic reading and 

Shari’a influence. It is understood that there can be a democratic constitution created 

which upholds Islam and incorporates its principles and values while not fully instituting 

Islamic law. This has been a topic of Western debate for decades and while the debate 

itself is problematic and presumptuous in nature, the findings of such merging of 

democracy and Islam are useful to the correction of Western assumptions.  The politics 

behind the new democracy and its constitution will continue to be a process of navigation 

for Iraqis as it has been for the past two decades. Chapter 6 will further explore the 

possible connection between the new Iraqi constitution and the rise of sectarian violence 

in the nation. 
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CHAPTER 5: 2005 

National Elections and Sectarianism 

Introduction: Features of Iraq’s “Cosmic War” 

Again, we allow Juergensmeyer to explain the following three characteristics we 

can find in a cosmic war which are also present in Iraq following the ratification of the 

constitution; indications of a cosmic war includes the struggle as an attack on identity, 

losing the struggle is unthinkable, and the struggle cannot be solved in real time.558 Each 

of these indicators can be found in the sentiments of both Sunni and Shi’a during the 

reconstruction period and will be exemplified in the section below. 

The series of elections in 2005 were moving Iraq from an interim government to a 

transitional government; the U.S. coalition wanted to stabilize Iraq, restore civil order to 

Iraqis through rebuilding new government, elections, and constitution, then turn the 

nation back over to Iraqis who would continue to lead Iraq in The U.S.’ image. It is again 

important to remember the U.S.’ stated goals of “liberation” and “democratization” 

during the Iraqi invasion and reconstruction process were not indicative of the George W. 

Bush administration’s plan for U.S. involvement in Iraq. The coalition in Iraq attempted 

to transition Iraq into a democracy within their hegemonic agenda; however, this process 

came with growing pains, which was demonstrated during the December 2005 national 

elections. The 2005 Iraqi constitution had an onerous task of attempting to unify Iraqis of 

each race, ethnicity, religion, and culture who have existed under serious tension for 

decades in one document. While the constitution itself is vague in language and legal 

constraint, there are aspects that define what life in Iraq should look like from a federal 
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perspective. The establishment of an Iraqi constitution was a major step towards 

establishing stability in the nation; however, the constitution also paved the way for 

sectarian violence. The unresolved problems of the constitutional process showed up in 

the way Iraqis turned out at the polls as numerous faction groups fought amongst each 

other for power and representation in the government.559  Shi‘is, Sunnis, and Kurds all 

understand themselves as victims of the state; this victimization only increased as 

violence escalated and each group demonstrated their struggles, further validating the 

victimization they felt.560 Victimization is a cyclical issue with no clear end and only 

leads to increased tensions and sectarian attitudes. There is no doubt all groups in Iraq 

have faced serious persecutions and complications not only under Saddam but because of 

the 2003 U.S. invasion and occupation as well. Iraqis were not able to be fully involved 

in the shaping of their new government through document or action which resulted in 

increased anxiety amongst Iraqis at a time when tensions were already high. Sunni 

objection to the New Iraq continues to plague the nation and has lent itself to an increase 

in violence. Once the constitution was in effect it was the concrete truth of the Shi‘i  

majority holding substantial political weight in a relatively unprecedented legal sense; 

this was an idea Sunnis had to conform to and adjust accordingly as a group over the 

coming years.561 The first series of elections in Iraq, and specifically the Parliamentary 

election in December 2005, proved not all Iraqis were on board with the new trajectory of 

the nation. In instances of foreign military occupation, such as the situation in Iraq, the 
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self determination of the people has been violated and the will of the governed population 

must be restored for legitimacy and self determination to be restored. The constitution 

and election processes in Iraq demonstrated the U.S. coalition as holding the ultimate 

authority without supporting legitimacy or collaboration.562  

After Baghdad fell to the Americans, looting and riots began in the city and many 

cities in the nation followed suit.563 This was just the beginning of the animosity among 

Iraqis during the nation’s reconstruction. Both Sunni and Shi‘i groups began to turn on 

their own members and put their individual interests first. These actions were partly due 

to the lack of a strong government presence, partly due to the power imbalance in the 

nation, and in part because of the exploitation of previous cleavages amongst the 

population. This new system also brought forward a more individualistic national 

sentiment rather than the collectivism experienced under Saddam which was a major shift 

for these two groups and their mobilization. Iraqis had experience with Western 

colonialism under the British Empire and knew they did not want to endure a similar 

experience again. There was a national resistance to the imposed legitimacy of the U.S. 

forces especially as foreign control in Iraq has repeatedly been problematic for the 

nation.564 Some Iraqis, like the Shi‘i majority, were willing to see what the coalition, and 

democracy, would bring to the nation, especially since they were at a clear advantage 

under the American system. Sunnis, however, were not as eager to wait and see and 

instead formed their own groups and boycotted the national elections. Seeing these 

concerns and being urged to respond, the CPA scheduled an Iraqi National Conference in 
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July of 2004 to allow Iraqis to share their opinions about the upcoming election, this 

however, turned out to be a largely negative response from Iraqis in contrast to what the 

American forces were expecting.565 At the National Conference a National Council 

consisting of 100 seats was created to manage the interim government.566 The groups567 

present during the conference were in fierce competition for representation and had no 

prior mediation or dialogue which led to arguing and hostility during the National 

Conference.  

Going into the elections, Iraqis were hostile to the idea and the process, not 

feeling confident in the appointed representatives or in the American led democratic 

process. Iraqis wanted to see more grassroots political movements and representatives 

lead rather than U.S. appointed officials.568 During these meetings, the U.S. coalition was 

not prepared to effectively mitigate concerns and disagreements between Iraqi groups 

which only furthered Iraqi mistrust in the coalition and the democratic system. In search 

of power and stability, Iraqis turned to violence which itself is a form of power. The 

sectarian tensions arising from this period can be understood though Juergensmeyer’s 

cosmic war analogy; he utilizes the term cosmic war to as the struggle at hand appears to 

be greater than life itself.569 As Juergensmeyer describes, confrontation becomes a cosmic 

war as part of a three-step process, which I will identify in Iraqi society below, that 
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includes struggles defining identity, losing is unimaginable, and the problem is not able to 

be solved in real time.570 This is not a problem that Western intervention or mediation can 

support as in this case it is the Western influence that ignited the problem into one of 

cosmic proportions. These forms of conflict are personal, social, and political but can be 

guised under religion to add moral meaning and legitimacy behind the movement. Sunni 

and Shi‘i worked to gain agency through legitimate and illegitimate means during and 

after the national elections.  

Election Process 

Immediately following the invasion, the United States aligned with the formerly 

oppressed Shi‘i majority, and the Kurds, as they were also oppressed under Saddam’s 

regime. The elections were backed by American money, and it often was the Shi‘is who 

were privileged since they constituted the majority of the population.571 This suggests 

complications for the previously privileged Sunnis because they became a political 

minority in Iraq under a democracy. In this instance we can again recall Juergensmeyer as 

in this elections process led to a struggle for identity which seemed detrimental to both 

Sunni and Shi’i groups. This was highly problematic since neither group were fully 

involved in the electorate process. The level of Shi‘i involvement in planning committees 

and document drafting, though minimal, was still more representation than the Sunni 

groups received and therefore led to abrupt anxieties which continued into the election 

process. Ayatollah Al- Sistani, the foremost Shi‘i religious leader of Iraq, urged all Iraqis 

to exercise their democratic right to vote and attempted to be the guiding authority for 

Iraqis where the U.S. authority was eroded. Iraqis protested free and fair elections as 
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early as 2003 with the Hilla demonstrations; Shi‘i Iraqis claimed the governor, Jawad 

Witwit, was an ex- Ba’athist and further demonstrated when the U.S. appointed a new 

governor in replacement.572 Iraqis wanted fair elections in which the people were 

represented in their government rather than being governed by appointed officials 

fulfilling foreign agendas. The election for National Assembly took place on schedule in 

January 2005, and the Sunnis duly boycotted the election leaving the Shi‘i groups with 

the majority and Kurdish parties coming in second place. The Sunni boycott was not just 

about the elections and their concern they would not emerge as victors, but they were 

making a statement against the invasion and occupation in general as well as the 

atrocities the U.S. soldiers recently committed in Fallujah.573  The Muslim Scholar 

Association, consisting of approximately 3,000 Sunnis, suggested the boycott which was 

better achieved in Anbar province, where 2% of the eligible voters turned out and in 

Mosul where less than 20% voted.574  

The turnout of this election shaped the parliament blocs as the National Assembly 

members were appointed based on the size of their blocs in parliament.575 By this time 

Iraqis were frustrated with the lack of progress and support within the country as they 

continued to suffer under this new government. 576 The constitution and new government 

had been in effect for over a year but there was still gross incompetence and corruption 

across the country. The new political system did not eradicate the clientelism of the 
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Saddam Era and therefore continued corruption, nepotism, and quid pro quo into the New 

Iraq.577 

The coalition was finding under Saddam salaries had been discretionary for the 

party in office and able to be changed as someone performed, or failed to perform, certain 

expectations.578 U.S. officials also came across ghost jobs where people were employed 

on paper but the position was not actually filled and the money for those salaries were 

funneled elsewhere, conversely, some individuals were actually employed but had been 

paid for work they did not complete; these policies found their place in the new Iraqi 

government as well. The government continued to buy support of NGOs, political parties, 

families, and organizations furthering the mistrust between citizens and their 

government.579 Though the coalition did not approve of this behavior they were unable to 

halt its continuance.  

The first democratic elections in Iraq began in January 2005, with votes for 

transnational assembly, followed by an October 2005 national referendum on new 

constitution, which passed by 78%, and the final election was in December 2005 which 

elected government officials for a four period term in democratic Iraq.580 The elections 

were the first symbolic collective act towards democracy in the nation and were an 

important civic step for Iraqis, but elections are not what creates, or upholds, 

democracy.581 In a poll in February of 2004, indicated Iraqis wanted a strong man in 
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charge in the short term and a democracy in the long term; 86% of Iraqis approved of 

democracy, 81% endorsed having a strong leader and 53% supported a government 

mainly of religious leaders.582 What Iraqis got was a smattering of candidates they knew 

nothing about. The campaigns were filled with fear mongering and divided messages, in 

an attempt to define their national, regional, and local identities concurrently during this 

occupation and reconstruction period; furthermore, tribes were not overwhelmingly 

included, nor encouraged, in the democratic process with the CPA favoring nationalism to 

tribalism583; this led to tribes not being in the position to form political parties and run for 

the 2005 election.584 Iraqis were not only selecting government officials to represent 

them, they were writing their future and history and their own national narrative which 

gave rise to surging demands of visibility and agency. In most cases, voters did not know 

who they were voting for.585 

The 2005 parliamentary election campaign also became an information campaign 

as candidates raced to win over the population at the expense of their competition. 

Politicians rallied their base around a shared trauma like ostracization, an invasion, 

religious persecution, and constructed a platform and worldview based off these aspects. 

Candidates went on to name a clear enemy, in this instance the dominating Shi‘i or 

coalition, and gained public support based on emotional ties. Most importantly in this 

new political atmosphere was the definition of the group and the cause in opposition to 
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others. The bigger the platform a group had, the greater their reach was and the more 

citizens they were able to win over. The 2005 parliamentary elections played on morality 

and stated the needs to have a fresh start in Iraq, recenter back on Islam, and make Iraq as 

strong as it was when it was the cradle of civilization. There was a desire to utilize black 

and white thinking to label groups and actions as “bad” while their group is “good” 

furthering the “us vs them” mentality which further unified their political group.586 These 

sentiments led to victimization and self-righteousness, and caused conflict and 

resentment across groups in Iraq and through this process, however common, created a 

hostile environment and elections won with fear and anxiety.587  

The CPA worked with the U.N. and the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC) to create 

an election commission nominating system in 2004 which would not list an applicant’s 

ethnicity or religion; this produced 1878 applications which were then screened by the 

U.N. and reduced to 24 nominees, ultimately appointed by the U.S. coalition.588  The 

final selected applicants went on to be part of the Independent Electoral Commission of 

Iraq (IECI) which was established to ensure the voting process was in line with the 

constitution and national laws; this commission contained seven voting Iraqi members 

and two non-voting international members.589  The January 2005 Iraqi elections did not 

have an international election observation, however; the National Democratic Institute 

formed an oversight organization, Ein590, which was able to monitor just under 80% of 
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the polling sites, ensuring voters could freely and fairly vote at their locations.591 This 

organization also trained Iraqis in how to monitor the polls for future elections and how 

to assess the election results following the casting of ballots. To prepare for the elections 

curfews were instated, travel restrictions were in place, Iraq closed its borders, and 

banned civilians from carrying any weapons in an attempt to control public safety.592 Due 

to the security concerns, several Iraqi groups suggested postponing the elections but the 

coalition wanted to stick to their timeline and did not want violence to disrupt the 

democratic process; as a result the Iraqi Islamic Party, the main Sunni party withdrew 

from the election.593 At the polls both U.S. and Iraqi security forces patrolled the area 

while the Iraqi security forces controlled the movement of people in and out of the 

polling locations, voters coming into the location were also assessed for safety and 

weapons and upon admittance were monitored by the EIN during the voting.594 

Leading up to the election Iraqis were flooded with media ads encouraging 

eligible voters to show up at the polls and complete their newly entitled civic duty for 

both parliamentary elections and the constitutional referendum.595 The U.S. spent $24 

million dollars on voter education which included handing out voter materials like 

pamphlets, merchandise, and posters as well as funding televised campaign debates and 
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commercials about the election process.596 Voting was not just a new civic right but a 

privilege and a way to combat terrorism and create a better, more democratic future for 

Iraq. Conversely, some Iraqi news outlets highlighted the problematic nature of the 

constitutional drafting process and encouraged Iraqis to vote against the referendum and 

the U.S. occupation.597 The government was supposed to distribute the constitutional 

draft to each home along with their monthly rations for review and feedback but blamed 

the lack of distribution on the negotiation process with the Sunni groups.598 While the 

Iraqi government was focused on candidate recognition and signing up voters, they were 

less concerned with distributing the referendum and other necessary materials directly to 

the voters. Many Sunni parties and voters chose to boycott the elections as they did the 

voting of the Iraqi constitution.599 In December 2005 a handful of Sunni leaders publicly 

announced their fellow Sunnis should vote in the Primary Election on December 15th and 

stated the common enemies are al- Qaeda and Iran, not the U.S. coalition supporting the 

elections.600  

Aside from voter education funds, the U.S. gave $130 million dollars to the 2005 

elections in Iraq, excluding the cost of security measures.601 This sum covered election 

administrative funds, media coverage, elections training, women’s participation, 

assistance to political parties, continued voter education, and violence monitoring.602 The 
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U.S. National Endowment for Democracy and USAID appropriated $30 million to help 

grow and support Iraqi political parties from all political spectrums so long as they 

appeared to support a democratic and stable Iraq.603 The parties were given assistance 

with public speaking, media management, campaign strategy, and managing their 

movement; though all parties were eligible it is reported that only 40 of the 111 parties 

running in 2005 and 44% of the female candidates received this financial support.604 The 

assistance and coaching the Iraqi groups received were points and procedures the 

coalition wanted to instill in Iraqi politics and were not necessarily what the Iraqi 

campaigns, or citizens, needed at this time. The electoral process in 2005 demonstrated 

leaders will need to do more than appeal to just one base to gain support and win 

coalitions needed to collaborate to broaden their sense of identity to garner support and 

accomplish their goals.605 This process also demonstrated that representation does not 

mean much without adequate leadership behind it. 

During the campaign process the public was not getting all the correct 

information. After the election, IECI, IFES, the UN, USAID, and United Kingdom 

Department for International Development officials assessed the election process and 

identified issues of concern in the voter media campaigns.606 Their findings concluded 

there were poor translations of policies and campaigns which resulted in 

miscommunication, lack of information, and realized all areas of Iraq did not receive 

consistent or quality messaging.607 It was suggested that in the future these organizations 
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work closer with local groups in order to ensure better transfer of relevant information to 

voters. Any Iraqi over the age of 18 was eligible to vote in the 2005 elections, but the 

U.S. administration and Iraqis did not have an up-to-date list from which to pull eligible 

voters from. The coalition used the Food for Oil lists of registered Iraqi citizens but there 

was considerable displacement in between the invasion, occupation, and elections so that 

this roster was no longer accurate.608 There was also a lack of focus on face to face and 

radio messaging which would have helped reach the more remote areas of Iraq where 

television was not as accessible.609  

Iraqis showed up to represent themselves in the polls, with just under 19,000 

candidates on the ballot for the first election, and volunteers working to register over 14 

million eligible voters.610 Candidates represented 256 different political organizations 

including 196 parties, 33 sub parties, and 27 single candidates on the ballot.611 Those 

running must meet the following criteria: over 30 years old, completed secondary school, 

and denouncing former links to the Ba’ath party.612 The TAL stated that 25% of the 

elected parliament members must be women, drawing out female candidates to the polls 

as well.613 While there was a variety of candidates, most of them were not even listed on 

the ballot as of January 13th, 2005 meaning Iraqis did not have time to familiarize 

themselves with their options and candidate positions by the time they needed to cast 
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their ballot.614 During the first 2005 election, voters throughout the country received the 

same ballot regardless of their province meaning there was a long list of candidates from 

numerous parties and in some instances this increased the tensions between Sunni and 

Shi‘i groups.615 This one ballot was to signify one electoral district and a united country 

but rather it supported the concern that minority groups, like the Sunnis, might get lost in 

this larger effort.616 Furthermore, the EIN noted some polling places were missing critical 

materials, there was voter intimidation (15% of the polls), and a number of places had 

voters voting more than once (between 9- 28% depending on location).617 The U.S. 

coalition did not make the same mistake in the December 2005 election and each 

province received their own ballot containing choices for their seats for a more 

comprehensive voting process. Another foremost concern on election day was voter 

safety. Iraqis were aware American authorities were not overly concerned with Iraqi 

safety after the initial invasion when violence and looting was rampant.618   

Voter safety became a high priority for the coalition as they wanted to ensure as 

many Iraqis would take part in the election as possible. Keeping the polls safe proved to 

be a necessity especially after three poll workers were killed at the polls during a 

December 2004 election; Prime Minister Allawi worked with the Iraqi Security Force to 

fortify Baghdad, Fallujah, and Samarra ahead of the elections and neutralize violent 
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activity in the area.619 The decision for the coalition and Iraqi Security Forces to crack 

down on activity in Fallujah was a complicated one as the government was attempting to 

gain Sunni support for elections yet were infiltrating the Sunni city to secure it for 

elections.620 George Casey, Senior Coalition U.S. Commander in Iraq made this statement 

regarding forces assisting during election planning; “We constantly struggled with 

finding a balance between putting an Iraqi face on important events and not allowing 

them to fail. Finding this balance was more of an art than a science” 621.  

Statements like this emphasize the Iraqi patronization that was going on behind 

the scenes and the American concern behind handing processes over to Iraqis and 

relinquishing control. Adversely, Casey also brought the words of Thomas Lawrence, 

better known as Lawrence of Arabia, to the coalition which stated, “Do not try to do too 

much with your own hands. Better the Arabs do it tolerably than you do it perfectly. It is 

their war, and you are to help them, not to win it for them” 622.  While Casey is suggesting 

they needed to let the Iraqis run the election, and thus the nation, it is easier said than 

done especially when the goal of the U.S. being in Iraq in the first place was to create the 

ideal Middle Eastern democracy and ally. This was a difficult process for the coalition to 

undertake because even though they were supporting transition and election, they were 

still an occupying force in the nation and Iraqis saw the situation for what it was. To 

Casey’s credit he mentioned this was a difficult balance to strike and the pressure on both 

the coalition and Iraqis was remarkable. The coalition realized they could not create a 
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successful counterinsurgency overnight nor could they do so without local Iraqi 

partnership and U.S. forces knew they needed to isolate insurgents and meet the needs of 

citizens while local police forces provided security and mended relations with the 

community.623 Unfortunately the coalition was attempting to take control over an issue 

they perpetuated and were late in asking the Iraqi community for support in the matter. 

Prime Minister Allawi agreed the U.S. coalition needed to hand Iraq and security 

measures over to the Iraqis and specifically the Iraqi security forces but did not want the 

coalition to be seen working from the same office as Iraqi forces as it would appear as if 

Iraqi forces were not independent and the coalition was not fully trusted around Iraq, as 

was in fact all the case.624  

In the December 2005 election there were over 5,000 polling centers in 542 

districts.625 Baghdad selected 51 seats while each other province was selecting 41 

seats.626 Statistics from the December 2005 election place voter turnout was at around 

60.5% with higher voter concentration in the Kurdish north and in Shi‘i  regions while 

the Sunni areas had relatively low participation.627 The highest voter turnout was in 

Dohuk, Erbil, and Sulaymaniyah, and the lowest voter turnout was in the Sunni Arab 

areas farther south, in Anbar and Nineveh.628 These numbers only reflect those registered 

to vote and do not include Iraqis who are eligible to vote but chose not to register or 

participate.629 It appears the average middle class voter was considered during these 
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election efforts but the broader population were not fully included in voting preparation 

efforts which could be another reason for the lower turnout in some of the more remote 

areas. Those who did vote may have had their ballots improperly handled and potentially 

discarded as there were not clear ballot processing instructions given to every poll 

worker. The median Iraqi voter was a middle aged, educated, man interested in politics 

and who upheld belief in the electorate system and it was discovered that there was not 

much class discrepancy reported in those who voted.630 Furthermore, Iraqis who lived in 

violent provinces voted at higher rates than those living in safer provinces; Baghdad by 

far had the most violence prior to the 2005 election with Diyala and al- Anbar following 

behind Dahuk and al- Muthanna were the least violent.631 In some instances, such as al-

Anbar and Ninewa province, violence did deter voters from coming to the polls.632 While 

Iraqi police worked to keep polling locations safe it is reported that there were 26 Iraqi 

civilians and 8 Iraqi Security Forces dead in election day violence. 

The parliamentary election resulted in the Shi‘i United Iraqi Alliance taking 47% 

of the seats, Kurdistani Coalition with 19%, Sunni Iraqi Consensus Front at 16% and 

Sunni Iraqi Front for National Dialogue with 4% of the national assembly seats.633 While 

the United Iraqi Alliance, a Shi‘i  party, received the most votes they did not obtain the 

majority vote, reportedly due to their candidate selection, Ibrahim al-Jaafari.634 Al-Jaafari 
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and the Kurdish parties struggled to arrive at an agreement which led to Nuri al-Maliki 

becoming the leading candidate after a long series of arbitrations, involving the 

international community, and lasting until May 20th of 2006.635 From this process a 

National Unity Government was created which included Arab Prime Minister Nuri al-

Maliki and Kurdish President Jalal Talabani.636 Even in this election the coalition aided in 

the formation of the winning ticket and national leader. As such, this election process left 

the nation divided along ethnic lines and a cabinet composed of nineteen Shi‘i members, 

eight Sunni Arabs, eight Kurds, and one Christian member.637 The Supreme Council of 

the Islamic Revolution (Shi‘i Arab) along with the Kurdistan Democratic Parties and the 

Patriotic Unit of Kurdistan emerged on top of the first Iraqi election.638  

It was not only the U.S. coalition and Iraqi organizations who were scrambling to 

pull together a free and fair election. The political parties had to shape themselves for 

nomination quickly as any party other than Ba’athist had been banned during Saddam 

Hussein’s reign. The re-emerging and newly emerging parties were not fully formed, and 

the public was not completely familiar with nor invested in their causes.639 Moreover, 

Iraqi voters were not knowledgeable about the democratic voting process, in which 

candidate qualities were vital, and how to judge candidate sincerity. Citizens vote when 

they have trust in the electorate process and the system’s fairness; once a system is 

perceived to be corrupt, citizens no longer feel the political process is legitimate and their 
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vote matters.640 Some Iraqis saw this election process and confirmation of U.S. bias and 

their continued lack of support and representation within the coalition.  

The Shi‘i majority in government began to fracture in the time between the 

removal of Saddam Hussein in 2003 and the election of Nouri al- Maliki as the first 

prime minister in 2005 and the divide only increased as the election drew near as varying 

Shi‘i factions had differing ideas on who should be Iraq’s new leader.641 Regardless of his 

lack of overall political support, al- Maliki was backed by the vast majority of Iraqi 

politicians and the U.S. and ultimately won the position.642 Those running for office, and 

subsequently elected, had little to no experience in office or government.643 Al- Maliki’s 

exile under Saddam meant he posed little threat to the plans of the Iraqi or U.S. 

politicians looking to revamp the country.644 While Iraq’s Ayatollah Sistani encouraged 

Iraqis to vote, Iran’s Ayatollah Ali Khamenei was concerned about the coalition’s selected 

candidates and how that will affect the region.645  Many Sunnis were concerned about al -

Maliki and how they would be further marginalized under his leadership as al- Maliki 

labeled Sunnis as terrorists, Ba’athists and sectarians, which marked them as 

aggressors.646 Once in office, Maliki needed to build support and began to appoint family 

and friends to high and coveted public offices and created support councils which were 
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tribal faction groups that existed throughout Iraq.647 These groups held significant power 

over Iraqi politicians and answered directly to al- Maliki and his Da’wa party.648  In the 

year following the election, Maliki also attacked Shi‘i leader, Mutqada al- Sadr, with 

military force in order to eliminate his political opposition.649 This act angered many 

within the Shi‘i faction; however, Maliki began to cater to Kurds, Turks, Christians, and 

Sunnis in the nation and created strong groups of close knit advisors in order to maintain 

power in the coming election.650 Maliki wanted to appear to unify the nation while 

keeping his own interests, and those of the Da’wa party, concealed.  

Election Violence 

Most of the violence after the U.S. invasion was directed at U.S. coalition forces 

with attacks on Iraqi security forces and civilians steadily increasing over time from June 

2003 up to the January 2005 elections.651 Overall the insurgency and groups opposed to 

the U.S. had many motivating factors, a few being economic, ideological, political, and 

social.652 It is a common misconception that increased sectarian violence after the 

invasion and reconstruction were self- fulfilling prophecies; however, it can be explained 

by strategic political moves that continued to inflame tensions. Anxiety was present from 

the start of the invasion when Saddam’s statue first fell to the ground; media outlets 

noticed these fears and continued their projection until actual violence occurred out of 
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fear.653 Shadid called this concept the logic of violence; his logic of violence states 

concern before the war met anxiety during the occupation that was amplified with chaos, 

instability and available arms.654 A deeper look at the actions of the coalition, Sunni, and 

Shi‘i groups will illustrate how these tensions were stoked leading to violence and 

illustrate how this struggle for identity and agency reaches almost cosmic655 proportions. 

One of the main contributors to the wave of violence in Iraq was the lack of 

security provided by the coalition. The reconstruction process was halted and impeded by 

the lack of security forces, measures, and equipment which led to many projects being 

canceled, according to the Government Accountability Office report on rebuilding Iraq in 

December 2004; in the summer of 2003 U.S. forces were dealing with approximately 500 

attacks per month which increased through 2004 reaching as many as 2,000 attacks per 

month.656 People, bases, infrastructure, supply caches, and civilians were all under 

constant threat and attack, wasting both the U.S. and Iraq’s time and resources. Several 

contractors, such as Siemens and General Electric, halted their projects due to the violent 

conditions in the nation. This angered Iraqis even more as services were still in a state of 

disrepair from the invasion and conditions continued to worsen. By the spring of 2004 

thousands of Iraqi Security Force members and hundreds of civilians were victims of 

murders and kidnappings by opposition and insurgents; the problem of insurgency and 

violence was larger than just groups in opposition to the U.S., in fact poor Iraqis were 
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being paid by insurgents to carry out attacks, sabotage reconstruction, and steal 

materials.657 For poor Iraqis this is how they were able to feed their families since U.S. 

forces were not able to restore normalcy, the economy, or services in a timely manner. 

Furthermore, the election preparations occurred in the background of a tumultuous year 

in the nation between atrocities such as Abu Ghraib and Fallujah and at a time when 

mistrust between U.S. and Iraqi forces were at an all-time high. It was difficult for Iraqis 

to believe the U.S. coalition had their best interests in mind while rebuilding the nation 

due to the actions of the coalition, their policing, and policy mishaps. As elections drew 

near armed attacks increased furthering the atmosphere of mistrust going into the U.S.- 

orchestrated elections.  

Another troubling and perpetual condition in Iraq was corruption. Corruption in 

Iraq had been rampant, and everything could be done for a price in the country. During 

Saddam’s regime bribery was common as cash and favors were the currency of the 

economy.658 U.S. officials such as Colonel Mike Murray, commander of the 3d BCT, 1st 

CAV, recalled witnessing Iraqis try to utilize similar methods with global and U.S. 

businessmen who were put off by the obvious bribing and unwilling to continue 

business.659 This became yet another barrier for the reconstruction efforts and an even 

larger barrier for the elections process. Political parties based their support network and 

membership on a model of corruption, bribery, asking for exchange of goods and 

presents; New Iraq did not yet have established procedures to the contract and thus 

corruption continued and created the platforms of new political parties.660 Eventually the 
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CPA created an Iraqi Inspector General position as well as the Iraqi Anti-Corruption 

Council  whose purpose was to focus on anti-corruption; however, this was not enough to 

negate decades of pervasive corruption culture in the nation.661 

Sunnis abstained from the polls en masse but they did not shy away from making 

their voices heard through street violence, attacking anyone they found cooperating with 

the American forces both soldiers and civilians.662 This did not help Sunnis assert agency, 

affirm identity, or ease tensions between Iraqi factions. Initially Iraqis applied to become 

police officers under the American forces but once confrontation grew they abandoned 

their post as they did not want to be seen as American sympathizers as there were violent 

repercussions for being labeled as such.663 Those who stayed were often looking to raise 

their position through bribes and extortion; Iraqis did not want to be policed by opposing 

groups, American sympathizers, or extortionists and began to riot in response, even Iraqis 

working for the media could not disclose they worked for American news networks for 

fear of retaliation from family and neighbors.664 Civil service workers and those helping 

to rebuild the country were harassed commuting to and from work and while on the job. 

665 Of course, these reports are not representative of every Sunni group in Iraq but was 

still a force to be reckoned with during the election process. These issues also convey the 

pervasiveness of the distain for the coalition and their policies within the country. 

Shi‘i groups, the Sadrists and the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq continued their 

tensions started during the 2005 election process until it ignited into a Shi‘i civil war in 
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the summer of 2007.666 In August of 2007 Sadrist members attacked worshipers at the 

shrine of Imam Hussein, which not only inflamed relations between the Shi‘i  factions, 

but also lessened support from their own Sadrist members.667 Following the elections, in 

2006 there was a Sunni Awakening, Sahwa, which was a tribalist movement backed by 

the U.S. forces that formed in response to al- Qaeda and Salafist  groups.668 With 

instability on the rise and normalcy slow to arrive back in Iraq, communities, largely 

Sunni, were turning to insurgent forces for their protection and livelihood but by the fall 

of 2006 Sunni sheikhs joined forces with the U.S. coalition rather than with al -Qaeda in 

Iraq. Al- Qaeda struck deals with local communities who would exchange their loyalty 

for services the nation was unable to provide for them but this relationship severed when 

Al- Qaeda in Iraq did not keep up their end of the bargain and began to assassinate Sunni 

individuals who encouraged U.S. cooperation.669 Sheikhs began to organize and represent 

their community in meetings with the U.S. coalition This was a turning point for the U.S. 

coalition as previously the Sunnis in this area actively fought against the U.S. coalition 

and occupation; further demonstrating the sectarian conflict in Iraq was not based on the 

religious alliances in the nation but rather on political lines and the ability to obtain 

agency and representation. Some questioned whether this alliance was Islamic or not due 

to its cooperation with the occupier, but those participating understood this was a 

strategic move to take back their region, however slow the progress.670 This shift initiated 
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conflict with al- Maliki who wanted to maintain control over the region and be the 

military group supporting the nation rather than Sunni or U.S. backed groups.671 In 

response al- Maliki increased reconstruction efforts in Basra and the surrounding areas 

affected by Sadrist fighting in an effort to bring loyalty and control back to the 

government and Da’wa party rather than the factions in the area; this plan never came to 

fruition though and the reconstruction in the area remained minimal and unfinished, 

further demonstrating the ineffectiveness of the government to support its people in the 

area.672  

The confrontation between the Sunni and Shi‘i factions in Iraq reached a crisis 

point surrounding the primary elections. Their religious identities, highlighted by 

coalition, took on excessive symbolic value and through this symbolism they began to 

define themselves, their mission, and their actions. The struggle these groups were facing 

was for their representation and ultimately their identity as Iraqis and became of ultimate 

significance. Their competition for representation was exceedingly personal for both 

Sunnis, who felt disgraced and put out by this process, and Shi‘i who shared significant 

victimization, and losing for either group is not an option. When the situation has such 

intimate connections with the self and group identity each problem or attack, no matter 

how small, becomes one of big proportions.673 Osman affirms the additional stress the 

presence of nation building brings to preexisting tensions and identities which has the 

ability to accelerate sectarianism.674 Due to these sentiments and high tensions, coming to 
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an agreement was unlikely and as coalition officials suggested diffusing tensions and 

coexisting could take upwards of thirteen years.675 That does not mean tensions cannot be 

diffused sooner, or at all, it is merely one succinct way to understand this struggle.  

Sectarianism: The Cosmic War 

The state is a created community of land, people, and power bound together by 

national myth and normative group behavior; in order to preside over a state there needs 

to be the ability to have voluntary and systematized submission to the legal order.676 

Furthermore, states need narratives of exclusion in order to define themselves in light of 

others and share a common struggle.677 Sectarianism is a matter of polarized opinions of 

any kind which pits one group against another.678 This conflict in Iraq can be understood 

as the manifestation of the cosmic war Juergensmeyer warns us against, as the tensions 

between Sunni and Shi’i have reached devastating proportions that appear to have no 

obvious solution. These tensions were provoked by ongoing competition over economics, 

visibility, and historical narrative all contribute to the sectarian problem where 

individuals feel the need to solidify their identity in opposition to another competing 

group.679 Shared trauma links individuals and groups together which explains the Sunni 

and Shi‘i cleavage during this stressor. Shi‘i identity in Iraq is deeply rooted in 

victimhood and oppression in a way Sunnis cannot share; Sunnis are better able to 

identify themselves in state and regional history in a way Shi‘i cannot.680 Once the Shi‘i 
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were in power in Iraq they were able to challenge the prevailing national narrative and 

myth leading to tensions and questions of cultural ownership of nationhood and 

identity.681 Furthermore, the sectarian problem in Iraq is directly linked to national 

identity and finding a place within the nation.682 This does not imply that Iraqi history can 

be defined by a series of sectarian struggles. Throughout the centuries Iraq’s history has 

been defined by outside political agents coupled with recurring occupations and 

competition for political and economic access, which has led to the point of conflict 

present in Iraq during the U.S. occupation.683  

Sectarianism in Iraq ignited from the exclusionary actions of the former regime 

coupled with the continued exclusionary policies under the new coalition.684 This was not 

something that was inevitable nor was it an event that happened exclusively because of 

the removal of Saddam Hussein.685 In response to the 2005 national elections, al- Qaeda 

in Iraq leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, released a statement stating the organization 

declared war on democracy and those who uphold its ideals.686 Al- Qaeda in Iraq claimed 

the democratic ideas are in opposition to Islam and therefore not welcome in Iraq. This 

was of course al-Zarqawi’s interpretation of Islam, curated for his own agenda, which had 

thousands of other Sunni Iraqi followers behind the ideology. Some did not necessarily 

agree with al-Zarqawi’s exegesis but supported his fight against the U.S. occupation and 
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al- Maliki regime and thus supported his efforts. While al- Maliki was working to gain 

confidence with the Iraqi public, violence was continuing to escalate around the country. 

Al- Qaeda in Iraq bombed one of the most important Shi‘i  sites in the nation in al- 

Samaraa’, the Askari Mosque, which is located in a Sunni area.687 Shi‘i  militants 

attacked the Sunni city of Samarra in response and the government did not immediately 

respond to quell the violence, furthering Sunni concerns and mistrust with the 

government.688 The following year the Maliki government would face conflict with the 

Sadrists, a Shi‘i group, who decided to break away from the government as leader, 

Mutaqa Sadr, felt Maliki was working too closely with the U.S. and supporting their 

agenda in Iraq.689 Iraqis were fighting amongst and within factions leading to a 

problematic divide within the nation. A look at Sunni and Shi‘I activity in the years 

following the election will demonstrate the conflicts each group was facing at the time.  

Secularization is another modern and contentious issue in Iraq impacting group 

identity. Unlike before, the state is taking on roles previously held by Islamic clergy such 

as law, education, and economic leadership and furthermore it is no longer just the 

clerical or higher class attending to these issues.690 That is not to say secularization was 

an entirely new process during the occupation, on the contrary it existed under Ba’athism, 

but was focal point during the U.S. occupation and reconstruction.  The Sunni relied on 

these former systems for their success while Shi‘i  had been utilizing their own networks 

of institutions within their communities, better preparing themselves for this shift in 
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society.691 The push of secularization makes the religious class concerned about the 

power they are losing over the country and region along with the monopoly they had on 

education, public knowledge, and the economy; this stress alone can lead to an increased 

focus on religious fundamentalism.692 Previously Islam was the guide to social order in 

the nation and provided guidance on education, legality, and morality; without this clear 

guidance in a secular nation these values would have to be redefined by the public.693 In 

the months following the enactment of the new Iraqi government under Allawi, there 

were a series of back and forth attacks between al- Qaeda on Shi‘i  cities and Shi‘i  death 

squads taking revenge in Sunni areas.694 This more than militant groups attacking one 

another; Sunni militant groups were further inspired to attack as they saw Iranian training 

groups and weapons brought into Iraq for Shi‘i reinforcements; most of the violence at 

this time was concentrated in Baghdad, followed by Anbar, Diyala, and Ninewah.695  

Sunnis 

Although Sunni Arabs are only a 20% minority in Iraq, the larger Middle East is a 

mostly Sunni block that benefits directly from Sunni authority and power leading Iraq, 

resulting in great interest in Shi‘i powers failing in Iraq.696 Outside of Iraq, Sunnis had 

substantial backing in the region; however, within the county Sunnis could not rely on the 

U.S.- backed Shi‘i and Kurds to protect them, nor could they count on the coalition for 

assistance, and some groups, such as Daesh and the Islamic Army in Iraq, instead turned 
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to violence to assert themselves. 697 Iraq had been Sunni- led for decades, but such 

leadership did not create a unifying campaign to bring the majority of Iraqis to believe in 

their mission or continue under their leadership; this was problematic after the fall of 

Saddam, as the Shi‘i and Kurds were largely uninterested in Sunni messaging and did not 

overtly involve Sunni groups in politics, leading to the Sunni Arabs’ marginalization.698 

Sunnis were once in a position of power, wealth, and prestige and that rapidly changed in 

2003; some Sunnis blamed the Shia for this development saying they were, “under the 

mercy of villains”.699 Such statements demonstrate the victimization Sunnis felt and 

suggest Shi‘i  are benefiting from their misfortune. While the Shi‘i did not directly cause 

this problem, they were able to benefit at the Sunni expense. Moreover, Sunni livelihood 

and identity was obliterated on a global stage when their former leader, Saddam Hussein, 

was removed and imprisoned, adding to their marginalization and identity crisis as a 

group.700 U.S. attitudes regarding the Sunni communities did not help matters any further; 

American policy makers in Washington, D.C. as well as in Iraq were equating Sunnis 

with authoritarianism, Ba’athism, and violence and did not want to “encourage” or 

“reward” their violence by supporting them.701 This was a sectarian bias on the part of 

U.S. forces that only fueled the Sectarian tensions on the ground in Iraq. Adnan al-Janabi, 

Minister of State in the Interim Iraqi Government and Sunni official reported, “[the 

Americans] made every single mistake they could have thought of to alienate the Sunnis. 
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The U.S. is behaving as if every Sunni is a terrorist.” 702 Sunnis were confused why they 

were treated as the enemy upon arrival of American forces and expected Americans to 

deal with them fairly as they did other Iraqi groups.703 

Shi‘i exclusion under the Hussein regime was pervasive, for example, the Shi‘i 

call to prayer could not be heard on Iraqi tv and while this was not a leading issue for 

Shi‘i under the previous regime but once in power Shi‘i used these exclusions to support 

their dominance the public along with renaming streets, landmarks, and create new public 

holidays to increase their visibility.704 At the same time Shi‘i  began limiting Sunnis' 

access to broadcast on radio and television media is one example of such structural 

violence; the U.S. controlled Iraqi news and radio stations allotted most, and at times all, 

airtime to Shi‘i  devotion services, news, speeches and calls to prayer.705 This also meant 

Sunnis needed to find their own platforms to share their political ideas and party 

nominations, which demonstrated that Sunnis were not prioritized under this new 

government. Sunni participation in the reconstruction process tended to be charactrized as 

obstructionist from U.S. and allied reports and some go as far as to say Sunnis created a 

post invasion atmosphere that fostered terrorism; this sentiment and discussion only 

fueled the sectarian divide in the background of the reconstruction and elections were 

ongoing civic issues between Iraqis and the U.S. coalition, largely at the Sunni’s expense. 

Deba’athification was used selectively by the coalition as well as government officials 

like, al- Maliki to maintain protection for allies and keep others out of the public sphere. 
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There were also counterterrorism ordinances in place to protect the public which allowed 

for individuals to be arrested and detained indefinitely without any evidence or charge.706 

These ordinances disproportionately affected and detained Sunni men, who were 

subjected to confinement, torture, and interrogation. In May 2005 U.S. security footage 

captured an Iraqi civilian being kidnapped in Baghdad and brought to a Sadrist 

headquarters for a period before his captors brought him to a desolate area of Baghdad 

and shot him.707 The government at the time was so new and decided not to address the 

issue to skirt tensions, further indicating the lack of security for civilians in the nation. 

Some Sunni communities turned to al- Qaeda by mimicking their techniques and 

beginning to join not only al- Qaeda in Iraq but also create their own organization, 

Daesh.708  

Some leading Sunni officials who were accused of being aligned with al- Qaeda 

elected to stay in government to turn the government from within the ranks; these 

included prominent Sunnis such as Khalaf Ulayan, Mahmoud al- Mashhadani, and Adnan 

al- Dulaimi.709 They decided since they could not garner power through the legitimate 

process, they would utilize deception and violence to push the hand of the government. 

Al - Qaeda was a convincing ally as they had the resources, manpower, and money many 

Sunni groups did not and thus an alliance was formed.710 When people are living in 

uncertainty it can lead to nostalgia for routine and the old way of life, even if that routine 
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is under an authoritarian regime.711 This is one of the reasons why organizations like al- 

Qaeda and eventually Daesh became a source of authority and protection to Sunni Iraqis; 

they were able to offer security and income at a time when no other organization was 

doing so. Political messages can take a variety of forms such as murder, destruction of 

historical landmarks and personal property as well as coercion; Daesh had the ability to 

manufacture power and legitimacy where there was none.712 Part of Daesh’s appeal was 

their shock value, which caused an international sensation, garnering more interest in 

their cause or removing idolatry, Western influence, and secularism, as well as their 

apparent strength and leadership they demonstrated in times of stress.713 The organization 

attempted to reclaim the national narrative by attacking historical monuments and 

pluralism within the country. Those attempting to create an Islamic state like Daesh, Al- 

Qaeda in Iraq, utilized religious rhetoric and claimed to want a theological state; 

however, these groups used accessible language, identities, and desires from the populace 

to gain power and political agency.714 These organizations capitalized on the fear and 

instability in the nation and packed a cohesive agenda which provided the opposite of 

what the occupying regime was attempting to instate. The only true policy was anti- 

American, anti- U.S. coalition, and anti-western, which further demonstrates these 

organizations were not working on behalf of a religion or to better a nation, but rather to 

negate the Westernization of Iraq and have control. This is not to overgeneralize Sunni 

Arabs as members of al- Qaeda or Deash, rather illustrate one understanding for how it is 
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possible such organizations gained authority in Iraq. The West often portrays al- Qaeda, 

Deash, and Islamic militant organizations, and those who join or concede to such 

organizations, as clear criminals when that is an oversimplification.  

While Islamic violence is portrayed as a uniquely Middle Eastern and Muslim 

problem, this is not true. Most religions have a group that seeks to center the religious 

and social conversation around God when it feels society has strayed too far from 

religious norms and values.715 Many cultures have seen a resurgence of religious values 

as society rapidly changes and becomes more individualistic and consumer focused. 

Modern, and by association Western, values are linked with societal issues such as 

consumerism and change in family dynamics which causes people to seek simplicity, 

clear answers, and find identity.716 Western, specifically American, propaganda 

highlighted Sunni actions as negative and violent to delegitimize Sunni Arab Iraqis and 

control the public narrative. If the public thought Iraqis were ultimately violent and 

incapable of living together, let alone leading a country, it would continue to bolster 

support for a colonialist effort in Iraq.  

Shi‘is 

It is true that the majority of Iraq did not want Iraq to be a theocracy like Iran; 

however, influential leaders, such as Ayatollah al- Sistani, urged Iraq to keep Shari’a 

central to law and policy making and to not stray from their identity and roots.717 Shi‘i 

factions began to dominate Iraq and marginalize the Sunni groups after the regime change 
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and installment of the 2005 Iraqi constitution. They felt they did not need the support of 

the Sunnis as they constitute most of the Iraqis and partial support of the occupying 

American forces. This led the Shi‘i to commit acts of both literal and structural violence 

resulting from the previous oppression they faced during Saddam’s regime. The transfer 

of power in Iraq did not happen without opposition and Shi‘is faced violence not only 

from Sunnis but from competing Shi‘i  factions as well. The change in power relations 

favored the Shi‘i due to the nature of democracy; the pursuit of government 

representation had been an ongoing struggle for the Shi‘i until the American Occupation 

in Iraq in 2003. Under the British Empire Sunni members dominated the government 

with only one or two Shi‘i positions available in the administration. It was believed early 

on that Shi‘i loyalties were likely closer linked to Iran, as it is a Shi‘i nation, than with 

Iraq and therefore occupying powers were hesitant to appoint Shi‘i Iraqis to municipal 

positions.718 The Shi‘i experienced collective punishment under Saddam’s regime with 

the limiting of Shi‘i celebrations, limited municipal and governmental positions, and the 

questioning of Shi‘i loyalty in the nation. This collective punishment exacerbated the 

divide between Sunni and Shi‘i groups and added to the air of competition and 

resentment as well as linking Shi‘is together through solidarity.719 Once the American 

forces shifted the power dynamics and handed the government to the Shi‘i  majority, 

already high tensions increased. Some Shi‘i groups did not take exercise their assent into 

power well and wanted to punish the Sunni minority who had held power for so long. 

Between 2003 and 2007 Shi‘i supremacists chased the Sunnis out of Baghdad and 
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claimed Baghdad as a Shi‘i city; which led to Sunni anger and increased resentment of 

both Shi‘i and coalition forces, so that Sunnis began to fight back against Shi‘i 

domination.720   

A leading challenge for the Shi‘i were the Sunni groups who felt the need for 

retribution through violence. Al- Qaeda attacked a Shi‘i shrine of al- ‘Askari in Samarra 

in 2006 in one such example.721 Segregation of previously mixed Sunni and Shi‘i cities 

such as Baghdad increased from 2005 to 2008 once the Shi‘i controlled the region; this 

separation fostered the rift between Sunni and Shi‘i.722 Displacement was another direct 

result from the segregation which led to sectarian attacks and heightened fear and anger 

between the groups and continued a cycle of despair and hostility over the years for both 

sects.723 In some instances, the Iraqi Security Forces themselves were involved in 

violence and in some instances members of the security force decided just not to show up 

to work on the force as they were frustrated with the government, lack of leadership, and 

their conditions.724 The lack of Iraqi Security Forces continued to push people to look to 

rogue organizations for support, protection, and power. 

One such source of competing power within Iraq were the Sadrists, one of the 

leading Shi‘i. This group emerged from deep Shi‘i victimization, was supported by Shi‘i  

ulama, understood the U.S. occupiers as wanting to eradicate Islam and made it their 
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mission to center Iraq back around Islam.725 The Sadrist group wanted create a state 

within a state with their party; the militarization of the party became a problem years later 

when al- Maliki banned militant and armed parties from running in elections.726 Maliki’s 

leadership remained controversial and his tenure became known as the “Maliki regime” 

due to his parallels to the former Hussein regime. Those following al- Maliki became 

known as Malikiyoun, these were individuals whose loyalty was to Maliki himself rather 

than the Da’wa party.727 Maliki’s regime, which quickly became consumed by fear and 

paranoia, demonstrated clear Shi‘i favoritism, prioritizing those loyal to Maliki and even 

shunning Shi‘i groups when expedient.728 This party was no longer the same as the 

Da’wa party that al- Maliki was elected in, this party became heavy into military 

domination and state coercion and once in control of the military the ranks were largely 

purged of Sunni and Kurdish members.729 

Why it Matters 

The problem of sectarianism is an important issue to discuss because it has 

continued to cause problems in the nation. Ayatollah Sistani stated sectarianism and its 

subsequent violence was a foreign creation fueled by Western political gains from 

internal conflict.730 Outsiders who have dubious intentions further contribute to the 

sectarian conflict and fight for autonomy within the nation while labeling the problem as 

an inevitable religious conflict.731 Sectarianism was exacerbated by foreign intervention 
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and is a problem Iraqis must constantly contend with. In the years following the first 

election tensions in the nation continued to rise and it became both dangerous and 

difficult for government officials to conduct business and meet in office.732 As Sunni 

groups continued to attack the government and organizations such as al- Qaeda in Iraq 

and Daesh continued their attacks, it became easier for the government to dismiss Sunni 

grievances, furthering Sunni contention with the government.733 Sunnis were worried Iran 

would have too much influence in Iraq and oppress their sects while Shi‘i were afraid of a 

Ba’athist resurgence that could overthrow their government and reclaim the nation.734 

These were legitimate concerns by both parties that were not fully dispelled by either 

Sunni or Shi‘i political parties, nor the U.S. coalition.  

The Iraqis’ best interests were not fully supported from any angle during the 

reconstruction process. The allies were trying to build up the nation quickly, and to their 

satisfaction, while leaving the country as soon as possible with the least amount of 

investment. The U.S. had an arrogance about them going into Iraq assuming they had the 

ability to transform Iraq into a democracy as they had in Japan and Germany in the 

aftermath of the Second World War.735 Many countries have transitioned into democracy 

following regime change in Latin America and South Africa, but in these instances the 

nation and municipal systems were rebuilt along with the transition; in Iraq, former 

Ba’athist systems were not entirely upended and the nation was not yet in a state of 

rebuilding at the time of the elections.736 This information is important to remember as 
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one encounters the narratives of “if we did it here then we can do it again” or hearing the 

trope that democracy will not work in a Muslim nation. These are not the reasons 

democracy struggled to take root in Iraq, rather it was a much more complex political and 

colonial struggle without proper resources and investment on the part of the invaders. 

Furthermore, the legal system in Iraq in 2005 was incomplete when handed over to the 

Iraqis; however, in 2009, during the second national election fourteen provinces had none 

of the incumbents from the initial 2005 elections win a second term.737 The lack of 

incumbent wins indicates these individuals were not seen to support Iraq or the future 

Iraqis were hoping for. Furthermore, there were many concerns in the Middle East that 

the U.S. used these elections to support their occupation and power.738 Neighboring 

countries were concerned about another Shi‘i  state in the region and what this power 

shifts, along with forced democratization, would mean for their own governments.739 

Former U.S. President George W. Bush reflected on the election process stating,  

I want to say a word to our troops and civilians in Iraq. You've performed with 

incredible skill under demanding circumstances. The turnaround you have made 

possible in Iraq is a brilliant achievement in American history. And while this war 

is difficult, it is not endless. And we expect that, as conditions on the ground 

continue to improve, they will permit us to continue the policy of return on 

success. The day will come when Iraq is a capable partner of the United States. 

The day will come when Iraq is a stable democracy that helps fight our common 
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enemies and promote our common interests in the Middle East. And when that 

day arrives, you'll come home with pride in your success, and the gratitude of 

your whole nation.740  

This statement further illustrates the priority for democracy in Iraq being the utmost goal 

and though Iraqis fought for this democracy through many trials and tribulations, it is 

considered America’s success. He is still focused on creating an ally in the Middle East 

and a pillar of democracy that will fight alongside the U.S. as needed. This is a powerful 

statement for a President who invaded Iraq to make and is indicative of the sentiments 

behind this reconstruction effort. Words like this do little to comfort regional and Iraqi 

concerns regarding their self-determination. Furthermore, George W. Bush’s rhetoric 

demonstrated the impetus for occupying Iraq was to create a regime in the image of, and 

loyal to, the U.S. 

Change needed to occur at many levels in Iraqi society and governance after the 

2003 invasion and occupation and in a post Saddam era. The U.S. and Iraqis needed to 

rebuild Iraq outside of Saddam’s image which required Iraqis restructuring all aspects of 

their nation from education to healthcare, from government to religious pluralism. Iraqis 

did not choose the occupation, the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, nor were they able to 

choose how the nation moved forward or developed into a democracy. The U.S coalition 

claimed to free Iraqi citizens through introducing them to the Free market and free trade 

but the Iraqis were not the ones who chose this system nor were they in control of their 

social, political, or cultural development; rather, the coalition aimed to utilize the Iraqi 
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economy and market for their own gain.741 The Iraqi voters have proved democracy can 

take root in Iraq and that the citizens elect officials who will work for them and better 

their country.742 During this time Iraqis were under extreme pressure to define 

themselves, within the boundaries of the coalition, swiftly and in a way that reflected the 

entire country. Identity and history get rewritten due to political change, globalization and 

hegemony which not only changes the historical narrative of nations, but the way of life 

for its people as well; this situation is not unique to Iraq, in fact, Islamic reformers name 

colonialism as the main problem contemporary Muslims are faced with.743 This was 

certainly the case in Iraq when the national identity was altered through invasion and 

occupation. Some scholars describe what occurred during the U.S. occupation of Iraq as a 

clash of cultures when this was an act of colonization and the rewriting of a nation to 

serve the agenda of an imperial power.  

It is important to analyze the 2005 election process is to understand the trajectory 

of the Maliki regime. Problems for Maliki surfaced in 2010 when a new agreement was 

drafted limiting his grip on power in the coming years; while Maliki signed this 

agreement, his actions were contradictory and with the significant withdrawal of the 

majority of US troops, Maliki no longer had a strong military backing.744 In order to 

maintain power, Maliki looked to two groups Asaib al- Haq (AAH) and Kataeb 

Hezbollah (KH); both of these groups share a distain for the U.S., align themselves with 
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Iran, and are part of the network of Iraqi militias.745 These organizations were eager to 

back Maliki at the leave of the U.S. and immediately commenced their attacks on 

Maliki’s political opponents.746 This only added to the disruption amongst the Shi‘i  

factions who already believed Maliki had gained too much power as the head of state. 

Maliki began to attack his Sunni opponents almost immediately after the US withdrew 

their troops and began by targeting the most prestigious Sunni political leaders in Iraq 

such as Tariq al- Hashemi, the Vice President and Rafie al- Issawi, the finance minister.747 

Targeting high profile politicians allowed for insecurity and fear to spread across Iraq. Al- 

Maliki began to accuse many Sunni factions of the same crime that led to a Sunni civil 

unrest in 2012.748 Maliki was able to consolidate power because of the vague nature of 

the constitution allowing him to infiltrate the judicial arm and create patronage channels 

in government which offered him greater control over the government.749 This level of 

control was possible through al- Maliki’s appointing of government positions which 

strengthened his support networks in the judicial branch and allowed al- Maliki to 

interpret the constitution to his benefit.750 Furthermore, al – Maliki had control over the 

military which supported his power and implementation of the established laws.751 

The ambiguity of the constitution has the possibility of being a surprising benefit 

to the Iraqi people. Because it is relatively unclear, there is opportunity for Iraqis to 

continue to adapt policies and the nation to meet changing needs. In addition, the creation 
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of more specific laws to use in conjunction with the constitution can better serve the 

nation in the future. There is opportunity for Iraqis to work together to make laws which 

benefit and assist each province and sect to make a more cohesive state and reduce the 

current level of alienation in Iraq. This is a concept Iraqis will need to come together and 

decide on their own. There has been far too much turmoil caused from the U.S. invasion 

which has eroded the trust between the U.S. and Iraq. Iraq was set up as a democracy and 

that means when Iraqis are no longer willing to tolerate the violence from the sects and 

Daesh they will be able to work together to amend their constitution to meet their new 

needs. There is a long road ahead for the developing Iraq. One lesson that can be derived 

from this process is a fuller understanding of what stokes both sectarianism and 

terrorism; Islam isn’t the impetus for these problems, instability is. Violence is something 

that stems from lack of government support and is not something that can be controlled 

by punishment752 Similarly, sectarianism in Iraq did not spike because Iraqis could not 

get along or were not ready for democracy, there was extensive political manipulation 

behind this phenomenon for which Islam typically takes the blame for. Another lesson 

one could extrapolate from the U.S. invasion of Iraq and the subsequent democratization 

of the nation is that the “you are either with us or against us” mentality is harmful and 

leads to polarization and sectarianism versus compliance.  Political loyalty cannot be 

placed over representation without serious repercussions, factionalism, and violence.  

Conclusion 

Elections are a complicated process in any nation, let alone a nation experiencing 

a new system of elections during a reconstruction period under an occupation. An 
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authentic democratic formation is not a process that can be hurried along. The U.S. forces 

were working on a time crunch to turn a forty-year dictatorship into a democracy using 

minimal planning, resources, and local input. The methods utilized by American troops 

severely undermined Iraqis and led to violence, skepticism, and diminished faith in the 

democratic process following the ratification of the constitution and national elections in 

2005. Those who felt disenfranchised opted not to participate in the election process and 

instead formed sub communities and organizations that led to terrorist organizations. The 

series of elections in 2005 demonstrated the U.S. coalition was not fully willing to hand 

the nation over to Iraqis as they continued to appoint government officials and insert their 

preferences into the governmental process. Groups of all factions rushed to get on ballots, 

bolster support, and gain governmental representation for their own communities and 

causes. Oftentimes, as with many political parties, those created to advocate for 

communities and public good turned into power grabs for senior members as was the case 

in the Da’wa and Sadrist parties. While Shi‘i groups were fighting for representation 

amongst each other, Sunni groups were also trying to break into the scene while 

contending with biased policies like deba’athification and detention. The nation was also 

reeling from mistrust against American occupation and western hegemony.  

Iraq’s history and political turmoil has been riddled with occupying forces; the 

forced removal of Saddam Hussein, implementation of the CPA, and eventual democracy 

in Iraq has been a truly trying process. New Iraq was constructed in a relatively short 

period of time from boots on the ground to the first democratically elected officials taking 

office in New Iraq. It is easy to discuss all the ways this process was rushed and went 

wrong, but it is necessary to also mention how quickly Iraqis were able to take part in the 



 210 

democratic process and make sense of their new situation. The 2005 Iraqi constitution 

intended to set Iraq up for a flourishing democracy; the years following the 

implementation of the constitution and the first election demonstrates the unresolved 

tensions present in Iraq. Iraqi politicians, such as Maliki, have used elements of 

democracy to mask their sectarian and hegemonic agendas.  Increased governmental 

divisions through media, attacks, segregation, and displacements coupled with favored 

groups throughout the reconstruction process caused sects to further cling to their own 

groups and perpetuate the intolerance.753 Sects retracted instead of attempting to unify or 

compromise which led to the rise of terrorist organizations such as Daesh and al- Qaeda 

and the continuation of violent crimes throughout Iraq. These are serious problems that 

Iraq needs to address before the nation can unify and move forward.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Diplomacy and Dialogue: A Conclusion  

Introduction  

This dissertation offered an analysis of the sectarian relationship between Sunni 

Arabs and Shi‘i Arabs in Iraq following the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq through the Iraqi 

reconstruction period. The effects of sectarianism during the occupation and 

reconstruction had a lasting impact in the nation and impacted relations well beyond the 

2005 elections. American foreign policy still maintains that democratizing the Middle 

East is a long-term goal for the nation which makes the understanding of sectarian 

violence in Iraq critical to future policy implementation. Identity and agency are at the 

heart of sectarian strife and such issues can be mitigated through tools such as critical 

thinking, dialogue, and media literacy. The problems created in Iraq via sectarianism have 

global impacts through the emergence of organizations such as Daesh, the public 

perception of Islam, and the hegemonic goals of the West. In order to deal with these 

issues, it is necessary to teach others how to analyze the narratives they are consuming 

and try to facilitate reasonable academic exchange when strongly adversarial viewpoints 

are expressed. These concluding remarks link the U.S. debacle in Iraq to the 

demonization of Islam, Iraqis, and sectarianism as perceived by the West. In my work, I 

have necessarily tried to understand the full picture of a situation, such as Iraqi 

sectarianism, before jumping to conclusions. In my recent work, I facilitate dialogue with 

university- age students, predominantly from the Middle East, concerning matters of 

democracy, religion, culture, and dialogue as supported by the Bureau of Educational and 

Cultural Affairs at the U.S. Department of State. The Department of State chooses the 
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countries that are involved in the program along with the individual participants who will 

be invited to attend an institute on religious pluralism and democracy as understood by 

the U.S. Furthermore, the programs through the Bureau of Educational and Cultural 

Affairs have an underlying goal of diplomacy and educating global participants on U.S. 

culture, values, and customs which provides a certain U.S. centric agenda to the program. 

This agenda does not mean there is not value to the program but that the implementation 

of such a program must be viewed through the lens of U.S. diplomacy and values. 

Through such programs at the Dialogue Institute, I employ critical thinking and 

leadership workshops with my students who are eager to reclaim identity and want to 

learn to uphold the identity of other groups in their communities. My students typically 

hear biased narratives and negative anecdotes from majority groups and while some may 

have questions, it is typically discouraged for students to ask questions to familiarize 

themselves with their neighbors in their communities. The development of this 

dissertation aided me on my journey to dismantle cultural stereotypes among 

international youth and allowed me to better understand the serious impact such biases 

have globally. The impetus for this work is not to exoticize a foreign issue but rather 

address the inconsistencies in the public narrative surrounding Iraqi sectarianism and 

analyze the truth and demonstrate the importance of doing so. Even decades later Western 

media continues to portray Islam as violent and incompatible with democracy and 

modernity. It has become increasingly easy to fact check and learn through the internet 

and yet still people are choosing to believe the media and form opinions based on 

prepackaged information rather than analyze the facts; part of the reason behind this is 

the lack of developed critical thinking. The following conclusion positions the 
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importance of critical thinking and social cohesion about the sectarianism which emerged 

from Iraq in 2003.  

This study of Iraqi sectarianism focuses on the U.S. war in Iraq as they 

endeavored to remove Saddam Hussein, secure the nation, and rebuild Iraq as a 

democratic ally in the Middle East. Though there were no substantial grounds for 

invasion according the historical norms of international relations and political processes,  

the Arab world knew in the 1990’s it would only be a matter of time before the U.S. 

initiated war with Iraq.754 The Bush administration leveraged nationalism and anti- 

terrorist rhetoric from the 9/11 attacks to support an invasion of Iraq under the guise of 

supporting freedom and fighting terrorism.755 The goals for this campaign were lofty and 

the planning for the conflict was inadequate resulting in a larger quandary than the U.S. 

anticipated. After the invasion, there were issues of insurgency, security, difficulties 

restoring municipal services, and processes such as Deba’athification which complicated 

matters with Iraqi citizens. Iraqi reconstruction was an intricate process, complicated by a 

short timeline, insurmountable pressure from the U.S. and abroad, and an incomplete 

understanding of the current situation in Iraq. Sectarianism has been brewing in the 

nation for decades and was aggravated by regional shocks, economic and national 

instability, and identity crisis. Centuries of colonization in Iraq exacerbated tensions 

between Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arab groups as at various times one group or the other 

would be privileged or suppressed and ostracized. At the time of the 2003 invasion, the 

Shi‘i Arab groups oppressed under Saddam’s regime were preparing and waiting to seize 
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political dominance when the U.S. coalition descended on the country. Following the 

removal of the head of state, Saddam Hussein, the U.S. coalition produced a power 

vacuum within the nation which was filled by Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arab political blocs 

and militant factions as well as terrorist groups such as al- Qaeda and Daesh.756 The 

emerging power imbalance coupled with lack of coalition support and outreach to 

citizens resulted in a profound competition for agency, identity, and security and thus 

increased tensions during an already volatile time in Iraq.  

The Iraq war was justified by George W. Bush’s administration through the 

pursuit of weapons of mass destruction, liberation of the Iraqi people, and to continue the 

war on terror. These rationalizations came with their own refutations, legalities, and 

problems nonetheless these were the reasons the U.S. stated for the impetus of the 

invasion of Iraq. This was not the first time the U.S. involved themselves in nation 

building, in fact the U.S had intervened militarily in Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia during 

the decade prior to Iraq, to name a few instances. American hegemony establishes the 

U.S. has the capacity to destroy nations but exposes the reality that it does not possess the 

ability to subsequently rebuild nations.757 The American government, and public, want all 

nations to be democratic which is not only a lofty goal but an unreasonable one but it 

remains an unmitigated desire nonetheless.758 An important conclusion from the study of 

reconstruction and sectarianism in Iraq demonstrates that just because democracy is 

desirable and preferred in the U.S. does not make it a proper fit for other nations, nor 

does it give America the right to demand other nations assimilate to democracy or be 
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subjected to intervention. In the instance of Iraq, there was an invasion strategy, but no 

robust reconstruction plan, and no exit strategy, all of which had a major impact on the 

success, and devastation, this mission had on that nation. The initial U.S. plan in Iraq was 

to have minimal troops and utilize the support of Anti- Ba’athists in Iraq, supplemented 

by Iraqi exiles, to bolster their mission; however, American forces received an 

underwhelming welcome and were met with instability, lack of public services, and 

chaos.759 This dissertation concludes the lack of situational awareness, along with cultural 

competency and a plethora of bias, aided in the influx of sectarian tensions in Iraq at the 

time of the Iraqi reconstruction.  

The lack of competency in Iraq became evident within the first month of the Iraq 

war, when U.S. forces created the CPA, consolidated power in the nation, and contained 

themselves largely within the green zone while crime, looting, and chaos descended on 

the nation.760  The CPA worked to create an interim Iraqi government and transitional 

laws in an attempt to quickly organize a democratization process with fewer resources, 

less support, and more turbulence than expected; meanwhile, Iraqi confidence in the U.S. 

coalition waned and as the CPA conducted business, drafted laws, and created policies 

without Iraqi input.761  The power shift in Iraq following Saddam’s removal and U.S. 

occupation led to identity challenges that manifested themselves in sectarianism. Sunni 

Arabs had to contend with their loss of power while Shi‘i Arabs channeled their 

victimization into politicization and policies.762 Shi‘i Arabs were supported by the 
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coalition while Sunni Arabs were experiencing marginalization through policies such as 

deba’athification, little to no presence in policy drafting, as well as higher rate of 

detention and torture.763 Sunni Arab jobs, land, and property were seized and 

redistributed, often to Shi‘i Arabs, through the Sunni Arabs being accused of Ba‘thist 

membership, association, or activities, doing little to ease Sunni Arab concerns of 

marginalization.764 Neither group received full support of the coalition; however, it was 

easier for Shi‘i  Arabs to assert their agency and access resources during the 

reconstruction period. However, some Shi‘i Arabs, along with leader Ayatollah al- Sistani 

did not support sectarian politics and strove instead for state cohesion under the New 

Iraq.765  

Aftermath of Iraq’s Reconstruction 

Violence in Iraq increased following the U.S. invasion and through the 

reconstruction period as the coalition set up a transitional government without much 

involvement from current Iraqi citizens or an understanding of the sociopolitical inner 

workings of the nation. The New Iraq, upheld by the 2005 constitution, became a 

federalist, democratic nation which afforded new rights such as autonomy and minority 

protection. Conversely, the constitution was vague in nature to accommodate the various 

factions in Iraq and was therefore easier to exploit, as demonstrated in the instance of al- 

Maliki’s regime and allowed for the formation of sectarian blocs within the government, 

indicated by the Da’wa Party. The constitution shifted power to the government and 
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citizens, and reaffirmed them as the authority, rather than the religious authority as the 

source of law, family, and educational matters; and in Islam, religion manages concerns 

of public order.766 This was a substantial transition in Iraq and led to power struggles 

between political parties attempting to assert their ideas in the nation.  It would not be 

accurate to say the reconstruction period caused sectarian violence in Iraq; however, it is 

a reasonable assessment to state the poorly planned and executed reconstruction period 

did inflame already contentious relations between Sunni Arabs and Shi‘i Arabs. 

During this time political and criminal violence experienced a stark increase due 

in part to the limited policing, unregulated weapons, scarcity of resources, and 

underground networks which aided in this process.767 As a result, citizens were doing 

what they could to put food on their table and secure safety, including producing and 

detonating weapons, attacking opposition groups and the U.S. coalition.768 Violence was 

so bad neighbors did not want to snitch on their neighbors even when they saw them 

building deadly weapons in their homes, in fear of being murdered in retaliation.769  At 

one point there were as many as nineteen insurgent groups operating in Iraq.770 There 

were not enough troops, coalition patrol, or Iraqi police to secure Iraq allowing crime to 

go unpunished and perpetuating chaos. By 2006 Iraq was amid a civil war and while 

leaders, such as al- Zarqarwi, were killed, more aggressive individuals were replacing 
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former leadership.771 New terrorist organizations, like al- Qaeda in Iraq and Daesh, were 

popping up and fronting as protection for citizens not receiving government support. As 

earlier stated, in times of chaos people often seek the familiar and the period of Iraqi 

reconstruction was no different; during this time Iraqis stated they felt better off under 

Saddam’s regime claiming they had more freedom, services, and security than under U.S. 

occupation.772 

We can conclude the reconstruction period had a prolonged impact on the nation 

as violence continued after the election both against coalition forces as well as among 

Arab Sunni and Shi‘i groups. Municipal sites, hospitals and places of religious 

importance were among the targets for both militant groups who desired retaliation.773  

Al- Maliki and the new Iraqi government did little to stop the influx of violence and 

instead al- Maliki used the vague constitutional language to support his own 

accumulation of power.774 Furthermore, the national media became sectarian in nature 

and had a clear Shi‘i bias. Arrests, detention, and torture of the Sunni communities 

occurred in the dark of night, in response to threats, and to keep individuals in line en 

mass from 2004 until 2011 under the U.S. occupation through al - Maliki’s leadership.775 

The Iraqi Army, composed of mostly Shi‘i  Arab men, were not aiding citizens during 

these detentions or from the influx of street violence in 2005 which claimed the lives of 

civilians including children.776 Civilians state the Iraqi Army feels more like a Shi‘i  
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Militia than it does a national army.777 In fact, in March 2007 U.S. officers reported the 

Iraqi Army and Security Forces fired those who pursued Shi‘i  militants too 

aggressively.778 

In 2006, cities, like Sadr City, experienced violent attacks on both Sunni Arab and 

Shi‘i Arab residents and lived under threats of kidnapping, murder, or rape if they 

remained in their homes rather than relocating to a segregated section of the city.779 

Threats would range from in person, graffiti, or actual violence and though people may 

not have a place to go, they were forced to leave quickly, in many cases without being 

able to sell their homes or bring any property with them.780 Formerly, cities like Baghdad 

were integrated with Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arab neighbors but by 2007 of the 7 million 

Baghdad residents, approximately 5.25 million were living in segregated sections of the 

city.781 In some instances Sunni Arab neighbors were disturbed by the forced departure of 

their Shi‘i Arab neighbors and would send them off with good wishes; some Iraqi 

families lived in these houses for generations with no prior conflict.782 Citizens of 

Baghdad protested the segregation movement, wanting to keep their cities open and 

integrated but these pleas were ignored.783 Once the city was segregated it was easier to 

contain residents within their quarters and restrict movements to and from other sect 

areas via security checkpoints and military surveillance.784 Segregation limited the types 
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of jobs, education, healthcare, and socialization citizens could obtain.785 The coalition 

built walls up around cities to stop the flow of terrorists and prevent bombings; however, 

these isolation methods only caused both Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arab groups to feel more 

isolated and find resources and protection with local militant factions, having the 

opposite effect than intended.786 It is difficult to build, or participate in, a democracy 

when you are torn apart, relocated, and segregated from your neighbors.  

Overtime, Iraqi political parties had the capacity to create a base and policies for 

that base and Iraqis became sick of sectarian strife, favoring national unity politics.787 The 

decrease in violence from 2006 - 2009 allowed political parties and the government to 

focus less on security issues and more on policy planning which also favors a national 

unity approach.788 Federalism, regional governments, and Iranian influence fell out of 

favor by 2009.789 From years of al- Maliki’s power consolidation Iraqis were fed up and 

looking for change; parties began to reach across sectarian lines and form alliances based 

on policies.790 Al- Maliki’s time in office demonstrates the manner in which sectarianism 

hinders democracy as it limits accountability, minimizes larger representation, and 

represses those who disagree with leadership.791 In this sense, sectarianism causes 

democracies to become a monopoly and eventually a dictatorship. 792 The political parties 

in Iraq remained segregated, though they claim to have open registration policies, and 
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blame this occurrence on the fact that no one wants to cross the political sectarian 

boundary.793 With no diversity within political parties, each party is able to hide their 

bias, corruption, and wrongdoings without repercussions.794 This process also impedes 

the possibility of a national leader emerging who would satisfy most groups.795 

Sectarianism can be seen as the opposite of democracy as democracy provides freedom to 

citizens who are equal before the law, sectarianism instead marginalizes entire groups of 

individuals.796 Democracy is present when the outcome is not fixed but can be mitigated 

through institutions with regulations and predictable processes for those institutions.797 

Both sectarianism and democracy are constructs capable of manipulation. Iraq has not yet 

reached a point where Iraqis agree on how to close sectarian gaps or utilize democratic 

institutions and instead relies heavily on deals and bribes between leadership.798 Due to 

the transitional period being carried by the coalition, Iraqis were unable to create a vision 

for Iraq they could all buy into and support.  

One challenge this work highlights is the democratization of Iraq. From one 

perspective the conflict between Islam and democracy is a natural one; though the 

connection between morality and religion in politics is hardly a Muslim specific issue; 

Western democracies pose the same conflict.799 Islam is not monolithic, nor is it 

inherently dismissive of democracy by nature.800 The U.S. acquiesced to parties who 

were amenable to their own interests in Iraq, rather than traditionalists and encourage 
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officials to spend their time supporting the moderates; this approach is damaging to group 

relationships, as was the case in Iraq, and would not promote moderate ideology but 

rather insurgency.801 It is not the role of the U.S. to decide what type of Islam is allowed, 

practiced, and spread in other nations. Democracy requires effort from the governed and 

without being a willing participant it cannot succeed.802 The amount of scholarship 

focused on Islam, democracy, and sectarianism lends one to question why continue 

research in this field; in short it is because this work is public knowledge and still some 

old, biased sentiments persist. Nations, like the U.S., have not halted their pursuit of the 

democratization of the Middle East which means the problems of hegemony and 

sectarianism persist.  

The democratic system requires autonomy and participation from its citizens and 

installing a democratic government in Iraq did not squelch faction tensions by giving 

autonomy to the people; rather, it inflamed problems as the underlying factors of 

sectarianism were not addressed prior.803 The lack of agency catapulted Iraq into an 

identity crisis which emerged as a sectarian phenomenon.  One suggestion to rid these 

tensions includes a governmental deliberation process and other legal avenues in which 

citizens need to discuss and compromise in order to create legislation.804 In this sense, the 

2005 constitution has failed Iraqis; the rush to ratify the constitution and host elections 

caused for ambiguous federal policies which would later leave Iraqis unsupported to 

create useful legislation, fight corruption, and provide fair representation to all citizens. 
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The decision on what these deliberation processes could be is a possible area for future 

research.  

Iraq Since 2005 

Understanding sectarianism in Iraq through the framework of a cosmic war is 

indicative of the reconstruction period but no longer applies as sectarianism in Iraq 

declined over the decades and saw the rise of citizen participation in matters of 

government. Since 2005 divisions have healed and reopened, Daesh took over and 

subsequently been defeated and Iraqi citizens continued to participate in government and 

protest aspects they wanted changed. By Iraq’s third national election on March 7th of 

2010 corruption and sectarianism had increased and figures such as al- Sistani urged the 

government to incorporate citizen voices.805 During the 2010 election political parties 

fractured, including the Shi’i Islamist party which separated into the Iraqi National 

Alliance and State of Law parties; Sunni groups also changed during this election cycle 

as the Jabha al‐Tawafuq al‐Iraq party disbanded.806 This time Iraqis were able to vote for 

a candidate rather than simply a party which was both a new opportunity to elect quality 

representatives and an opportunity for corruption by voting for the names who had the 

most cache. 807 The 2010 elections resulted in a tie between Iraqiya, State of Law, and 

Iraqi National Alliance, with candidate Iyad Allawi, which ended in negotiations that 

spanned months and the incumbent State of Law Party, led by (Shi’i) al- Maliki, once 

again in office as Prime Minister.808 The negotiations led to another term for President 
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Jalal Talabani (Kurd), Iyad Allawi (Shi’i), became the head of the Security Committee, 

and Osama al- Nujaifi, (Sunni), as Speaker of the House, providing each major ethnic 

group a role in government.809 This election demonstrated active participation from 

numerous parties, including Sunni, for a successful election process though voter turnout 

was down approximately 20% from 2005. This was the last election largely supported by 

U.S. security forces on the ground as in December of 2011 the U.S. removed most of 

their troops from Iraq, leaving a small number of troops stationed at the U.S. embassy 

and to support Iraq in efforts against Daesh.   

Iraq continued to experience acts of violence across the nation carried out by 

Daesh, along with smaller groups and individuals, which increased in frequency and 

intensity surrounding the elections.810 Prior to the 2014 primary elections Daesh attacked 

political rallies and suicide bombers struck at the polls for those casting early ballots 

indicating the election process was still a volatile one.811 The 2014 voter turnout hovered 

around 60%, similar to the numbers of 2010, with al- Maliki’s State of Law party once 

again winning the election, this time with a clear victory above the rest of the parties.812 

Al- Maliki’s third nomination sparked grievances in Iraq which forced al- Maliki to step 

aside in favor of  Haider al-Abadi, member of the Da’wa party, as Prime Minister. This 

was the first election in New Iraq without the presence of U.S. troops indicating Iraq’s 

ability to sustain the election process themselves. The 2014 election was also notable 

because it demonstrated a peaceful transition of power with the role Prime Minister.  Al- 

Maliki continued to consolidate power during his time as Prime Minister through use of 
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his judicial power and leaning on the constitution’s ambiguity, as previously discussed, 

which caused frustration among the Iraqi public. Al- Abadi promised he would rid Iraq of 

Daesh, address the sectarianism in Iraq at a local and national scale and had ties and 

support with the U.S. government which aided in his appointment over al- Maliki who 

lost favor with the U.S. and some Iraqis.813 Tensions between Sunnis and Shi’i continued 

into the new leadership and al- Abadi worked to amend the deba’atification and anti- 

terrorism laws to accommodate the legal ramifications affecting mostly Sunni groups. 814 

The public discussion of Sunni inclusion and exoneration, specifically from a Shi’i 

leader, indicated tensions between the sects were on the decline.  

Due to limited security forces in Iraq following appointments under the al- Maliki 

government, Daesh was able to infiltrate Iraq and took control of Mosul in June of 

2014.815 Daesh capitalized on government insecurity in Iraq and neighboring countries 

following the Arab Spring movements and Syrian War in addition to their proposition of 

rural Sunni militia groups briefly to gain momentum.816 The organization continued to 

gain territory throughout Anbar, Ninewa, Salha, and up to Erbil.817 Daesh attacked 

cultural and historical sites of importance and Iraqis throughout the nation with local 

militias, U.S. forces, and Iranian support assisted the Iraqi and Kurdish military to fight 

back against Daesh’s campaign. 818  By 2017  Mosul was liberated and Deash was largely 
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defeated leaving refugees, human rights violations, and destructed towns lie in Daesh’s 

wake. 819  Following the defeat of Daesh, the Iraqi government needed to reclaim 

authority in communities, such as Basra, where Shi’i and Sunni groups gained power and 

support during the conflict.820  

The 2018 election was the first election after the downfall of Daesh and once 

again had lower voter turnout at around 44% with no clear winner resulting from the 

election.821 Sa’irun and Fatah Alliance came out less than two points from one another 

with Victory alliance trailed only a few points in third, the result again indicated the lack 

of consensus among Iraqi voters; these parties focused on promising administration 

reform, restoring society, and addressing sectarianism as the main themes. 822 It was 

reported that the lower turnout at the polls was associated with the lack of government 

services along with overall mistrust in government representatives.823 2018 was also 

marked by political protests demanding a change in government leadership. The protests 

started in Basra, an oil rich province with poor living conditions despite producing a large 

portion of Iraq’s oil revenue.824 Overall, citizens were frustrated with the high 
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unemployment rates, corruption, and lack of government action in the country and 

continued to protest these issues through 2021. 825 This was an important event in Iraq’s 

history because citizens used their democratic right to assembly to call on government 

change with better representation by elected officials. The demonstrations also proved 

citizens were interested and invested in the democratic process and were willing to 

participate in social and political change across sect and party lines. These protests were 

unique in that most of the protesters were Shi’i and speaking out against a Shi’i led 

government, furthermore the Shi’i government took violent action against the protesters 

demonstrating the deterioration of solidarity along party lines.826 Furthermore, these 

protests illustrated the continued lack of security in Iraq present since the 2003 invasion. 

827  

The October 10th, 2021 election resulted in lower voter turnout at approximately 

43% in part due to the a number of Iraqis who boycotted the election due to the belief that 

the government was corrupt and party winners were already decided.828 This election 

circuit produced various new independent parties to Iraq, which supported Iraqi 

representation in the electorate process though they gained few seats combined and the 

Sadrist Movement emerged as the winner. Public protests that demanded political reform 

continued in 2021 and though this demonstrated a lack of public confidence in the 

government it indicated a vote of confidence for the democratic process of assembly and 
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free speech to participate in such protests proving democracy is still in process in Iraq. 

The Iraqi government continued to disagree on matters of security, budget, corruption, 

and Iranian influence while Iraqi citizens continued to put pressure on leaders. In June of 

2022, the leader of the largest parliamentary bloc, Muqtada al-Sadr suggested his 

parliamentary bloc resign from their posts to end government obstruction, leaving 

seventy-three vacant seats in Iraqi Parliament.829 With these vacancies the party who 

received the second highest vote, in this instance the Shi’i Coordination Framework party 

backed by Iran, filled the seats making the Coordination Framework the largest 

parliamentary bloc.830 The open seats were not a result of a new election but rather 

assumed by default with the runners up from the 2021eletcions. The constitution also 

allows the largest parliament bloc to appoint the Prime Minister of Iraq which resulted in 

the nomination of Mohammed Shia al- Sudani, who is an Iranian backed Shi’i and whose 

appointment sparked protests amongst Iraqis once again.831 This stark change in Iraqi 

government demonstrated the contestation of authority that continued throughout the last 

two decades in Iraq. 

Decentralization remained an issue in Iraq with the government consolidating 

more power than citizens would like, demonstrating ongoing contestations of democracy 

in the nation.832 To decentralize the government national and local government needs to 

be restructured in order to divest power and resources to local municipalities. The 

 
829 Guillaume Decamme, Iraqi MPs from Firebrand Cleric Moqtada Sadr's Bloc Resign: Official. AFP 

International Text Wire in English, June 12, 2022. 
830 Qassim Abdul- Zahra, Iraq Parliament Swears in New Members after Walkout of 73, AP News, June 23, 

2022. 
831 Qassim Abdul- Zahra, Iraq Parliament Swears in New Members after Walkout of 73, AP News, June 23, 

2022. 
832 Ranj Alaadin, Sectarianism, Governance, and Iraq’s Future, Washington, D.C.: The Brookings 

Institution, 2018. P. 23 
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preparation necessary to decentralize is time consuming and requires commitment from 

local and state authorities to work together and involve communities and citizens in this 

power transfer. Such a task is no quick or easy fix and can still lead to corruption on a 

local level or lead to an even greater power discrepancy.   

Corruption, in part due to constitutional ambiguity, continued to plaque Iraq 

throughout the decades with representatives behaving in their own interests rather than 

acting on behalf of citizen interests, this has led to numerous protests and calls for change 

in recent years.  The challenges Iraq faced since the U.S. invasion and implementation of 

a democratic state does not indicate Iraq is not ready or fit for democracy, rather, it 

illustrated the challenges of hegemony, nation building, and colonialism intervening in a 

nation. Even today the U.S., Western politicians, and agencies, such as the The Brookings 

Dhoha Center in Washington, D.C., encourage foreign entities to pressure Iraq into policy 

changes.833 Additionally, U.S. forces in Iraq increased during the fight against Deash and 

maintained their presence following Daesh’s defeat under the guise of continuing to 

secure Iraq alongside Iraqi forces and was still in the position of advisement to Iraq in 

2021.834 The U.S. also claimed to remain in Iraq to support Iraq in light of the ongoing 

pressure from Iran, though this can be understood as another reason to linger in Iraq and 

maintain control and influence over the nation.835 The U.S. Department of State 

maintained it has provided millions of dollars in support for minority populations, issues 

of security, and continues to provide oversight and guidance on legal and political 

 
833 Ibid, 29 
834 U.S. Relations with Iraq, Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. Department of State, June 6, 2022. 
835 Lolita C. Baldor and Tara Copp, Why U.S. Forces Remain in Iraq 20 Years After ‘Shock and Awe, PBS 

News, Mar 15, 2023. 
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matters.836 These statements confirm the U.S. never fully handed Iraq over to Iraqis and 

in fact continues to colonize the nation after two decades. This kind of outside pressure is 

in large part the reason Iraq is facing ongoing internal power struggles and the reason 

why continuing to study issues of colonialism and sectarianism in Iraq are important. 

Projects like reconciliation, reconstruction, and transitional justice are intimate processes 

that are only successful and meaningful when citizens themselves have agency in their 

development.  Though the above is only a brief overview of political life in Iraq post 

2005, it is possible to see the progress and challenges Iraq continued to face as a result of 

the 2003 U.S. invasion.  

The Importance of Understanding Sectarianism 

Sectarianism continues to be relevant because the promotion of democracy in 

Muslim majority countries is thought to be a constructive process in the evolution of 

Islam as well as a long term goal of the West.837 The U.S. State Department continues to 

seek assistance promoting democracy and studies Islamic politics as a way to infiltrate 

democracy and Western values within those cultures, rather than to understand the states 

and learn to cooperate with them. This phenomenon needs attention for more than 

furthering a democratic agenda, but to understand how others relate to one another during 

conflict and in response to colonization, which has impacted a significant portion of the 

world. There is concern on the governmental level that being hands off in the Middle East 

is indulging Islamic Fundamental Extremists.838 Understanding sectarianism in Iraq and 

its relationship with colonialism and hegemony will improve the ability to promote 

 
836 Ibid. 
837 Cheryl Benard et al, Civil Democratic Islam: Partners, Resources, and Strategies, The RAND 

Corporation, 2003. P. 25 
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tolerance, prevent violence, and refine policies. Furthermore, research surrounding the 

causes and effects of sectarianism can inform governmental policies and shape the minds 

of youth surrounding topics of identity, diversity, and dialogue as well as advance 

understanding of the effects of colonization. The analysis of sectarianism in Iraq 

exemplifies it is more than the West who suffer from perpetuating false dichotomies, such 

as Islam and the West, but extremists who benefit from such discourse and the alienation 

of Muslims.839 Citizen frustration grows until it turns into resistance which develops into 

insurgencies.840 Terrorism thrives on attention, ostentatious media coverage, and fear.841 

Conversely, the media depiction of helpless Iraqis at the whim of Saddam Hussein’s 

regime contributed to the American public support of the invasion of Iraq. In this sense 

the media can help draw attention to a situation and could uplift moderate voices, rather 

than biased or extreme perspectives. As Juregensmeyer suggests, the media has the ability 

to engage the public in complex issues and offer an insight into new ideas; this would be 

a constructive use of media that could counteract the rampant media bias.  

Furthermore, the lessons from this democratic venture in Iraq have not been 

internalized. The 2010 Department of State National Security Strategy identifies nations 

experiencing extremism as a threat to the U.S. and therefore a matter requiring U.S. 

attention to manage and develop.842 This ideology does not consider the problem of U.S. 

actions being the reason for an increase of violence or extremism in the first place and 

underscores the importance of this dissertation as it relates to future public discourse as 

 
839 Brandon D. Lundy, Akanmu G.Adebayo, and Sherrill Hayes, eds.,  Atone : Religion, Conflict, and 

Reconciliation, Blue Ridge Summit: Lexington Books, 2018. P 43 
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they work to utilize evidence based program development. USAID Identifies several 

factors that foster extremism and insurgency including economic instability, 

marginalization, corruption, and conditions that combat it such as, education, social 

equity, and cohesion. 843 In 2015 the, The U.S. Department of State Bureau of Counter 

Terrorism states they are actively, “focusing more on prevention and tackling the drivers 

of violent extremism” and aims to “empower and amplify locally credible voices that can 

change the perception of violent extremist groups and their ideology among key 

demographic segments.”, this is an avenue this dissertation contributes to.844  

Contributions to the Field 

Sectarianism in Iraq has several implications for democracy identified in this 

dissertation; the main point being the importance of citizen created government, rather 

than hegemonically manufactured for democracy to take root. The competition between 

Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arab groups for power and representation in government caused not 

only violence between groups, but within their groups as well. Sectarianism is a 

challenge to democracy in that it produces polarization, collective violence by 

capitalizing on opportunism, and discourages compromise for national wellbeing; it also 

demonstrates the need for anti- sectarian language along with policies within government 

that are supported by a functional constitution.845  The weak constitution of Iraq allowed 

for the formation of militant groups in power without a strong system of checks and 

balances to level the opportunity between political groups. As such, this work also 
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established the possible link between the nature of the 2005 constitution and the 

subsequent increased sectarian violence. Power Sharing based on group quotas within 

Iraq along religious and ethnic boundaries affirm the production of religious and ethnic 

exclusionary politics deepening the sectarian divide. Furthermore, policies involving 

dialogue and consensus between groups can lead to greater national unity and stability 

which is imperative for democracy; the expiration of such policies is an avenue of future 

research.  

Another area for future research is the binary utility of sectarianism, as noted by 

Fanar Haddad, as it relates to politics in the Middle East and Beyond. The nature of 

sectarianism as a binary dividing “good” and “bad” or inclusion and exclusion and this 

methodology fits the tensions in other societal categories such as race and gender. 

Haddad notes sectarianism can be a social qualifier in that it can be broken down into 

subcategories, like violent sectarianism or social sectarianism, but similar to words like 

religion or democracy, sectarianism can also take on so much meaning that it comes to 

have no clear meaning at all.846 So while some scholars may utilize the word sectarian to 

discuss a particular sect, other scholars employ the word as a generality that encompasses 

any form of intolerance.847 Both race and gender theory analyze discrimination and its 

overt and subtle violence and hostilities and these processes support the idea of 

sectarianism being a broader issue not limited to the Middle East or beginning in the 

early aughts.848 The broadening use of the term secularism can incorporate issues of 

prejudice and limited thinking in which one could further explore the notions of gender 
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and racial sectarianism as part of ongoing research within the larger field of sectarianism. 

Furthermore, this research can broaden the understanding of identity-based bias which is 

useful in numerous fields.  

This dissertation’s analysis concludes that a nation cannot let their own 

understanding of right and wrong dictate their foreign policy. States need to act based on 

facts rather than assumptions and should not impose their ideologies on other nations. 

This information needs to not only be relayed in the academic and political spheres, but 

in the public domain as well. Sectarianism in Iraq has parallels to conflicts all over the 

globe and a basic understanding of sectarian strife asserts the importance of complete 

narratives, critical thinking skills, media literacy, and conflict resolution. Furthermore, 

this analysis of sectarianism in Iraq engages critical thinking surrounding identity bias by 

way of U.S. coalition actions along with examining the behavior amongst Iraqis as well. 

It is possible to contextualize the decline in economic and social prosperity with the 

increase in tensions between Iraqis; the competition for agency and resources created a 

dichotomy in which Sunni Arabs and Shi‘i Arabs felt the need to define themselves in 

opposition to each other. It is easier to prefer those who are similar to us and discriminate 

against those who are different; this dissertation names the dangers of doing so within a 

nation, as well as projecting these sentiments globally. Sectarianism leads one to question 

the role of both collective and individual identity and the relation of citizens within a 

nation as we can see the impact group identity has on an entire nation. This collective 

group identity lends itself to stereotyping; for Sunni Arabs they did not trust the Shi‘i  

Arabs as they were expected to favor Iran over Iraq due to their religious identification. 

Shi‘i Arabs saw the Sunni Arabs as oppressors as they were privileged under Saddam 
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Hussein’s regime. The American coalition understood both groups as needing assistance 

and rescuing from their authoritative leader and caused arguably worse conditions within 

the nation. Americans also thought the Sunni and Shi‘i Arab groups were vehemently 

opposed to one another and such tensions were inevitable, contributing to the strain 

between the groups and the image portrayed around the world. A look at the politics of 

both Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arab factions demonstrated their desires and beliefs were not 

all that different from one another and their desire for religious freedom, though different 

in ideology, were similar in method, indicating these groups were not in stark contrast. 

Through this exploration one must challenge their assumptions and exercise their 

mind to incorporate alternative points of view and new information. These are skills 

lacking by the greater public and continues to the perpetuation of violence and conflict 

through the assumption these sentiments are inevitable and reflective of government and 

religion in the Middle East. Uncertainty breeds violence and that was the case of 

sectarianism in Iraq.849 Previous agreements on land, policy, security, economy become 

difficult to enforce across party lines and when nothing is guaranteed there is minimal 

incentive to cooperate and more motivation to compete; authority figures rise by 

suggesting solutions that implicate other groups as an enemy and assuring their plan is 

the best way for survival.850 The more groups fragment the easier it is for leaders to harp 

on these fractures and deepen the divide to their benefit and other groups’ detriment 

causing the activation of identity politics and the suppression of collective national 

identity.851  Religion is an entity that can both support and hinder democracy as religion is 
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both deeply personal and at the same time communal.852 Moreover, religion is 

inconsistent, lived in, and political in nature causing it to be multidimensional in nature 

and transcend categories, including government as is the case with Iraqi sectarianism and 

democracy; both sectarianism and democracy are affected by economic, social, and 

global factors.853 

Through writing this dissertation I developed a desire to educate youth, as well as 

the public, on the importance of curiosity and critical thinking when exposed to new 

ideas or beliefs rather than reacting with anger or trepidation. My experience with 

international youth, mostly from the Middle East, between the ages of 18 and 25 over the 

past ten years made me realize how imperative it is to teach critical thinking and dialogue 

skills. Even with the increase of instant accessible knowledge, biases persist; this is in 

part because people are not taught what to do with this influx of information and are often 

presented with new material in a daunting way via the media. Through my work I found 

many of these students cite Western media as a perpetuation of misinformation and bias 

about their nations, citizens, and local issues. Often these students are curious but do not 

know where to go for answers and do not have the opportunity to engage with individuals 

vastly different from themselves due to safety issues, lack of access, and stereotypes in 

their communities. In order to have such skills they need to be taught how to access and 

engage various groups and how to do so safely. They needed the ability to assess the 

information they are presented with both digitally as well as within their communities to 

combat bias and promote social cohesion. The outbreak of sectarian violence in Iraq 
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demonstrates the need for social cohesion and dialogue between differing groups and the 

need for curiosity rather than judgment in the face of difference. Critical thinking and 

dialogue are important skills as they teach individuals to respect the identity and beliefs 

of others. 

The objective of this dissertation is to lay the groundwork for facilitation that 

increases the emotional capacity and critical thinking skills of others in a way that they 

think before they act and operate with curiosity, rather than fear, in the face of difference. 

Western media and politics are prevalent in our daily lives and thrives on fear and anger 

which makes its way into the identities and mindset of the public; challenging this 

rhetoric and providing tools to work through these nuances will create more educated and 

thoughtful citizens. The case of sectarianism in Iraq leads to many questions that require 

further investigation to understand how the situation in Iraq became so violent and to 

uncover the root causes behind the phenomenon. Godfrey and Alarid-Hughes suggest 

constructing a timeline of events both local and abroad in order to obtain the full picture 

of a situation broadening one’s perspective.854 This investigation forces one to uncover 

alternative points of view, analyze media and government documents from various 

perspectives, and identify who is producing the information and for what purpose. These 

types of examinations promote independent thinking and lead to uncovering not just overt 

stereotypes and biases but the internal ones as well. The analysis of deeply divided 

politics, like that of sectarianism in Iraq, has direct implications for public policy reform 

in the US as the country is currently starkly divided with Americans striking to party lines 

 
854 Godfrey Garner, & Maeghin Alarid-Hughes, Origins of Terrorism: The Rise of the World’s Most 

Formidable Terrorist Groups (1st ed.), CRC Press, 2021. P. 16 



 238 

rather than acting in their, or their country’s, best interest.855 We can learn from instances 

in Iraq what to avoid, how to best mobilize the media and citizens to unify rather than 

polarize. This work can be applied not just to at home politics but to divisive issues that 

require dialogue and support to improve relations and critical thinking. To do this we 

need the public to see more compromise, engage in the civic process, provide an outlet 

and support networks for citizen concern and be willing to implement changes rather than 

simply talk about it.856 This dissertation analyzes the shortcomings surrounding the U.S. 

role in Iraq and sectarian problems in Iraq not merely to be critical, but to recognize the 

shortcomings in order to create improved and more inclusive policy along with more 

informed and tolerant citizens both in the U.S., where our national politics affects the 

globe, and in other communities.  

Limitations 

This dissertation has limitations which include my lack of fieldwork, non-native 

Arabic proficiency, and lack of solution for the larger issue of sectarianism in Iraq.  The 

lack of fieldwork certainly comes with challenges as first-person voices are an essential 

component of studying sectarianism. Instead, I worked with first person archives and 

narratives and read local reports and papers. Most importantly over the past few years, I 

obtained insight from over a dozen native Iraqis who experienced the 2003 invasion and 

reconstruction period as youth or adults. These individuals not only shared their insight 

regarding Iraqi sentiments on the American invasion but also pointed me in the direction 

of what scholarship I should include in my research as well. Their convictions allowed 
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me a greater sense of direction in my work as well as a more robust understanding of 

sectarianism as it lives on the ground and how Iraq is still impacted by these issues today. 

The issue of my Arabic proficiency means most of my source material is in English, 

limiting the perspectives in this research. During my coursework I obtained a beginner's 

proficiency in Arabic and the ability to translate documents which I used to access Iraqi 

social media posts, newspapers, and compare the English to Arabic national documents 

used in this dissertation. This work would benefit from the inclusion of more Arabic 

sources and to overcome this concern I will continue to work on my Arabic competency. 

The last major limitation to this work is the absence of a grand solution to the sectarian 

problem in Iraq. As I have highlighted the media plays a large role in public perception 

and is one of the major factors in the promotion of sectarianism; portraying a more 

balanced view of situations would certainly help public perception and on the ground 

tension of issues like sectarianism, but providing a media solution is outside the scope of 

this dissertation. Furthermore, I take the approach of learning from the past to prevent 

future instances and use the situation in Iraq as a case study in my teaching about 

violence, and will continue to do so, but this is an issue that needs to be brought to a 

governmental and public policy level as well. The elevation of sectarian understanding to 

public policy is a future pursuit of mine and a project I will continue to work on after the 

conclusion of this dissertation. In this work I intend to expand upon the scholarship of 

Juergensmeyer and Visser to bridge the gap between media portrayal and public policy as 

well as venture into governmental planning and development to support increased 

cultural awareness into the realm of civil service.  
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Conclusion 

Religious conflict has been a topic of interest since 9/11 and the importance of 

studying this issue has not waned over time.857 Even though this event happened decades 

ago, the ramifications are still prevalent today. Furthermore, much of the American public 

still does not understand the nuances and fabrications that went into the manufacturing of 

the Iraqi invasion, the sectarian strife, and the ongoing debate between Islam and 

democracy. This dissertation is groundwork for future projects which brings out the truth 

of American bias and identity issues and uses sectarianism in Iraq as a case study for 

debunking the myth that religious conflict is prevalent in Islam due to the backward 

nature of the religion. Education is the way forward and areas such as media literacy, 

critical thinking, and pluralism in its many forms are one way research on sectarianism, 

as presented in this dissertation, can be relayed to the public and positively impact the 

future.858  

The introduction to this dissertation identified the current gaps in the field of 

sectarianism and democracy in Muslim countries lending to the analysis of the impact of 

U.S. colonialism on Iraqi sectarianism. Current scholarship debates the possibility of a 

successful democracy in a Muslim majority country and asserts sectarianism is not an 

inherent quality of Islam or Iraqi nationhood. Most importantly, research demonstrates 

sectarianism was not an inevitable outcome in Iraq and was the product of series of both 

regional and local factors that reached a boiling point during the U.S. invasion of Iraq as 

explored in chapter two. The second chapter of this dissertation differentiated between 
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Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arabs in Iraq and the nature of the sectarian phenomenon within 

Iraq from the Ottoman Empire leading to the 2005 democratic government. Chapter three 

provided an overview of the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and the formation of the 

transitional coalition which would see Iraq through reconstruction. This chapter identified 

the missteps by the coalition, such as deba’athification, limited Iraqi involvement, and 

colonial nature of the occupation. When the coalition created the constitution, they 

altered the relationship between Iraqi citizens and the state and removed the democratic 

process from the hands of Iraqis as described in chapter four. While the new constitution 

awarded many freedoms to Iraqis, the document was ambiguous and led to abuses of 

power and questions of authority. The repercussions of the constitutional process can be 

seen in chapter five through the analysis of the 2005 democratic elections in Iraq. During 

this time, the nation saw an influx of factions creating polarizing messages and fighting 

for representation; this election cycle was characterized by exclusionary policies and the 

formation of segregated blocs. The 2005 elections had a lasting impact on Iraq as 

sectarian related violence continued to spike through the country. 

Iraq’s forced descent into democracy had a significant impact on its citizens, 

leadership, constitution, and election process. The study of sectarianism in Iraq 

demonstrates the importance of understanding local dynamics and societal structure 

before attempting an intervention. Iraq has a history of hegemony and tension between 

ethnic communities that was essential for policy makers to conceptualize before invasion 

or reconstruction. The lack of planning by the U.S. caused violence to emerge to fill the 

power vacuum left by the forced removal of Saddam Hussein. There were warning signs 

based on the nature of sectarianism and Sunni Arab and Shi‘i Arab relations in Iraq that 
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sectarian violence was a strong possibility following the invasion, yet this contingency 

went unaddressed. The invasion of Iraq shows the importance of working on a 

community level, issuing policies that work for citizens, and the need to create a 

comprehensive plan to support the nation based on historical, cultural, and economic 

conditions. The American venture in Iraq proves what is best in one country may not be 

well suited in another country no matter how much the U.S. wants to democratize Iraq, it 

can only happen with buy-in from Iraqis and policies that support the citizens.  

Over the years I worked with various refugee resettlement organizations as well 

as international college exchange programs and witnessed the negative effects of biased 

public opinion and assumptions in the form of displacement, violence, and political 

turmoil.  These experiences awarded me an understanding behind the importance of an 

open mind, first-hand knowledge, and the ability to look at a situation from an alternative 

perspective; this mentality aided in the pursuit of the truth behind the sectarian 

demonology of Iraqis. This dissertation demonstrates the dangers in the perpetuation of 

false narratives, and the reality behind the spark of sectarianism plaguing Iraq since the 

removal of Saddam Hussein and the effects of forced democratization. From this situation 

we can learn the importance of social cohesion and dialogue in the reverberation of 

hegemony.   
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