
 
 
Question (R4.3): To what extent is the Iraqi Army apolitical? Do they have a political agenda or another desired end-
state within Iraq?  Could the Iraqi military be an effective catalyst for reconciliation between different groups in Iraqi 
society?  Could conscription be an accelerant for reconciliation and if so how could it be implemented?1 
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Executive Summary 
Dr. Allison Astorino-Courtois, NSI 
 
The subject of this report touches on a critical issue for the future of Iraq as a unified and stable 
state: To what degree will the Iraqi Armed Forces be able to serve as the vanguard for resurrection 
of national identity and tolerance? If the answer is not at all, Iraq as a single independent state is 
likely doomed.   
 
To address the question posed, many of the 
expert contributors to this Reach-back report 
begin with an important observation: the Iraqi 
Army, like other public institutions around the 
world, is not a unitary actor with a single 
political orientation, agenda, or desired end-
state. Like other militaries, it mirrors the social 
conditions and pressures of the population 
from which it comes.  For the Iraqi Army, this 
means the ethno-sectarian divisions, pervasive 
corruption, and well-ensconced patronage and power networks that work around and despite 
military rank or process.  
 
How did the Iraqi Armed Forces get to this point? 
A number of the contributors point to the turbulent history of the Iraqi Armed Forces (IAF) as the 
foundation of its current condition. Hala Abdulla of the Marine Corps University dates the 
beginning of the deterioration of its professionalism and strength to the Saddam Hussein era, 
when Saddam  assassinated senior leaders that he perceived as threats to his control. Over time, 
this practice meant that the cohort of professional leaders who might have enjoyed broad popular 
and military regard had been decimated. The 2003 invasion of Iraq by Coalition forces continued 

                                                        
1 Related SMA Reach-back Report: Question (V4): Post-ISIL Iraq Scenarios. What are the most likely post-lSIL 
Iraq scenarios with regards to Political, Military, Economic, Social, Information, Infrastructure, Physical Environment, 
and Time (PMESII-PT)? Where are the main PMESII-PT friction points, which are most acute, and how are they best 
exploited to accomplish a stable end state favorable to U.S. and coalition interests?  
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the weakening of the Army as an institution. Importantly, that invasion also had the critical effect 
of drastically changing the sectarian make-up of the Army leadership from Sunni to Shi’a-
dominated; a process that was accelerated under the leadership of Nouri al Malaki. Abdulla 
argues that the post-2003 Army was weaker than the pre-2003 Army reflecting the fragmentation 
of society, along with rampant corruption and nepotism. 
 
Does the Army have a political agenda? Not exactly. 
The contributors to this report each argue that the Iraqi Army is far from apolitical, but 
importantly, that this fact is the result of the Army’s demographics rather than its partisanship.2 
Dr. Elie Abouaoun of the US Institute of Peace cautions that we take care in thinking of the Army 
as a “monolith” with a single set of political views. It is because the force is overwhelmingly Shi’a 
that it naturally reflects the political and social concerns of the Shi’a-led government and 
communities.  
 
The experts also agree that the Army does not have its own political agenda or cohesive image of 
the future of the Army or Iraq. Rather than any political orientation in fact, Middle East scholar 
Shalini Venturelli’s (American University) research identifies the strongest guiding principle in the 
Army as preservation of individual and group power and influence. This is done in the Army via 
the same types of social and familial patronage and influence networks found in the rest of the 
country. It is this urge and the dynamics of competing hidden power networks within the Army 
that has stymied its re-professionalization and accounts for the corruption and nepotism with 
which it is plagued.  
 
Could the Army or Special Forces serve as a force for national reconciliation? No way, unless … 
There is wide agreement among the authors regarding the prospect that the Iraqi Army could be 
a catalyst for national reconciliation: they are dubious at best. Wayne White of the Middle East 
Institute points out that, in its current guise, the “largely Shi’a force sometimes [has been] in 
league with abusive militias” and, though the Iraqi Army that fought Iran was more than half Shi’a, 
the years of ethno-sectarian conflict have embittered many in the Army against Sunni, Turkoman, 
Kurdish, and other groups. Elie Abouaoun (USIP) explains that “solidarity” among some military 
units might develop, but “the institutional bonding is not strong enough to overcome the vertical 
divisions along ethnic and sectarian lines.” 
 
The two areas where the experts disagree are: 1) whether the Army’s successful performance in 
Mosul has rehabilitated its reputation among minority populations; and relatedly, 2) the degree 
to which the US-trained Iraqi Special Forces (Golden Divisions) that make up a large part of the 
Mosul force might serve as a model for professionalizing the larger force and catalyzing national 
regard for the military. Bilal Wahab (Washington Institute for Near East Policy) and Muhanad 
Seloom (ICSS, UK) believe that the “highly professionalized” Special Forces have “boosted a sense 
of nationalism” in Iraq and have significantly improved popular perception of forces that not too 
long ago were seen not as Golden, but as the “Dirty Division.” Yerevan Saeed (Arab Gulf States 
Institute) and Macin Styszynski (Mickiewicz University, Poland) observe little change in Sunni or 
Kurdish views of the Iraqi Army, primarily they argue, because these populations observe little 

                                                        
2 Hana Abdulla puts a finer point on the question arguing that, while the Army is not particularly partisan, it has 
nevertheless been politicized in the sense that is it used for political purposes by civilian leaders and, as a result, is 
subject to “political wrangling” within the senior officer corps.  
 



change in the Army—which looks very much like the organization until very recently responsible 
for “widespread abuse, violence and human rights abuses.” Shalini Venturelli (American 
University) believes that even if there was improved popular regard for the Special Forces, the 
exceptionalism of the Golden Division is overstated, and that withdrawal of US trainers and 
support elements would rapidly show these units to be bound by the same corruption and 
competing power networks as the larger force.  
 
Although highly skeptical of these occurring any time soon, the experts do offer conditions under 
which the Iraqi Army might eventually serve as an engine of national reconciliation. The most 
critical of these is (re)gaining popular trust in both the Government of Iraq and the military that 
serves it. The only way to overcome popular perception of the Army’s Shi’a favoritism is through 
sincere political reform in which “Sunnis have a major strategic stake” and are convinced of the 
government’s “enduring commitment to their security regardless of which party(ies) hold the 
reins of power” (Shalini Venturelli, American U.)  Even if there were to be a professionalized, 
unified Iraqi Army some time in the future, Zana Gulmohamad of Sheffield University forecasts 
that “the reconciliation will be partial, and not include the entire country,” but instead be limited 
to Iraqi Arabs (Shi’a and Sunni). The Kurds, he argues, have their own security forces that they will 
always trust more than the Iraqi Army.  
 
Is conscription a good idea? Not likely. 
None of the expert contributors to this report sees conscription into the Iraqi military as a viable 
path to reconciliation. In fact, some suggest under current conditions military conscription could 
very easily deepen rather than reduce the ethno-sectarian tensions that wrack the country. While 
he allows that, “enrolling in the army—including conscription—might ease up inter-personal 
relations somehow,” Elie Abouaoun contends that the effect does not scale because Sunni 
“collective fears” of the Army remain. He points to Lebanon’s experience with using compulsory 
military conscription to encourage national identity among its warring sectarian groups. The 
failure to enact political reforms, he says, was a major cause of the lackluster results: “failing to 
embrace an inclusive governance model undermined the possible—though highly unlikely—
impact of such efforts. Iraq is not different, especially with the presence of tens of thousands of 
fighters now enrolled in militias.”3 Again, the military reflects the nation. 
 
The point is this: prior political reform and social integration are not just important facilitators for 
development and professionalization of the Army and thus its value as a platform for national 
identity and reconciliation—they are required pre-conditions. Neither the current Government of 
Iraq nor the Army is likely to succeed in stabilizing the country until Sunni Arabs and other minority 
populations are integrated into the state’s political, security and social institutions.  As Wayne 
White of the Middle East Institute cautions, if this is ignored, Sunni resistance will persist. Finally, 

                                                        
3 It also may be instructive to recall the United States’ own experience with racial integration in the military. While 
conventional wisdom often credits the military as the vanguard of racial integration in the US, in fact social and 
economic changes that began in the 1930’s had produced a national opposition movement and changed ideas about 
racial equality across the country. This social movement predated and laid the groundwork for the political action that 
spurred change in the military. While it is true that the Army and Navy had adopted some racial integration policies in 
the aftermath of WWII, it took until President Truman’s 1948 Executive Order (9981) for these to begin to be enforced 
and for more comprehensive programs for racial integration across the US armed forces to appear. Unlike the case of 
Lebanon, social and political change was underway for nearly two decades before the military effort. 

 



Shalini Venturelli reminds us that, even if these reforms have been made, restoring the trust of 
Sunnis, Kurds, and other minority groups in the national Army is a decades-long process. 
 
 
SME Input 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Wayne White 

The Middle East Institute 
 
The current Iraqi Army’s politics largely relate to its ethno-sectarian makeup.  While regrouping 
and reconstituting itself in the face of the ISIS threat, the vast majority of army personnel are 
Shi’a.   With nearly all Sunni Arab areas under ISIS control or isolated by ISIS from Baghdad, and 
with Kurdish combat personnel drawn almost exclusively to Kurdish regional military forces, 
recruitment could hardly have been anything but Shi’a.  During the Iraq-Iran War, about 60% of 
the army was Shi’a, but the majority of its officer corps and elite units were Sunni Arab and the 
army’s Shi’a majority therefore was far less dominant than it is now.  Successive Shi’a-dominated 
governments in post-2003 Baghdad have dramatically reversed the army’s national makeup—
especially under Maliki’s baleful rule—even purging many of the small numbers of Sunni Arab 
personnel. 
 
As a largely Shi’a force sometimes in league with abusive Shi’a militias, it is highly unlikely that the 
Iraqi military could be a catalyst for reconciliation between Iraq’s different ethno-sectarian 
communities.  Moreover, the brutal struggle with ISIS and bitter disputes with the Kurdish 
Regional Government (KRG) over territory undoubtedly has embittered attitudes of many in the 
army’s ranks against Sunni Arabs, Kurds, and Turcoman (the latter often siding with the Kurds and 
reaching out to Turkey for protection).  Also, both the Iraqi Army and KRG Peshmerga have 
blatantly driven Sunni Arabs out of many of their towns and villages, laying claim to these Sunni 
Arab locales to be settled by the Shi’a and Kurds.  Even Christian villages have been ethnically 
cleansed, so even liberation from ISIS rule has brought great suffering and grievances to Iraq’s 
Sunni Arab and Christian communities—as have thousands of supporting Coalition air strikes. 
 
Conscription that would bring Sunni Arabs and Christians back into the army to reduce Shi’a 
predominance would be somewhat helpful.  However, given Shi’a attitudes now and probably for 
some years, non-Shi’a recruits would almost certainly be treated as 2nd class cadres to be 
mistreated and given reduced access to promotion. 
 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Dr. Bilal Wahab 

Washington Institute for Near East Policy 
 
The state of Iraqi nationalism is in flux, with recent opportunities to flourish. The Iraqi military’s 
victories and sacrifices—notably Iraqi Special Operations Forces (ISOF) and Federal Police--against 
ISIS have boosted a sense of nationalism. Many militias seek to ride this tide to boost their 
legitimacy and political standing as elections approach. Another unifying factor is public 
grievances against ineffective governance, as manifest by insecurity, corruption and lack of public 



services and economic opportunities. While an opportunity for nationalist platforms to emerge 
and lead such nationalist trends, vested partisan and sectarian interests on one hand, and weak 
state institutions on the other limit the possibility of seeing new national fronts leading Iraq 
toward more independence, especially from Iran.  
 
In the current Iraqi political system, every political actor has an interest in the state's survival, but 
also in keeping it weak and fragile. This allows the parties in power to syphon off funds from the 
government to their respective parties, and build patronage networks through cronyism and mass 
employment. In effect, Iraqi politics operates in the middle ground between inclusiveness and 
competition. On the one hand, there is almost too much inclusion: due to the principle of 
governance by consensus (tawafuq), every political party in parliament controls a ministry or high-
level government position. Yet there is fierce competition for such loots. Maintaining a weak state 
system allows the parties to secure funding and influence. This model leaves a state that is not 
rooted in rule of law, good governance, or service delivery; if the state could deliver these services 
to its people, the power of political parties would weaken as a result. Evidently, such a political 
system is only possible thanks to oil, a low cost and high yield commodity.  

How can post-ISIS Iraq move beyond this system of 
sectarianism and patronage wielding toward Iraqi 
nationalism? The answer lies in re-conceptualizing state 
institutions and international support policies toward 
building a more inclusive and interconnected economy.  
 
In addition to sectarianism, bad, as compared to good, 
governance weakens nationalism: insecurity, corruption 
and lack of economic opportunities. Sectarianism has 
served the political elite and guaranteed their tenure in 
power. The demand for Iraqi national government able to 
deliver good governance could be rising. Who can credibly 
supply it?  
 
The demand for nationalism and nationalist agendas is on the rise. On the one hand, as recent 
public opinion research from Iraq shows, the Iraqi army fighting ISIS on behalf of all Iraqis has 
emerged as a symbol of cross-sectarian pride. The liberation of swathes of territory in Mosul and 
Anbar from ISIS brings a tempered sense of national unity. The professionalization of the Iraqi 
military and reducing corruption within its ranks are necessary measure for such optimism to take 
root. 
 
Moreover, Iran and its mode of sectarian governance have failed to deliver. Despite record oil 
sales and revenues, the Iraqi economy and infrastructure suffer. Even the Shia majority feel let 
down by their government and its failure to deliver good governance. Grievances generated by 
such utter failure reflect in demonstrations in the Shia heartland, including Najaf and Basra.  
Iran’s patronage of the Shia politics has also failed to translate into more security and prosperity 
for Iraqis in general and the Shia communities in particular. Some have come to realize that Iran 
does not mean Iraq well. Anti-Iran voices remain faint but getting louder in the house of Shia. 
Iran’s power stems partly from playing the role of power broker among the myriad of Shia 
factions. When at times too intrusive, like in Basra local politics, taking sides eventually backfires.  
 

“In the current Iraqi political 
system, every political actor has 
an interest in the state's survival, 
but also in keeping it weak and 
fragile. This allows the parties in 
power to syphon off funds from 
the government to their 
respective parties, and build 
patronage networks through 
cronyism and mass 
employment.” 



Moreover, despite being politically coopted by Iran, Iraq is Iran’s economic and energy 
competitor. Iranian dumping of cheap and subsidized agriculture products into Iraqi market has 
hurt Iraqi farmers. To increase its quota at OPEC, Iran increased its oil reserves in recent years. 
Should international oil industry re-enter Iran’s energy sector, the two countries will compete for 
investment capital.  
 
It remains an open question whether Iraqi politics can meet such public demands. With elections 
scheduled for spring of 2018, Iraq’s political parties and candidates would strive to appeal to the 
public’s desire for a more unified and better governed Iraq. Iraqi nationalism would be defined in 
terms of a strong stand against corruption, improving the economy, and tackling poor public 
services and unemployment. Ironically, such grievances unite Iraqis, be they Sunni, Shia or Kurd. 
The way forward lies in professionalizing the Iraqi military and bringing them under state control. 
Accountability to a civilian government is of paramount importance in post-ISIS Iraq, as multiple 
militias have brought under the folds of Iraqi military. In addition to militia infiltration, there is the 
question of corruption, which undermines the institution’s legitimacy as a national one. Such 
reforms are necessary, whether or not mandatory military service is adopted.  
 
As for the economy, one cannot talk of a country without a national economy. Hence, investing 
in growth-inducing infrastructure and policies is key to address public grievances and promote a 
sense of nationhood. In other words, the nation needs to deliver. Toward that end, economic 
integration is necessary, where Iraqis cities and economic hubs are connected and 
interdependencies are created through highways, railroads, pipelines, and ports. Finally, Iraqis 
need to see their oil as theirs and account for its translation into growth rather than wasteful 
spending.  
 
 

The Iraqi Army’s Politicization, Organizational Capability & 
Unifying Potential4 

Dr. Shalini Venturelli 
Associate Professor, American University 

 
 
The Iraqi Army’s capability as a national Army is driven by the very same political, sociocultural 
and ethno-sectarian divisions currently tearing at the social fabric of Iraq’s government, civilian 
environment and populations groups.  As a result, the Iraqi Army does not possess a unifying but 
a multipolar political agenda, even less a cohesive nationalistic purpose.  Instead, it is deeply and 
structurally encumbered by plural and fiercely competing embedded power networks that shape 
and determine the formation of interests, intent and behaviors of military decision-makers and 
the rank and file.  While in any given context the precise nature and effects of this complex 
calculus and interactional outcome varies, nevertheless one may safely advance a set of high-
confidence predictions for the Iraqi Army that are grounded in field study and identification of 
deep structures and systems driving its functional capabilities to mitigate the security and human 
environment. 

                                                        
4 © Shalini Venturelli, “The Iraqi Army’s Politicization, Organizational Capability & Unifying Potential.” 
 



 
Predictions with a confidence level of 90% 

1. The Iraqi Army’s immediate-to-medium term, and possibly longer term capability is 
maintained within a highly-titrated relation to reliable provision of U.S. close-support 
and assistance on an operation-by-operation basis.  Consequently, its effectiveness as a 
national Army along critical measures--such as, for example, intelligence-driven 
operations, combined operations, multi-pillar cooperation and coordination, force 
recruitment-retention and morale, and effective leadership—will rapidly degrade with 
perception of any signals of reductions or withdrawal in U.S. active assistance to Iraqi 
troops.  This suggests: 

i. Gains in capability are non-transferable to subsequent operations in the presence 
of any perceived or actual fluctuations in U.S. operational support. 

ii. Political and sociocultural fractures within the Iraqi Army are highly resilient 
structural pressures only temporarily mitigated by the partnered operational 
environment.  These underlying divisions will become a dominant force and 
overtake the organization, from the highest strata of senior decision-makers 
down to subordinate units and the average soldier, as soon as the perception of 
fluctuating signals in reliability of U.S. military support starts to spread through 
the ranks. 

2. Iran will use the Iraqi Army as a force multiplier in its strategic objectives to dominate 
the Middle East and beyond as regional security guarantor, a role till now played by the 
U.S.  The influence of Iran in shaping the sociopolitical and sociocultural functions of the 
Iraqi Army is an equally powerful underlying structural force that will dominate Iraq’s 
military upon reduction or withdrawal of U.S. active support.  While this factor is currently 
held to a tolerable threshold by U.S. partnering operations, it is also a resilient factor, 
permeating the majority of internal power networks functioning within the Iraqi Army, 
and extending to Shia paramilitary forces (PMF).  Iran’s influence on indigenous Iraqi 
forces is structural for the obvious reasons that Iran can and is exploiting Iraq’s security 
and paramilitary organizations as a force multiplier in its goal for achieving long-term 
strategic transformation of the region.  Moreover, unlike the organic sociocultural and 
political factors that drive internal fragmentation rather than cohesion within the military, 
Iran’s influence in the Iraqi Army is qualitatively and diametrically the reverse.  It’s 
influence over the Iraqi Army, irrespective of adequate Sunni representation, resembles 
an integrative functional control-system embedded securely within and across inter and 
intra-organizational space, intended to generate operational and strategic outcomes.  
Iran’s control system integrated within the Iraqi Army is a proto-system proven and tested 
within the Iranian military whose historical familiarity strongly resonates with the military 
organizational tradition of indigenous Iraqi forces.  Since Iran’s intent and capability is to 
repurpose the Iraqi Army for its regional aims, the outcome will directly and indirectly 
conflict with U.S. security interests for a unified and stable Iraq, and a wider MENA region.  

3. No matter what Sunni representatives in settlement negotiations with the Iraqi 
government eventually agree to, Iraq’s Sunni populations in towns and villages will NOT 
accept the authority and legitimacy of the Iraqi Army as currently constituted --a 
political and sociocultural reality of certainty that will continue to fuel conflict 
conditions and hinder the Army’s effectiveness.  As long as Sunni population groups in 
villages and towns across the central region perceive Iraq’s Shia-dominated government 
retaining overt control over the military while unofficially permitting Iran indirect and 
embedded control of military and paramilitary organizations, Iraq’s Sunnis will steadfastly 



resist stabilization efforts.  This perception is deeply held and shaped by experiences of 
persecution and constant threat from the Iraqi state and security forces since 2010.  
Change in government leaders will not restore that trust, nor the token inclusion of Sunnis 
in national governance.  In fact, the national government is no longer relevant to the Sunni 
population’s deeper interests which are shaped by immediate and long-term security, 
autonomy to govern their own lives without interference from the state, and field their 
own security guarantees whether through permanent Army bases of Sunni units or 
through their tested system of alliances with armed jihadist and other militia networks.   

This problem defines the nucleus of the conflict and the core of the Army’s difficulty.  
Contrary to conventional assessment, the underlying driver of the conflict is not ISIS which, 
instead, should be regarded a proximate cause and thus a downstream epiphenomenon 
of the evolving instability.  The upstream and thus deeper cause is collapse of confidence 
and trust in Iraqi authorities and the national Army among Iraq’s fear-driven Sunni 
population groups in the central region.  This collapse has created a firmly entrenched and 
self-sustaining security marketplace where Sunnis ‘shop’ for their own armed militias 
which include violent extremist networks such as ISIS.  As long as this marketplace exists 
owing to deep-seated and unresolved Sunni fears for their property and lives at the hands 
of government security forces and paramilitary groups, they will seek their own ‘armies’ 
or armed networks of different violent jihadist, ideological and warlord stripes.  Once ISIS 
is routed in Iraq—which is highly unlikely since any remnant cells will propagate new 
networks spreading and recombining geographically over time--Sunni demand for their 
own protective forces will definitely not abate.  Instead, intensity of Sunni intent to align 
with protective militia will generate new forms of supply in terror networks, militias, 
warlords and power networks attracted to the region prepared to prosecute the war 
against the Shia-dominated Iraqi state and Army.  Sunnis will continue to fuel the demand 
for their own militias and will not withhold civilian sanctuary from favored armed militias 
and violent networks—whether ISIS, Al Qaeda, or other affiliate organizations—until their 
security demands are guaranteed and materially demonstrated on the ground over the 
medium term.  The demands of local Sunni populations include, at the very least: a) First, 
Sunni populations in the central region demand nothing less than permanent Army bases 
in their home districts comprised of locally-recruited and led Sunni units of the Iraqi Army 
whose primary mission must be to protect them from Shia controlled units of the Iraqi 
Army, the Shia dominated government, and if necessary from Iranian-sponsored 
offensive operations.  This model is analogous to provincially-based ethno-linguistic and 
ethno-sectarian military units common to the Indo-Eurasian military tradition of 
constituting homogenous units drawn from and operating within their 
historical/traditional population areas.  b) Second, Sunni populations demand provincial 
autonomy (de facto or de jure) in any settlement that offers official or unofficial 
recognition to Kurdish autonomy in northern Iraq.  Finally, an additional problem remains: 
even if all of the conditions set by the Sunni populations in the central region were to be 
met tomorrow, it will take decades for the Iraqi Army to generate self-sustaining 
momentum for building population confidence and trust, which is ultimately the sole 
factor with decisive power to stabilize the country, eliminate incentives for civilian 
sanctuary, destroy violent networks, and create conditions for the conflict to subside.  It 
takes decades to build confidence and trust, and only a few days and weeks to lose it.  
That, in essence, is the fundamental dilemma of the Iraqi Army for it bears the sole burden 
to deliver what Sunnis want most: a permanent security guarantee for their traditional 
and historical population habitats.   



4. Given the realities and projections outlined above, the U.S. will remain indefinitely 
engaged in partnered operations with the Iraqi military into the foreseeable future.  
Iraqi Army’s collapse means the collapse of the state, and exploitation of such a collapse 
by Iran to reshape the Middle East will generate multiple order effects of widening and 
uncontainable conflict.  Given that a stabilized Iraq is central to U.S. security interests, 
given that the Iraqi Army whose functional capabilities tied to partnered operations with 
the U.S. is one of the principal means of ensuring a sustainable state, and given that Iran’s 
control-system capability can be triggered to reassert dominance over the Iraqi Army 
upon cessation of U.S. partnered operations—the U.S. will have no option but to remain 
in an enduring role as the Iraqi Army’s close partner in operations to eliminate violent 
networks, satisfy persistent and destabilizing fears of Sunni populations in Iraq, secure an 
independent Iraqi state, and contain Iran’s unwavering hegemonic intent.   

 
Iraqi Army Politicization:  The deep politicization of the Iraqi Army is confirmed in the PI’s ongoing 
field study of this U.S. security partner organization in the Middle East.  The extent of political 
permeability is observed in the foundational social realities of how the Iraqi Army actually and not 
theoretically, functions.  Behind the exterior façade of a modern military organization, the Iraqi 
Army is governed, even controlled, by a complex internal sociocultural system that is robustly 
conserved across regimes and governments, conflict conditions, external partnerships and even 
through the cycling of sectarian predominance swinging from Sunni to Shia, for instance.  First-
hand study of the Iraqi Army sociocultural system shows this internal system is repeatedly more 
determinative and predictive of the Army’s decision-making and operational effectiveness than is 
years even decades of knowledge transfer through advising and training.  This is because 
externally transferred knowledge, training and know-how have so far not been conserved across 
political, conflict and environmental conditions.  Observation and study of the Iraqi Army allows 
identification of key sociocultural system-components, with just two key examples briefly 
outlined here:  

i. Formal Chain of Command vs. the Real Chain of Command: The decision-making 
chain is systemically compromised from the penetration of competing ethno-
sectarian and external power networks to which almost every officer down to the 
average soldier must belong for preservation of strategic interests, family-clan 
survival and security, and reliable access to material resources.  In short, the 
external and densely networked traditional power system of social control, along 
with the conflict-generated human environment in which the military operates 
does not stop at its institutional boundary--as would be commonly expected of 
professional, largely Western, military organizations.  Instead, the external 
political and sociocultural networks in reality are also the Iraqi Army’s internal 
networks, and comprise its foundational control-system.  The partnered 
environment of training and joint operational practice is simply layered on top of 
this indigenous military sociocultural foundation.  This can be observed in the 
day-to-day functioning of the chain of command whereby the decision chain 
allows individuals to discard or ignore orders from superiors in favor of 
imperatives of traditional and power networks that continually assess the impact 
of specific orders on the network’s political, strategic and material interests.  
Allegiance of personnel are first and foremost to these enduring networks that 
ensure current and future survival extending across the sociocultural landscape.  
The internal network system indicates that force identity and morale is built on 
shifting sand, and that indoctrination of force discipline is conducted in perpetual 



rivalry with the more dominant political and sociocultural network allegiances.  
Furthermore, force loyalty to the partnered environment is transient at best since 
this environment is perceived unpredictable and unreliable which means it can 
be exploited for personal and internal network advantage while it lasts.  Even less 
is the perceived obligation to the state whose nature and composition is rooted 
in uncertain current though not future conditions in the country and region when 
networks will prevail and dominate under the influence of strategic powers such 
as Iran.   

ii. Information Flow & Information Power: Identification and mapping of the Iraqi 
Army’s internal power networks and thus politicized decision-chain was 
undertaken in the ongoing study by means of determining critical pathways of 
the underlying organizational control system for regulating information flow, 
information sharing, and information production and diffusion within and across 
sociocultural and power networks.  A key finding of this investigation revealed 
that each network is characterized by a specific information behavior and path-
dependent signature that points both directly and indirectly to its corresponding 
decision-chain and influence capability.  The functional information networks of 
the Army are thus effectively the key sources of information power cross-cutting 
the organization and comprising the true operating control system of Iraq’s 
military.  This is despite the human cost of intense rivalry between these internal 
power networks that deliver swift rewards and consequences for their respective 
membership.  Power networks within the military tolerate a zero opt-out 
tradition, exacting lifetime if not intergenerational loyalty to the network.  For 
these and other reasons further exacerbated by the ongoing conflict, power 
networks and their information control systems are regarded as life insurance, 
economic and security insurance by senior leaders, staff, and the rank and file.  
Accordingly, information power and social control generated by nascent 
networks function within a given range of volatility owing to robust survival-
based loyalties enforced across their respective information and decision 
pathways.   

 
Iraqi Army’s Desired End-State for Iraq: The underlying code of decision-making in the Iraqi Army 
is not native to the official chain of command, but organic to the information network in the 
decision-chain of rival power allegiances.  Competing interests are resolved through informal 
‘alijtimaeat’ (meetings) among decision-chain leaders and their representatives.  It is this practice 
which reveals the most about the behaviors and intent of the overall organization as a human 
system of intertwined power networks, allowing assessment of its desired end-state.  At first 
glance, the hidden code of decision-making seems chaotic, ineffective, even irrational to the 
Western observer.  But in-depth functional analysis over extended periods shows decision-making 
behaviors are entirely rational to the long-term strategic interests of the power networks 
embedded in the organization.  Even in instances where no decision appears to have been taken, 
in reality it has, and the decoded process allows for reliable predictions of behavior, intent, 
priorities and objectives.  Only when strategic-interests of internal networks within the Army 
converge across the power systems as negotiated in unofficial face-to-face meetings, do informal 
agreements arise to pursue a common course of action—generally in the face of perceived 
common threats.  More often, however, the diversification of core interests in the ongoing 
regional conflict produce blame and finger-pointing in various directions towards different 
elements and leaders of the Army and/or security organizations, suggesting deep-seated lack of 



cohesion.  However, these protestations and the blame-game are part of the code of avoidance 
in assuming risks for the network unless rivals are willing to share the risk and potential blame for 
failure and collapse of influence.  Thus, protecting one’s network from unnecessary risk and failure 
is critical to the decision-making process which outwardly appears dysfunctional though in reality 
remains highly effective in conserving the underlying power and control systems.  Based on this 
assessment, one may predict that the desired end-state of the Iraqi Army is a product of 
convergence of strategic interests across the internal power networks: namely, to preserve, 
sustain and grow their influence over the security landscape in ways that advantage the networks 
individually and in aggregate for power over populations, territory and resource flows.  And since 
Sunnis within the Army currently find themselves locked out of the internal power networks, the 
desired end-state for the Iraqi Army is to accelerate the power positioning of internal competing 
Iraqi Shia-affiliated networks, and multiple power networks supported and resourced by Iran. 
 
Iraqi Army’s Potential as a Catalyst for Societal Reconciliation: The Iraqi Army’s potential to serve 
as a catalyst for societal reconciliation is path-dependent on achieving each of the elements in the 
security cordon framework required by Sunnis, namely:  the Army’s ability to stabilize the conflict; 
secure the central region comprised of Sunni communities; operate permanent bases with units 
whose composition and leadership is drawn from local population groups and whose mission is 
to protect Sunni civilians from Shia- and Iranian-led threats; and build trust and confidence of 
Sunni communities over time with effective operations and a security guarantees. Interactions 
with elements of the Sunni population and their leaders in the central region indicate that 
compromise options such as assigning Sunni security to Iraqi Special Forces might be the solution.  
But this idea is viewed just as unfavorably as working with regular army, in some cases even more 
so.  Using special components of the Army, such as Special Forces, as a model Sunnis will accept 
is not borne out in the population’s threat-perception.  This is because the issue of local Sunni 
composition and local commanders of special units would still remain unresolved regardless of 
type of military component in play.  Sunni populations are worried that Special Forces whose 
composition is derived from other provinces such as Shia dominated areas, may serve as stealth 
mechanisms to collect information and intelligence on their communities for use in subsequent 
reprisal campaigns.  They also regard special forces of the Iraqi Army as Iranian-trained and 
influenced elite units for future activation in Iranian-led operations to dominate their areas 
through population control. 
 
However, all this is itself conditional on the actions and signaling of the Shia-dominated Iraqi 
government which is inherently and structurally constrained by the underlying interests of the 
Shia population and its closest regional ally, Iran.  The prospects of all conditionalities lining up 
smoothly are highly unlikely, especially given the inherent politicization of the Army as addressed 
above.  
  
Conscription as an Avenue for Reconciliation: Conscription can indeed serve as powerful 
mechanism for national unity and reconciliation, for it offers broad-based representation of the 
interests of diverse population groups within the military.  This is a long-term strategy achievable 
only over a decade or more of demonstrated effectiveness.  The key benchmarks expected of a 
conscription system by Iraq’s population groups would be: weakening if not eliminating outright 
the hold of power networks within the Army (highly improbable in this sociocultural context); 
creating a cohesive force identity centered on the will to fight and defend the borders and 
territorial integrity of the Iraqi state; building an Army whose leaders and soldiers are capable of 
gaining the trust and confidence of the country’s diverse population groups; government 



restructuring in which Sunnis have a major strategic stake for enduring commitment to their 
security regardless of which party(ies) hold the reins of power; indefinite continuity in U.S. 
partnering operations that yield progressive professionalization of the military over time; the 
Army’s resolve to contain, if not deter Iranian influence and intervention in Iraqi affairs; and a 
standardized conscription model that with robust population outreach infrastructure spread 
widely across the ethno-sectarian landscape, and deep down to the community level in order to 
socialize, educate, train and inspire youth of all social classes into the excellence and heroism of 
a professional national military; among several other essential elements.  Conscription can be 
effective if these elements are in place to shape an environment where all Iraqis can feel deep 
national pride in their military.  In other countries, for instance, militaries are a critical unifying 
catalyst of national identity and pride—independent of functional performance of political 
institutions.  This is certainly the case in functional democratic states such as India, but even in 
dysfunctional states such as Pakistan, Egypt, Afghanistan, Turkey, among others.  A similar role 
for the Iraqi Army in creating national unity and national identity, irrespective of national politics, 
is indeed achievable with the determined and long-term commitment of a restructured 
government, its external partners such as the U.S., and the growing support and confidence of 
Iraq’s population groups as they rally around future dramatic gains in the Army’s security 
effectiveness generated over the course of a decade or more.  
 

Additional Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Dr. Shalini Venturelli 
American University 

 
My assessment based on numerous interactions with elements of the Sunni population and their 
leaders in the central region is that Special Forces are viewed just as unfavorably as the regular 
army, in some cases even more so.  This is because the issue of local Sunni composition and local 
commanders of these units remains unaddressed regardless of type of military component in play.  
Moreover, the population is worried that Special Forces whose composition is derived from other 
provinces such as Shia dominated areas, may serve as stealth mechanisms to collect information 
and intel on Sunni communities and individuals for later coordinated campaigns of reprisal.  
Finally, they are concerned these elite units are trained and influenced by Iranian special forces 
and may again be serving Iranian future operations planning to dominate their areas through 
population control.  So, I would probably disagree with some of the responses you have received 
arguing for the Special Forces model, and instead support … information flowing from the field 
which I am able to cross-confirm from my own investigations and that of my graduate team. 
 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Dr. Marcin Styszynski 

Mickiewicz University, Poland 
 

The Iraqi crisis demonstrates tragic consequences regarding the collapse of authoritarian regimes 
in the Arab world, including the Arab spring in 2011. Lack of one leader’s domination (Saddam 
Hussein) as well as destruction of state apparatus and oppressive institutions such as secret police 
erupted unrest and intensified activities of different ideological, sectarian, religious and political 
forces. It is evident in the case of Sunni-Shi’a conflict, tribal influences in particular regions or 
jihadist threats. In fact, Arab-Muslim societies were not used to pluralism, transparency, freedom 



and democratic forms of power. The power was usually attributed to certain rulers or leaders 
(called Zaim in Arabic) who exploited their positions and state institutions and gathered the rest 
of society around particular ideas and objectives. The situation can be compared to the Balkan 
crisis in 1990’s when the collapse of the communist regime affected unrest, nationalism and 
finally civil wars. Besides, societies in Central European countries like Poland, Czechoslovakia or 
Hungary have cultivated civil and democratic values despite oppressive policies of governments. 
 
In this regard, it will be very hard to unite state institutions including the military or security forces 
under one certain idea or common approach such as patriotism or history. Consider for instance, 
Shi’a militias from Hashd Shabi which recaptured Iraqi territories from ISIS and emphasized in 
their flags Shia symbolism such as Imam Hussein’s martyrdom, the Battle of Karbala or Imam Ali’s 
leadership. Besides, local Sunni communities are focused on tribal and clan traditions and 
relationships. In fact, decentralization and transition of power to local communities and 
representatives has become a relevant solution for the future. However, separatism and division 
of the country may be a side-effect of these tendencies. 
 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Dr. Muhanad Seloom 

Iraqi Centre for Strategic Studies (ICSS), UK 
 

The majority of the officers and recruits who joined the post-Saddam Iraqi Army were from the 
Arab Shia community. The numbers of officers and recruits from other minorities have been both 
opaque and shifting. Furthermore, the political identity of 
the new Iraqi Army went through different stages. After 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the new Iraqi army was initially 
formed by recruiting officers from the anti-Saddam 
opposition groups and militiamen who were exiled 
outside Iraq (Allawi, 2007). This structure, however, has 
changed since to include more Arab Sunnis and Kurds. 
During the two terms in office of the former Prime 
Minister Maliki, the number of Sunni Arabs and Kurds in 
the Iraqi Army has decreased (Dodge, 2012). The 
deterioration of ethno-sectarian representation in the 
Iraqi Army continued up to the rise of ISIL in June 2014. 
 
The post-ISIL Iraqi Army has two main components: the Special Forces/Counter-Terrorism force 
(Golden Brigade) and the Shia militias under the Hashd (PMUs). The Golden Brigade, which was 
trained and equipped by the United States Army, is largely apolitical. It has been spearheading 
the fight against ISIL in Iraq since June 2014. There have been virtually no abuses registered 
against the Golden Brigade units which led the Sunni community to welcome it forces to liberate 
their cities.5 Consequently, it is argued here that the Iraqi Army has various political allegiances. 
Yet, the successful example of the Golden Brigade (Special Forces) can be used as the foundation 
to create an apolitical nationalist Iraqi Army. 
 
                                                        
5 http://www.dailystar.co.uk/news/latest-news/559041/Golden-Division-Special-Forces-ISIS-Iraq-Mosul-Liberation-
Skull-Masked-Commandos 

“The Iraqi Army and military 
conscription can act as a catalyst 
to facilitate reconciliation in Iraq 
provided that the Iraqi Army 
becomes the main and only 
force tasked with the protection 
of the Iraqi state. The main 
challenge will be Shia militias 
after the defeat of ISIL.” 



The Iraqi Army and military conscription can act as a catalyst to facilitate reconciliation in Iraq 
provided that the Iraqi Army becomes the main and only force tasked with the protection of the 
Iraqi state. The main challenge will be Shia militias after the defeat of ISIL. The Shia-led Iraqi 
government passed a law last November 2016 legalizing Shia militias under the Popular 
Mobilization Units Law arguing that the law will bring militant groups under some form of 
government control. However, Sunni Arabs argue that these militias are following the same path 
of the IRGC which started as PMUs (Pazdaran in Persian) but evolved overtime to become a 
parallel force in the hands of a supreme religious leader. The major Shia militias answer to Iran 
rather than to Prime Minister Abadi. There are numerous examples supporting this argument. 
The latest release of the royal Qatari hunting party revealed the extent of Iranian influence over 
Shia militias in Iraq.6  
 
In order for the Iraqi Army to become an effective catalyst for nationalism in Iraq, the post-ISIL 
era has to witness inclusive political reforms with the aim to win the trust of marginalized 
communities. It will be impossible to apply conscription in cities where people consider the Iraqi 
Army nothing but a group of Shia militias who seek revenge against Sunni Arabs. The successful 
example of the Golden Brigade units and genuine political reforms can help the Iraqi army become 
the main catalyst of nationalism in Iraq to minimize external influences in Iraq. 
 
- 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Yerevan Saeed 

Arab Gulf States Institute 
 
Iraqi army is not apolitical. It is largely made of Shia population of the country. Kurds and Sunni 
populations were largely purged during Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki. This has led to wide distrust 
between Iraqi army and Sunni and Kurdish populations. While the Iraqi army is under control of 
Iraqi prime minister Nuri- al-Maliki, its largely Shia militia forces that control the security of the 
country in particular in most conflict sensitive areas of Iraq- Sunni dominated areas. Widespread 
abuse, violence and human rights violations by the Iraqi army and Shia militia forces in the Sunni 
areas of Iraq has further widened distrust Baghdad and the Sunnis. Iraqi army has been flying 
sectarian flags in Sunni areas, further adding to distrust between the army and the newly liberated 
areas from ISIS. Conscription with the current way of affairs in Iraq appears a daunting if not an 
impossible task.  First, it’s very unlikely Kurdish and Sunni population would agree to be 
commanded by Baghdad because of the past experience. However, it is possible that conscription 
to be conducted within each community similar to the current recruitment of Sunni fighters in 
Iraq in order to be trained and equipped, followed by an incremental integration into the Iraqi 
army. In my view, Iraqi army could be further crippled with the new coming of the Iranian 
ambassador to Iraq.  He was one of the architect and backers of Shia militia forces in Iraq. Iran 
support expected to continue for them.  
 
In addition, the new appointed ambassador has over 30 years of experience in dealing with Iraqi 
leaders, political and security issues. The new ambassador was at Iranian revolutionary guards of 
Quds force section for 30 years. He was also an advisor for Qassim Suleimani. It’s his pick for the 
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new post in Iraq. The new Ambassador expected to work closely with Iraqi Shia militia force as 
well as Iraqi politicians in order to further enhance and empower the Shia paramilitary forces in 
Iraq. With the two new Iraqi elections are coming, it would not be a surprise if the leaders of the 
Shia militia forces to run for office. They are highly popular among Shia populations. If they win 
elections, this will translate into further political influence and capital of Tehran in Iraq.  

 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Zana Gulmohamad 

Research Fellow at the American University of Kurdistan 
Sheffield University, UK 

 
There is no formal percentage of Shias in the Iraqi Army (IA). However, according to various 
reports, they are estimated to make up more than 75%.7 In the process of building the Iraqi 
Security Forces (ISF) post-2003, for example in 2005 some of the Shia militias such as the Badr 
Organization and Mahdi Army have tacitly and informally infiltrated or been brought in by officials 
into the ISF and the military, police, security and intelligence agencies. Post-2003, the IA was 
composed of a considerable number of Iraqi Kurds, around 20%, now there are around 1% 
according to a Kurdish lawmaker.8 Although there is unprecedented cooperation between the IA 
and the Kurdistan Regional Government’s (KRG) Peshmerga forces to fight IS in Mosul, earlier the 
ISF were not welcomed in the KRG’s territories. The cooperation is only tactical; it does not 
represent any kind of long-term political affinity or reconciliation.  
 
Post-2003 the ISF, including the IA, have suffered from: overlapping and often rival bodies; many 
unqualified people recruited based on sects; high desertion rates; lack of loyalty among ranks; 
infiltration by Shia militias and criminals; the unchecked expansion eased corruption among the 
military and security ranks, on November 30th, 2014, PM Haider al-Abadi announced that the IA 
included 50,000 “ghost soldiers”; and people joining the security forces to earn money to 
“survive” and those are some of the reasons why the ISF collapsed facing IS in 2014.  
  
The IA might be effective if its development has been checked and pro-Iranian elements in it are 
reduced or neutralized. If there is a professional IA in the future, it might be a catalyst for 
reconciliation for Iraqi Arabs including the Shia and Sunnis, but not the Kurds; the Kurds do not 
see the IA as their protector, they have their own forces (Peshmerga), which they trust in. 
Therefore, the reconciliation will be partial, and not include the entire country.    
 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Dr. Elie Abouaoun 

US Institute of Peace 
 

                                                        
7 Florence Gaub, “An unhappy marriage: Civil-Military relations in post-Saddam,” Carnegie Europe, January 13, 2016: 
Ummar Ali, “Iraqi Army: the journey from the military of Umma to sectarian Army,” Al-Taqreer, 2015. 
8 Rudaw (2016) “Lawmaker: Kurds make up only 1 percent of Iraqi army”, 
(http://www.rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/170120161) 



The Iraqi army reflects the state of the society. It is not monolithic and so far, there are no signs 
that the Army has one agenda like in Egypt for example. While“solidarity” among military 
personnel might show up in certain cases, the institutional bonding is not strong enough to 
overcome the vertical divisions along ethnic and sectarian lines. While enrolling in the army – 
including conscription- might ease up inter-personal relations somehow, the collective fears 
remain intact in general. The Lebanese experience is a good lesson how such efforts can bring 
only low scale and short lived results at this level. After the Taif agreement in 1990, the 
government imposed a conscription for more than a decade with the aim of fostering a “stronger 
national identity”. The result, as seen today, is not conducive. Failing to embrace an inclusive 
governance model undermined the possible – though highly unlikely- impact of such efforts. Iraq 
is not different, especially with the presence of tens of thousands of fighters now enrolled in 
militias.  
 
 

Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 
Dr. Scott Atran 
Artis Research 

 
It depends on what portion of the Iraqi army you are talking about. Shi'ite commanders want Iraq 
to be Shi'a led, Sunni militia want Iraq to be Sunni led, or separate, and Kurds in the Iraqi army 
want Kurdistan to have autonomy, at the very least. For the most part, no one trusts anyone. Even 
the former Peshmerga who have been integrated into the Iraqi army don't trust it (and the 
KDP/PUK Peshmerga, who don't trust each other, don't trust Kurdish commanders in the Iraqi 
army, much less the Sunni or Shi'a). At least this was what we saw and tested on the Makhmour-
Qayarah front last year. 

 
Comments on Political Agenda of Iraqi Army 

Hala Abdulla 
Center for Advanced Operational Culture Learning, Marine Corps University 

 
To what extent is the Iraqi Army apolitical?  

When it comes to Iraq, it is indeed difficult to assume that we know all the answers, and even 
worse, that we can predict the course of events, or what will unfold or happen in the future. 
However, to answer the above question, we need to examine history and the current evidences 
we have at hand. Everything suggests, that it is safe to assume that the age of the Iraqi Army’s 
Coup d’états and political involvement is not the danger it once was. A quick review of the 
Iraqi Army history, we find that Iraq had witnessed several Coup d’états, and the last one, led by 
army officers in 1960s, brought in the Ba’ath regime. Following that juncture in Iraq’s history, the 
Iraqi Army witnesses a drastic change within its leadership and military ideology. The army that 
was once perceived as one of the most experienced and professional armies in the region, had 
moved in the 1970s from an army that led several Coup d’états which brought in political change, 
to one that responded to the orders and desires of its commander in chief, Saddam Hussein. The 
army was a mere tool in the hands of Iraq’s former president Hussein. In fact, Hussein made sure 
that the Iraqi Army had no rising leadership with power-craving intentions or political ambitions, 



by simply targeting respectful military leaders. One example, was the assassination of his own 
cousin and brother-in-law General Adnan Khairallah in 1989, Saddam’s Defense Minister, who 
was very popular and highly admired personality among the officer corps and the public as well. 
It was believed that Saddam had suspected that Khairallah was planning a coup to overthrow 
him.9  

Before I initiate my brief examination of the current Iraqi Army and its intentions, political desires 
if any, and future goals, it is only fair to purposely distinguish between the army that collapsed in 
2014, and the one that is leading the fight against ISIS in Mosul’s most dangerous neighborhoods 
today. Since the beginning of the military operations to liberate Mosul and other provinces held 
by ISIS, there has been a serious and important turning point in how the army is performing and 
how its perceived by the public.  

The army formed following the 2003 invasion was similar to the former. While former army 
answered to one authoritarian regime, today’s army answers to whomever occupies Iraq’s 
premiership, whether Allawi, al-Maliki, and most recently al-Abadi. However, post-2003 army is 
even weaker, simply because its leadership, structure, and foundation reflects the fragmented 
political environment in Iraq today, which is built on the U.S. designed ethnic/religious/sectarian 
basis where each group is guaranteed a share. Additionally, the army, like other sectors in Iraq, is 
plagued by corruption and nepotism. It also lacks a unified national identity, cohesion, and to 
some extent loyalty.10   

Like its predecessor, the post-2003 army is weary and suffering from exhaustion. While Saddam 
threw the army into three wars, the current has been fighting al-Qaida and most recently ISIS for 
almost thirteen years. The former broke down with little resistance when the U.S. forces 
approached Baghdad in 2003, and the current army did the same in Mosul in 2014.11 All this 
suggest that the Iraqi Army even if it had political agendas, it is too weak to impose their will. I 
would suggest that the question here should read “is the Iraqi Army politicized? Is it being used 
by the political elite and to what extent?”  

Given Iraq’s status today, particularly as the Iraqi Army is facing some of the most brutal urban 
warfare against ISIS in Mosul, and in fact managed to retake and liberate about 60% of territory 
once controlled by ISIS,12 its total involvement in the war against ISIS have obscured their political 
leanings and there is not an absolute answer even to this question.  

Had this question of whether the Iraqi army is politicized or not, been asked several years ago, 
specifically back in 2014, when the Iraqi Army was facing its most tragic breakdown since its 
withdrawal from Kuwait in 1991, the answer would’ve undoubtedly been, a very loud and definite 
YES, the Iraqi Army is deeply politicized, sectarian, corrupt and unprofessional.  
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war/ 
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Following the quick and shocking fall of Mosul back in June 2014, and the devastating retreat of 
the Iraqi Army in the face of a couple thousands of ISIS fighters back then,13 the Iraqi government 
headed by newly appointed Prime Minister Haidar Al-Abadi took some serious and crucial 
measures to examine the root causes of this devastating collapse. Although these measures did 
not hold any of those responsible for this catastrophic and shameful collapse accountable, it did 
however highlight some of the most salient factors that led to this tragic failure. In an attempt to 
reform the Iraqi military institution, one of these measures was the uncovering and revelation, by 
the Prime Minister himself, of what is known as the “ghost army” or the “ghost soldiers.” A 
phenomenon where thousands of soldiers were registered on the Army’s payroll but in fact were 
physically absent, by simply paying bribes to their commanders to evade military duty. Some 
military experts from inside Iraq believed that the “ghost soldiers” was one of the main factors 
for the army’s collapse in Mosul, as many of these soldiers were physically absent and there were 
no adequate number of soldiers available to fight an approaching vicious and well-motivated ISIS. 
Another factor of corruption and politicization was the trading of military officers’ positions 
among politicians and military personnel, where each rank had its own price tag. For example, a 
Divisional commander’s position was priced at $2 million.14 What made this position the most 
expensive among others was the fact that Division Commanders had to be voted and approved 
by the Iraqi parliament, and these positions often fall within the Iraqi sectarian quota, opening 
widely the door for the trading of such lucrative slots among corrupt politicians. Knowing that 
Division commanders are assigned based on political affiliation and endorsements, while Brigade 
commanders are known to be directly assigned by the Prime Minister, it is safe to assume that 
the Iraqi Army was deeply politicized during that time. In a culture where Face-Saving is a common 
aspect, and self-criticism and admitting to one’s own mistakes are not common practices, credit 
and acknowledgment must be given to Al-Abadi for initiating such reform to fight corruption and 
nepotism within the Iraqi military institution. Perhaps a good example of such measures was the 
discharge of Baghdad’s Green Zone Special Forces Commander General Mohammed Ridha back 
in May 2016. This came following the incident when Gen. Ridha kissed the hand of Shi’a cleric 
Moqtada al-Sadr while the latter was entering the Green Zone for a sit-in protest, and allegedly 
allowing his followers and protesters to breach the fortified Green Zone, home of the Iraqi 
government and U.S. Embassy.15 Despite these reforms, the army is still influenced to a certain 
degree by political wrangling, particularly its senior leadership. An example of such was the 
impeachment of the former Iraqi Defense Minister Khalid al-Obaidi in August 2016, over 
allegation of corruption, where he was discharged during a critical time, few months before the 
Battle to liberate Mosul. Some military experts from inside Iraq believed that the reason behind 
such move was that al-Obaidi was popular among the officer corps, which alarmed some political 
elites.   

Could the Iraqi military be an effective catalyst for reconciliation between different groups in 
Iraqi society?  

While there remain some major issues within the Iraqi army which requires serious attention and 
reform, the beginning of the military operations within Iraq to retake ISIS-held territory, 
particularly the Battle of Mosul (October 15, 2016), had initiated a new chapter and phase for the 
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army and its image among Iraqis. It is the phase that brought in the much-needed Face-saving for 
the army, it brought back its prestige and along with it, preserved its image and dignity among 
the public in Iraq. However, to be more specific, most of this recently earned respect and newly-
shaped positive image is mainly because of the relentlessness, fierce-fighting, and professionalism 
of the semi-independent, quasi-ministerial, U.S trained, Iraqi Special Forces ISOF and Counter 
Terrorism Services ICTS (the “Golden Division”). Iraq has proved to have one serious, experienced, 
and reliable force which is the ISOF/ICTF. “The ISOF include Iraqis from all ethnic and religious 
backgrounds. Maintaining a sole Iraqi identity with no religious or ethnic affiliation, the unit has 
spearheaded almost all of the battles against ISIS and won with minimal causalities. It proved its 
effectiveness at the time when the Iraqi army and other divisions lost credibility among the Iraqi 
people.”16  

Once dubbed as the ‘Dirty Division’ under the premiership of Nouri al-Maliki, today with a clean 
record of no human-right violations in the Mosul operations, and other provinces they liberated, 
the “ISOF/ICTS/Golden Division” managed to earn not only people’s respect but affection at the 
same time. Aside from the embedded journalists covering “ISOF/ICTS/Golden Division” 
operations in the frontlines which shows people’s interaction, warm welcoming, and positive 
sentiment towards the soldiers, this sentiment is evident via the countless, and spontaneous 
social media fan pages of the ISOF/ICTS, and its celebrity-like officers and soldiers. What made 
this ISOF/ICTS-public bond even more effective and strong was the usage of smart phones held 
by soldiers where they broadcast live short videos from the frontlines within Mosul and during 
some of the fiercest fighting, or often during the rescuing of civilians caught in the crossfire, 
turning these soldiers into real-life heroes for Iraqis. The amount of positive sentiment and 
reaction is often overwhelming to experts covering this topic and monitoring these local social 
media outlets. Example of this, hundreds if not thousands of comments and questions posted by 
young men of different backgrounds asking and wanting to joint ISOF/ICTS. 

A good analogy would be comparing the “ISOF/ICTS/Golden Division” to Iraq’s national soccer 
team. Both are recruited from Iraq’s different and vibrant ethnic and religious backgrounds and 
both maintain a national Iraqi identity with no religious or ethnic affiliation. The Iraqi National 
Soccer team has always been an effective and powerful unifying factor among people. Iraqis are 
known for their serious passion for soccer, and during soccer events and international and 
regional matches where the country’s national team is playing, people, enthusiastically would sit 
together, regardless of their backgrounds or political affiliations, cheering and celebrating for 
their national soccer team playing abroad. Also, ISOF/ICTS officers’ like Gen. Talib al-Kinani, Gen. 
Abdulwahab al-Saaidi, Col. Haidar al-Obaidi, LtCol Muhanad al-Tamimi, and LtCol Salam al-Obaidi 
became public figures and are currently admired and seen as celebrities and heroes, similar to 
soccer players within the national team such as Younis Mahmoud, Ali Adnan, and Nashaat Akram. 
People exchange and talk about their heroic actions, stories, speeches, and humanity in saving 
civilians’ lives.   

It is worth noting that as a militarized society, Iraqis have serious passion and respect for the 
military, and the power and prestige that comes with it. Regardless of the country’s brutal history, 
every family has at least one member in the military. Although the military was once viewed and 
perceived with suspension by the majority Shi’a during Saddam’s ruling, and the opposite 
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happened post 2003, where the Sunnis viewed the military with suspicion, there remains a certain 
degree of respect and admiration towards men in uniform, particularly officers among people.  

One might wonder, if the army is the same, and the people are the same, what have changed or 
led to this change? And what made the same soldiers that were once viewed with suspicion and 
hate, now being hailed and welcomed with hugs and sweets. This could be credited to the 
leadership, to the strict instructions given to soldiers on how to deal with civilians, not to display 
sectarian signs, securing civilians lives first in an attempt for minimal causalities among the 
innocent people held by ISIS, and offering them medical aid, and oftentimes food. It is indeed an 
Iraqi-Iraqi campaign of winning the hearts and minds. On the other end, people held under ISIS, 
experienced a brutal rule and most had lost loved ones. A tragic and hard experience that made 
them realize and view the army as heroes and saviors.          

All this information might be micro-level details; however, it provides a clear image on how Iraqis 
think, and perceive the military at this current stage. It suggests that it is indeed beneficial for the 
Iraqi government and the U.S. to capitalize on this momentum and utilize the Iraqi military, 
particularly ISOF/ICTS’ current role and achievements, as an effective catalyst in unifying the 
different Iraqi factions within Iraq. Most of the above mentioned social media pages as well as 
the organic, grassroots campaigns are created by people, therefore the roots for a good and 
effective unity government-sponsored campaign is already there, initiated by the people 
themselves.   

Could conscription be an accelerant for reconciliation and if so how could it be implemented?  

While the concept of conscription could ease, and end the sectarian fear and mistrust among the 
minorities and competing Iraqi factions, it could open the door for more corruption and nepotism. 
The idea that the Iraqi military has more Shi’a personnel than other groups is true, basically 
because the Shi’a are in fact majority within Iraq. Plus, for years following the 2003 invasion, 
young Sunni men were discouraged, prevented and targeted by insurgencies for attempting to 
join the military. As the image of the military has changed among Iraqis toward a positive one, 
and young men from Sunni background and other minorities are eager to join the service, the idea 
for an imposed conscription is less needed for that purpose at present. Moreover, the concept of 
a conscription, is forever tied in the minds of Iraqis, to the era of the Ba’ath and its non-ending 
wars. Again, there is no right or wrong answers for this question, however, the facts suggest that, 
this idea could be perceived as another law imposed by the government which leads to more 
corruption.  

One might ask, why would the conscription be a bad idea, when a fatwa, a religious verdict, by 
the Pope-like Shi’a figure Grand Ayatollah Sistani following the fall of Mosul in 2014, managed to 
mobilize thousands of hundreds of young and old men to carry arms and fight ISIS, most without 
compensation, in what is known today as the Hashd al-Sha’abi or the Popular Mobilization Forces 
(PMF)? The answer would be the PMF units are fighting on an ideological basis, and survival-mode 
against apocalyptic enemy,17 and not on nationalistic motives, which what the conscription could 
possibly provide.  

                                                        
17 http://nsiteam.com/social/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/V4-Report-Final-Update-7Nov16.pdf  
 



In conclusion, the U.S. government should continue promoting measures for a stable Iraq, by 
supporting the country, particularly through the support it provides to its military in their fight 
against terrorism.  The creation, training and equipping of Iraq’s elite ISOF/ICTS is a great example. 
A modest investment in military equipment and especially, training, provides the U.S. a reliable 
regional force and an ally in that troubled region.  In terms of domestic stability, the Iraqi army 
exists as a counterweight to the various Shi’a militias originally promoted by al-Sistani in an 
emergency situation and now has largely formed a separate military force with some U.S. military 
observers viewing some of their factions as an instrument of Iranian influence in Iraq. Iraqi people 
are very cynical about almost all governmental institutions, but the army despite its less than 
sterling reputation in violently putting down Shi’a and minority community rebellions remains a 
generally respected institution. 
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