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I and the public know 

What all schoolchildren learn, 

Those to whom evil is done 

Do evil in return. 
1
 

So wrote W.H. Auden; the poem is called September 1, 1939 (Auden had come to the US 

some nine months earlier). I first came across it on the title page of Benny Morris’ 

Righteous Victims: a History of the Zionist-Arab Conflict, 1881-1999; 
2
 there are nine 

verses, with the same short lines. The first part of the verse I have just quoted goes: 

Accurate scholarship can 

Unearth the whole offence 

From Luther until now 

That has driven a culture mad, 

Find what occurred at Linz, 

What huge imago made 

A psychopathic god: 

I won’t quote or try to parse any more of this text, but if you read the whole poem you 

will see how and why it is relevant to my theme. Since ‘accurate scholarship’ is our 

business, I would like to think, but I’m not entirely confident about it, that ‘Accurate 

scholarship can/Unearth the whole offence.’ 

Last year, Mark Kukis, the Time bureau chief in Baghdad, published a collection of 

eyewitness accounts, Voices from Iraq: a People’s History, 2003-2009.
3
 Many are 

harrowing in the extreme, especially the stories of the shootings of children in front of 

their parents, or of grieving relatives retrieving dead bodes from mortuaries. It does not 
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come as much of a surprise that few of the 65 odd interviewees express hope or optimism 

about for the future, or that many of the saddest and most heart-rending stories are 

accounts of neighbours killing neighbours, youngsters killing the youngsters they had 

grown up with, who happen to be of the ‘wrong sect’. Reports of civilian deaths in Iraq 

since 2003 vary widely, between the implausibly low figure of 104,000 (New England 

Journal of Medicine, 2008) and the more plausible but still rather high figure of 604,000 

(The Lancet, 2006), out of a total population of some 30 million. Whatever the precise 

figures, the civilian death toll was especially high in 2006 and 2007, and of course 

sectarian killings (= killing people because they are members of the A or B sect, rather 

than because of crimes and misdemeanours that they may or may not have committed) 

are still a daily occurrence.
4
 

In his Age of Extremes: the Short Twentieth Century, 1914-1991, published in 1994, Eric 

Hobsbawm quotes the musings of 12 distinguished individuals who lived through the 

twentieth century. Thus Isaiah Berlin, the Oxford philosopher, who was born in 1909 and 

died in 1997, says, ‘I have lived though most of the twentieth century, without, I must 

add, suffering personal hardship. I remember it only as the most terrible century in 

Western history.’ A contemporary, the violinist Yehudi Menuhin (1916-1999), said ‘If I 

had to sum up the twentieth century, I would say that it raised the greatest hopes ever 

conceived by humanity, and destroyed all illusions and ideals.’
5
 In an interview in the 

Observer in September 2002, Hobsbawm himself, born in 1917, said, ‘I look back in 

amazement rather than regret that not only I, but humanity, have made it through the past 

hundred-odd years.’ In the middle of the last decade of the twentieth century, between 

April and June 1994, around the time that Age of Extremes was published, an estimated 

800,000 Rwandans were killed in about 100 days.  

                                                 
4
 In The Logic of Violence in Civil War, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006 

(see below for a more detailed discussion) Stathis Kalyvas assesses the number of deaths 

in the Greek civil war (1943-49) as 108,000 out of a population of 7.33 million (p. 249), a 

ratio more in tune with the Lancet than the New England Journal of Medicine.  
5
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As in Rwanda, what has happened in Iraq since 2003 can largely be accounted for in 

terms of the revival of what Fanar Haddad has described as ‘aggressive sectarianism,’ 
6
 a 

state of mind in which the religious, ethnic, or sectarian affiliation into which an 

individual was born (or with which he or she primarily identifies) has come to dominate 

his or her other identities, and, in certain conflict situations, motivates him or her to adopt 

attitudes or initiate actions involving varying degrees of hatred, hostility and violence 

against members of ‘other’ religions or sects. Such actions and attitudes are often 

explained as embodying ‘primordial’ loyalties, the kind of attachments to which the 

advent of ‘modernity’, or even the ‘colonial encounter’ were thought to have put paid 

once and for all.  

 

Sectarianism is generally characterised (and/or disparaged) as irrational, primitive, 

uncivilised, and ‘unmodern’, but however it may be vilified it has proved remarkably 

persistent. In fact, the phenomenon has intensified rather than diminished over the last 

thirty-odd years, just as nationalism has thrived over the same period. Of course, an 

individual’s sectarian identity is just one among many other identities that co-exist within 

him or her, and in ways that are easy to demonstrate, it is not necessarily static, especially 

in circumstances of political and social upheaval. In the following passage, which I have 

translated from Amin Maalouf’s Identités Meurtrières,
7
 the author imagines a fifty year 

old man walking down the streets of Sarajevo in the late 1990s, and speculates on his 

changing perceptions of his identity over the years:   

 

In 1980 or so, that man would have declared proudly: 'I am a Yugoslav!' without 

any soul-searching. Questioned more closely, he would have added that he lived 

in the Federated Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina, and, in passing, that he came 

from a family that was originally Muslim. The same man, encountered twelve 

years later [1992], when the war was at its height, would have replied 

spontaneously, and with some vehemence: 'I am a Muslim'. Perhaps he would 

even have sported the regulation beard. He would also have added that he was 

Bosnian, and he would not have appreciated being reminded that he used to define 

himself equally proudly as a Yugoslav. Today [1998], our subject, questioned 

again in the street, would first declare himself Bosnian, then Muslim; in fact, he 
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was on his way to the mosque. But he would also insist that his country was part 

of Europe, and that he hoped that it would join the European Community one day. 

 

David Lloyd has perceptively captured the paradox of nationalism as both as the product, 

and as the rejection, of modernity. Of particular relevance in any consideration of 

sectarianism is the role of the state ‘in restructuring and producing ethnic … antagonism’. 

8
 Victor Gagnon’s study of the recent history of Croatia and Serbia also highlights the 

key role of the state in promoting ethnic or sectarian violence, especially in transitional 

circumstances under which much of the state’s ‘former’ power has dissipated and there is 

a confusing hiatus: a relatively ordered past gives way to a suddenly uncertain future.  

‘ … the violence of the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s was part of a broad strategy 

in which images of threatening enemies and violence were used by conservative 

elites in Serbia and Croatia; not in order to mobilize people but rather as a way to 

demobilize those who were pushing for changes in the structures of economic and 

political power that would negatively affect the interests of those elites …  

If we can learn anything from Balkan history, it is that ethnic identities and the 

meanings attributed to them are fluid. This is a region where coexistence was the 

norm, where homogeneity has historically not been a prerequisite for peace, and 

where violence was most often a tool used by outsiders in order to deal with 

social and/or political realities that they did not like and could not otherwise 

control. … In response elites fomented and provoked conflict in ethnic terms in 

order to change the meanings of ethnic identities and the nature of ethnic 

groupness, that is, the nature of the relationships between people who identify in 

common ethnic terms … 
9
  

In Iraq, when the state fell apart after the US invasion, sectarianism seems to have 

presented itself, both to the US administrators and to the wannabee politicians returning 

from years of exile, as the most effective means of creating instant constituencies. 
10

 

 

                                                 
8
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9
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 See Peter Harling, ‘Beyond Political Ruptures: Towards a Historiography of Social 

Continuity in Iraq’, in Jordi Tejel, Peter Sluglett, Riccardo Bocco and Hamit Bozarslan, 

eds., Writing the Modern History of Iraq; Historiographical and Political Challenges, 

London, World Scientific Publishers, 2012 (forthcoming). In Lebanon, the contest for 

control of the state, or the bargaining and the compromises that such control involves, is a 

recurrent motif. 
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It goes without saying that it is part of the nature of sectarianism (or ethnic identification) 

to be destructive and divisive, but this is not necessarily so, in much the same way as fire 

can burn down buildings, but also gives out warmth in winter and cooks food. For 

example, in the broad Persian/Arab context, or in the Sunni/Shi‘i contexts, the fact of 

sectarian, or ethnic, or religious belonging is undeniable, but at least potentially neutral, 

as was the case for communal identification in the religiously mixed parts of the Ottoman 

Empire. Of the Muslim population of Iraq, well over half are Shi‘is and the rest are 

perhaps 15-18 per cent Sunni Kurds and 22-25 per cent Sunni Arabs, 
11

 but there is no 

credible historical narrative of constant or unrelenting hostility between them (or between 

Arabs and Iranians for that matter).  

 

The largely unresolved civil war in Lebanon, the current conflict in Iraq, and the 

repercussions of the conflict in former Yugoslavia, all have some features in common. 

The standard image evoked by the phrase ‘civil war’ is that of individuals living within 

the same borders fighting each other for ‘control of the state.’ 
12

 In Iraq and Lebanon the 

conflict has taken the form of struggles between a variety of groups for the spoils of a 

weak or disintegrated/disintegrating state (previously strongly centralised in Iraq – as in 

Yugoslavia – and perennially weak in Lebanon). The ‘from-time immemorial’ 

explanation often advanced and cherished by journalists and commentators largely 

unfamiliar with the history of these states, to the effect that modern conflict is simply the 

latest manifestation of a long history of violent (and by implication irrational) tension 

between the parties, rarely stands up to thorough scrutiny. In fact most sectarian conflicts 

can be traced to quite specific (and quite recent) conjunctures, when previously peaceful 

‘law-abiding citizens’ whose social economic and/or political rights or opportunities have 

been redefined to their actual or potential disadvantage, have found themselves in conflict 

over often diminishing social or political spoils. A common motif in these particular 

conflicts is a sense of profound nostalgia for the good old days in which neighbour lived 
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 Neither modern nor Ottoman Iraq censuses record either sectarian (i.e. Sunni, Shi‘i) or 

ethnic (Arab, Kurd) identity. Individuals are identified by religious affiliation (Muslim, 

Ch was recorded in Iraq censuses, either in modern or Ottoman times, except  
12

 e.g. England, 1641-51, the United States, 1861-65, Spain, 1936-39, Greece, 1946-49, 

Lebanon, 1975-1990, and Algeria 1992-2002.  
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contentedly alongside neighbour. ‘Maku farq baynana’, I have often heard older Iraqis 

say, ‘kulluna Iraqiyyin’, there is no difference between us, we are all Iraqis, a statement 

often backed up with reference to examples of inter-sectarian marriage, co-residence, or 

harmony at the workplace. In a recent article, William Vollman recounts an interview 

with one of the Arab notables of Kirkuk:  

‘Raising his hand to his heart, he assured me, as so many Kirkukians did, that 

ethnic differences had scarcely existed in his childhood, that there continued to be 

intermarriage even now, and that his neighbor on the left was a Turkmen and on 

the right a Kurd.’ 
13

  

In addition, as Ussama Makdisi says in the context of nineteenth century Lebanon, ‘it is 

imperative to dispel any illusion that sectarianism is simply or exclusively a native 

malignancy or a foreign conspiracy.’ 
14

  Whatever else the US can be accused of, the 

notion that the invasion in 2003 somehow ‘created sectarianism’ is both a-historical and 

absurd, although it is undeniable that the US, without necessarily understanding either 

what it was doing or the possible consequences of its actions,
15

 made use of, and 

manipulated, sectarian division for its own benefit and for the benefit of those Iraqis 

whom it hoped to install as rulers after it had concluded that Saddam Husayn’s 

continuation in power was more of a liability than an asset.  

‘Civil war’ and its causes has been studied quite extensively in recent years; a two 

volume multi-authored collection published by the World Bank in 2005 discusses various 

examples of such conflict with reference to the ‘Collier-Hoeffler model of civil war 

onset’, which takes factors such as motive, opportunity, ‘the atypical circumstances that 

generate profitable opportunities’, ‘misperceptions of grievances’, ‘rebel finance’ (from 

indigenous resources, foreign diasporas, and hostile states), social cohesion among the 

‘rebels’, and so on.
16

 Kalyvas’ The Logic of Violence in Civil War is a more theoretically 
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 ‘A Head for the Emir’, Harper’s Magazine, April 2010. 
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 The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, History, and Violence in Nineteenth Century 

Ottoman Lebanon, Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 2000, p. 2.   
15

 And without playing into the hands of conspiracy theorists, although given the effects 

of US policy, it’s legitimate to wonder how much intention actually matters, when the 

consequences are so dreadful.  
16

 Paul Collier and Nicholas Sambanis, Understanding Civil War; Evidence and Analysis, 

2 vols, Washington DC, The World Bank, 2005. Volume 1 deals with Africa, while 
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ambitious undertaking; the author is interested in a number of questions and themes, 

ranging from why killings take place in one village, while nothing happens in an 

apparently similarly stratified village a few miles away (i.e. with similar patterns of land 

tenure and land ownership), to individuals’ frequent utilisation of circumstances of 

foreign occupation and civil war to work out vendettas or to denounce individuals for 

some sort of personal gain – settling family feuds, or killing rivals for local power, or 

office, or an inheritance (Kalyvas pp. 374, 376). There are also many examples of 

denunciations (that is, accusations of political unreliability or treason) of husbands by 

wives who had either filed divorce suits against them or were involved with other men; in 

both cases it was a fairly easy method of getting them out of the way, sometimes for good 

(e.g. p. 347). 
17

  

Kalyvas’ analysis is both subtle and complicated; among his many pioneering 

conclusions are that geography rather than ‘principle’ acts as a major factor in 

determining an individual’s choice between collaboration and resistance, 
18

 the often 

random nature of the motivation behind violence (e.g. pp. 25-26), and the importance of 

distinguishing ‘between violence as an outcome and violence as a process,’ that is, that 

violence is most explicable as the culmination of a whole series of previous events rather 

than as an event in itself. The Logic of Violence … is based both on a comprehensive 

survey of the literature and on a field investigation of a specific region of Greece, during 

and leading up to the Greek civil war of 1943-49, whose foundations were laid during the 

German/Italian occupation from April 1941 (which intensified when the German took 

full control in September 1943).  

                                                                                                                                                 

Volume 2 focuses on ‘Europe, Central Asia, and Other Regions’, and contains articles on 

Lebanon and Bosnia.   
17

 Compare: ‘I was appalled by the number of prosecutions that began with a 

denunciation, not by paid Gestapo informers but by ordinary people: a barber, denounced 

by a customer; a chemist, denounced by his shop assistant, a housekeeper, denounced by 

her employers; even someone informing on his own brother and a wife accusing her 

husband. These are all real cases … Many of these trials led to a death sentence.’ 
17

 

Timothy Garton Ash, The File: a Personal History, London, Harper-Collins, 1997, p. 44.  
18

 ‘ … contrary to widespread perception, allegiances my be endogenous to the war, and 

that military control of a locale may result in popular collaboration’ (Kalyvas p. 4) 
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Of considerable interest for the student of recent Iraqi history is the fact that the region 

Kalyvas describes was under foreign military occupation for several years, that during 

those years there was little in the way of ‘state authority’ (p. 255), and (although perhaps 

less directly relevant to the Iraqi case) it became the arena of fierce ideological conflicts 

was generally equivalent to monarchists/rights vs. republicans/communists). He also 

shows, with many convincing examples, how military control so often ‘trumped political 

preferences in shaping behavior’, and how villages that were not ‘contested’ (that is, were 

consistently occupied either by the Andartes or the Germans and thus not fought over) 

generally did not experience violence (p. 323). Significantly, Kalyvas concludes that, 

however horrific, violence is rarely random, impenetrable or arbitrary; more often than 

not, it is deployed for a specific purpose, rather than ‘simply’ for its own sake. Also, the 

very fluid nature of this kind of conflict should not be overlooked:  

‘[C]ollective and individual preferences, strategies, values and identities are 

continuously shaped and reshaped in the course of a war. Popular loyalty, 

disloyalty and support cannot be assumed as exogenous and fixed’. (p. 389). 

The interviews in Greece on which the book is based was carried out in the late 1990s, 

some fifty years after the civil war, but Kalyvas was also able to make use of a mass of 

contemporary archival evidence, including post-war trials of crimes committed both by 

Communists and those who collaborated with the Germans. His work has a great deal to 

tell us about both violence and civil war; it shows the very nuanced nature of 

explanations of motivation and behaviour under pressure, and above all that the reasons 

why an individual takes a particular ‘side’ in a conflict are complex, cannot simply be 

taken for granted, can even be counter-intuitive, but are rarely ‘irrational’. A good 

example of the complexity of such issues, showing that individuals do not act in ways 

which we ‘might expect’, is illustrated in an recent article by Peter Harling, who notes 

that one of the principal flash points of the intifada in southern Iraq against the regime in 

1991 was the Sunni enclave of Zubayr. He also lists the names of individual senior 
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Ba‘thists in the south who made use of their local knowledge and connections to put 

down the rising, all of whom, as is clear from their names, were Shi‘is.
19

  

In Sectarianism in Iraq …  Fanar Haddad implicitly takes on some of these themes in the 

Iraqi context.  As anyone who has read or listened this far will understand, I commend 

Haddad’s statement that so much of the commentary on Iraqi sectarianism is flawed 

because of its ‘failure to account for [the] constant recalibration of sectarian identities’, 

the almost inexplicable persistence in the analysis of a kind of latter day Orientalism 

which shows how so few commentators have come to grips with the fact that social 

phenomena are neither monolithic not immutable.  In addition, Haddad gives a highly 

original analysis of sectarianism as a phenomenon originating ‘from below’, rather than 

something imposed on society by elites from the top down.        

I have told this story in more or less the terms that I am going to set it out now many 

times before, but since so few writers on Iraq have internalised it (and Haddad 

understands it far better than I do) I might as well say some of it again. As I said, a 

common saying in Iraq is ‘Maku farq baynana, kulluna Iraqiyyin’, implying that there is 

no difference between us, we are all Iraqis, and that all of us, Sunnis, Shi‘is, Kurds, 

Christians, Turcomans, are united by our sense of being Iraqis. One of the broader 

implication of this (with greater and lesser degrees of emphasis or exaggeration, 

according to how passionately the speaker feels) is that, however great the misery in 

which they were living as a result both of the regime of Saddam Husayn and of the UN 

(or US) imposed sanctions, Iraqis were basking in some kind of non-sectarian harmony 

for most of the period before the American invasion in 2003. When the American 

occupation began, the narrative continues, the occupation itself effectively revived what 

had by then become a largely dormant form of sectarianism, and the main consequence of 

this turned out to be, on the one hand, the promotion of the interests of the Shi‘is (and the 

Kurds, of course) and on the other, discrimination against the Sunnis, whom the 

                                                 
19

 ‘Saddam Hussein et la débâcle triomphante. Les ressources insoupçonnés de Umm al-

Ma‘ârik’, in L’Irak en perspective, Revue du Monde Musulman et de la Méditerranée, 

2007, 117-118, pp. 157-78, here pp. 168-69. This and other writing (much of it by Reidar 

Visser) is a welcome relief from the routine ‘Sunnis want’ ... / Shi‘is expect’ journalistic 

analysis which graces the pages of even the most sophisticated western newspapers.  
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Americans found it convenient to label en masse as Ba‘thists or crypto-Ba’thists. There is 

some truth, but a lot of error, in this version of events.  

It is undeniable that, from Iraq’s inception as a state, and for much of the first thirty odd 

years of its existence, the Sunni Arabs, who constituted what can generously be estimated 

as a quarter of the total population, exercised a virtual monopoly in filling senior political 

and administrative functions. On the other hand, in spite of this quite evident imbalance, 

whose most obvious corollary was the very limited representation of Shi‘is in the senior 

ranks of government, the public service and the upper echelons of the military, it was not, 

or at least not simply, a religious divide. At least initially, the ‘Sunni ascendancy’ was not 

really deeply and passionately resented, unlike, say, the historic situation of working-

class Catholics in Northern Ireland.
20

  In addition, before and indeed after 1958 the 

‘Sunni Arab leadership’ had no discernible religious agenda, and indeed most of those in 

government and the higher echelons of the civil service were secular or agnostic. As 

Haddad says, ‘Even if Iraqi Arab Sunnis constitute a numerical minority they had never 

had to feel politically or culturally as such …’ (p. 21).  

The labels, then, are essentially descriptive of whatever sect an individual may happen to 

have been born into rather than an expression of religious belief. In addition, although a 

small group of Sunnis did indeed monopolise public office, it was also the case that at 

least until the army became sufficiently large and sufficiently competent to defeat tribal 

rebellions -- roughly the mid-1930s – the Iraqi regime under the mandate and monarchy 

(1920-1958) depended on a close partnership between the Sunni politicians in Baghdad 

and the great tribal landowners of the south and centre, all of whom were Shi‘is. 
21

 What 

                                                 
20

 Cf. ‘The Catholic community lived under worse economic conditions than the 

Protestants—a consequence, to some extent, of discriminatory practices (in the housing 

system, in access to civil service careers, and so on). Moreover, Catholics could not 

effectively voice their grievances in a political system that was clearly designed from the 

beginning to favour Protestants.’ Stathis N. Kalyvas and Ignacio Sánchez-Cuenca,  

‘Killing Without Dying: the Absence of Suicide Missions’ in Diego Gambetta (ed.) 

Making Sense of Suicide Missions, ed, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005, p. 229.  
21

 See Peter Sluglett, Britain in Iraq: Contriving King and Country, New York, Columbia 

University Press, 2007, Chapter 6, ‘Tenurial, Revenue and Tribal Policy’, pp. 161-81. 

http://www.oxfordscholarship.com.libproxy1.nus.edu.sg/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199276998.001.0001/acprof-9780199276998


 11 

I need to do now is to try to outline the process by which ‘the Sunnis’ came to dominate 

the political, administrative and military structures of the modern Iraqi state. 

In the late Ottoman period, the area that is now Iraq consisted of the three Ottoman 

provinces of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul, ruled, at least after 1831, by governors sent out 

from Istanbul. For a variety of reasons, especially in its farther flung and less urbanised 

provinces, the Ottoman state as an institution relied substantially on a series of informal 

partnerships with the local landowning elite. As the Ottoman bureaucracy expanded, and 

hereditary landownership became more of a norm after the introduction of the 1858 Land 

Law, members of the Sunni Arab notability became part of a bureaucratic and military 

‘aristocracy of service’, acting as intermediaries between the Ottoman state and its 

subjects. As a Sunni institution, the Ottoman Empire had a somewhat ambivalent attitude 

towards Shi‘is (especially, given their growing numbers and their demographic 

concentration, the Shi‘is of Iraq), and generally only employed Sunnis, Christians and 

Jews in government service.  

When the educational reforms of the Ottoman tanzimat arrived in Iraq in the last decades 

of the nineteenth century, few Shi‘is enrolled in the newly established ‘modern’ schools. 

If they could afford it, Shi‘i parents preferred to send their children to private schools run 

or at least supervised by the clergy. Again, many Shi‘is had a degree of ambivalence 

towards the state as an institution, and very few of them joined the burgeoning ranks of 

the Ottoman bureaucracy between, say, 1870 and 1914.  Hence, when the Iraqi state was 

created in 1920, Sunnis continued to supply the main cadres for the administration and 

the officer corps. Such individuals were recruited from the old notable families (which 

included both urban absentee landlords and tribal leaders in central and western Iraq) or 

from the ranks of more nouveaux riches (or newly-educated) ex-Ottoman officers and 

officials. Since so few Shi‘is were either available for such positions or, perhaps more 

importantly, were deemed competent to be able to serve in them, the result was the gross 

under-representation of Shi‘is in government service in proportion to their numbers and, 

for similar reasons, in all the ministries of the pre-1958 period. It was also the case that, 

in their desire to control Iraq, the British (to simplify a much more complex reality) 

generally found the Sunnis the more congenial partners, and for their part both the Sunni 
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aristocracy and the Sunni nouveaux seemed happy enough to transfer their loyalties 

almost seamlessly from the Ottomans to the British. Faysal, the new king of Iraq, came 

from a leading Sunni family in the Hijaz, and his principal Iraqi supporters were all 

Sunnis, partly members of the service aristocracy and partly from the ranks of the 

Ottoman officers and officials who had gathered around him first during the Arab revolt 

and later during his time in Syria between 1918 and 1920.  

It is also important to add that in the early twentieth century, many members of the small 

Sunni Arab bureaucratic and military elite were influenced, to a greater or lesser extent in 

the different Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire, by embryonic ideas of Arab 

nationalism. I say embryonic because the strength and deep rootedness of the Arab 

nationalist movement as a phenomenon has been greatly exaggerated after the fact. Let us 

not forget the conquest or take-over of Tunisia, Egypt, and Tripolitania by Britain, France 

and Italy in 1881, 1882, and 1911, not to mention the tragic ‘loss’ of most of southeastern 

Europe and the subsequent expulsion of some five million Muslims from the area after 

1878. These were truly catastrophic events, which may well have caused most Arabs to 

regard the Ottoman Empire as ‘the only remaining political force capable of forestalling 

European colonial ambitions.’
22

 Also, by their espousal or more properly their promotion, 

of the Hashemite cause in 1915, the British were backing the wrong horse, at least to the 

extent that they believed themselves to have been tapping into a broader resistance 

movement which was largely a figment of the imagination of a few ‘professionally anti-

Ottoman’ British intelligence enthusiasts.
23

 However heavy-handed the narrative of 

nationalist historiography has been, even its most diehard proponents cannot disguise the 

fact that there were no widespread manifestations of anti-Ottoman sentiment (let alone 

the potential for an anti-Ottoman revolt) either in wartime Syria, or, for that matter, in 

wartime Iraq.   

                                                 
22

 See Bruce Masters, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Arab World: the Roots of 

Sectarianism, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2001, p.176. 
23

 As described by Priya Satia; see Spies in Arabia; The Great War and the Cultural 

Foundations of Britain’s Covert Empire in the Middle East, Oxford, Oxford University 

Press, 2008. 
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She’s interest, or participation, in such activities was of a rather different order, and is 

perhaps best described as ‘anti-imperialist’. Apart from the tribal leaders, those who 

moulded  ‘Shi‘i opinion’ at that time consisted largely, though not entirely, of members 

of the clergy. The fact that many Shi‘i clergy had been profoundly opposed to the 

secularising ideology of the Young Turks did not stop them rallying to the Ottoman cause 

as soon as the British landed in southern Iraq at the beginning of the First World War; the 

‘ulama’ of Karbala’ and Najaf declared a jihad against the British and British-Indian 

invaders in November 1914.
24

 On the other hand, the inhabitants of these same ‘atabat 

(along with most of the other inhabitants of Syria and Iraq) seem to have been completely 

indifferent to Sharifian propaganda urging all Arabs to join with the British in throwing 

off the Ottoman yoke. Instead, in January 1919, Ayatullahs Muhammad Taqi al-Shirazi 

and Shaykh al-Shar‘ia al-Isfahani 
25

 wrote two letters to President Woodrow Wilson, 

seeking his aid against Britain and the British occupation. The second letter contains the 

following passage: 

The desire of all Iraqis, as [members of] a Muslim nation is that they should be 

given the liberty to choose a new independent Arab and Islamic state, with a 

Muslim king assisted by a national assembly. As far as the question of a 

protectorate (wisaya, i.e. this antedates the term mandate, intidab, PS) is 

concerned, it should be up to the national assembly to accept it or reject it, after 

the convening of a peace conference. 
26

 

These sentiments continued to be expressed in various petitions submitted to the British 

occupation authorities in the run up to what has become known in somewhat overblown 

terms as ‘The Great Iraqi Revolution of 1920’, and the words ‘independent Arab and 

Islamic state’ or ‘independent Islamic state’ crop up again and again. British reports 

                                                 
24

 See Werner Ende, ‘Iraq in World War I: the Turks, the Germans and the Shi‘ite 

mujtahids’ call for jihad’, in Rudolph Peters (ed.), Proceedings of the Ninth Congress of 

the Union Européenne des Arabisants et Islamisants, Amsterdam 1978, Leiden, Brill, 

1981, pp. 57-71. 
25

 Both of whom had participated in the Iranian Constitutional Revolution in 1906-11.  
26

 Quoted in Pierre-Jean Luizard, ‘Le mandat britannique en Irak: une rencontre entre 

plusieurs projets politiques’, in Nadine Méouchy and Peter Sluglett (eds.) The British and 

French mandates in comparative perspectives/Les mandats français et anglais dans une 

perspective comparative, Leiden, Brill, 2003, pp. 363-64 (my translation of Luizard’s 

French). More generally, see the same author’s La formation de l'Irak contemporain : le 

rôle politique des ulémas chiites à la fin de la domination ottomane et au moment de la 

construction de l'Etat irakien, Paris, Editions du CNRS, 1991 
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routinely portrayed the Shi‘i mujtahids as extremists, fanatics, reactionaries, irrevocably 

opposed to progress and so on, in an attempt to deflect attention from their core demand 

for independence. Of course, given their previous linkages to the Ottoman state, it was 

almost inconceivable that the Sunni ‘aristocracy of service’ should seriously associate 

themselves with what they considered to be a Shi‘i independence movement, which, if it 

succeeded, would almost certainly undermine the foundations of their power. This 

explains the Sunni elite’s almost eager alignment, almost immediately after the revolution 

of 1920, with the British mandatory authorities, and its ready embrace of the ideology of 

Arab nationalism, and/or the notion of a united fertile crescent under Hashemite rule.  

Of course, both those who promoted ‘Arab nationalism’ and the content of the doctrine 

itself underwent important qualitative changes with the passage of time. In the case of the 

Sharifian officers who threw in their lot with Faysal and the Iraqi state after 1920, they 

could, and did, argue, at least at the beginning of the 1920s, that however faintly Iraq 

might resemble an independent Arab state, it was at least ‘more Arab’ in its 

administration and certainly more of a coherent entity, than the three provinces had been 

under Ottoman rule. By the end of the 1920s, however, it was clear that most Iraqi 

politicians had become content merely to accommodate themselves to the exigencies of 

British policy, with the result that what nationalist credentials they might once have had 

gradually ceased to count in their favour among the public. The mainstream of Arab or 

Iraqi national awareness passed to different groups, which developed roots among the 

population by merging the desire for Arab or Iraqi independence with other more 

immediately relevant political and social aspirations.  

In addition, the struggle for national independence in Iraq under the mandate and 

monarchy, which came to engulf all but a very few privileged members of Iraqi society, 

soon became embedded in an essentially secular way of thinking, whether ‘socialist’ or 

‘nationalist’. An important by-product of this was that within the new parameters of the 

nation state, such people gradually came to feel more conscious of their identity as 

‘Iraqis’ than as ‘Sunnis’ or Shi‘is’. Of course this did not imply a break with, or 

disavowal of, their sectarian origins: the simple statement that this transition was taking 



 15 

place should not be taken to imply that sectarianism was ‘on its way out’. 
27

  This sense 

of national identity gathered increasing momentum after the Second World War, and 

especially after the Revolution of 1958, sectarian identity began to be of much less 

pressing political and social significance. Also, although I have no statistical evidence, I 

have the impression that cross-sectarian marriage was becoming less remarkable around 

mid-century, especially with increased middle class migration to Baghdad from small 

towns in the rural centre and south, and in mixed towns like Samarra’. 
28

 More specific 

examples of this ‘melting pot’ tendency are the huge national demonstrations against the 

Portsmouth Agreement of 1948 and in favour of ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim in 1959, and the 

fact that it was the Shi‘is of Kadhimayn who were most prominent of those who rushed 

into the streets of Baghdad to defend Qasim’s (almost entirely Sunni) government against 

the Ba‘thist coup of February 1963. What would soon distort or destroy the general sense 

of greater inter-sectarian harmony would be the growing, and to my mind entirely 

pernicious, influence of pan-Arabism and Ba‘thism in Iraq, after the overthrow of the 

government of ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim in 1963, but especially after the Ba‘th takeover in 

1968. 

The notion that pan-Arabism had broad appeal in interwar and immediately post-war Iraq 

has become part of the ‘standard account’ of Iraqi history, but I wonder whether the 

ideology was quite as widely accepted as has been claimed. The ethnic and sectarian 

composition of Iraq makes it difficult to imagine that what is widely regarded (except by 

Alawites and Christians in Syria) as an essentially Sunni Arab vision of the Arabo-

Islamic world would have been the ‘doctrine of choice’ of the population of Iraq, whose 

composition was more than half Shi‘i and at least one fifth Kurdish, for whom the vision 

of the Arab world that I have just described was largely irrelevant, but which also did not 

in any way address their poverty, illiteracy or general social and economic deprivation. 

Apart from enjoying a certain vogue among members of the urban Sunni middle and 

                                                 
27

 This is very subtly explained by Fanar in Chapter 3. It is, as he shows, far more 

complicate than I am making it sound here. 
28

 Anecdotally, Sunni/Shi‘i intermarriage seems to have relatively commonplace in Iraq, 

as was cross-religious and cross-sectarian marriage in the cities of the former Yugoslavia. 

It did not carry the stigma of (for example) Protestant/Catholic intermarriage in Northern 

Ireland. 
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professional class, and among army officers from the same background, I very much 

doubt whether such ideas were widely shared before or even after the Second World War.  

 

Of course, the fact was that, given what was correctly perceived as the inevitability of 

‘national liberation’ or decolonization in all parts of the colonized world – the notion that 

it was a question not of ‘if’ but of ‘when’ – the trick, if you like, and as the United States 

certainly saw it, was to ensure that the process would prove as palatable and as acceptable 

as possible to US interests, especially as Iraq’s potential as a major oil producer was very 

evident by the late 1940s. Hence, putting it as charitably as possible, the United States’ 

profound fears of the rise of the left trumped its otherwise more humanitarian instincts to 

support the emergence of just and democratic societies, and, as we all know, resulted in 

the US championing a string of more or less dreadful military dictatorships throughout 

the developing world, a process that only began to be reversed with the restoration of 

democracy in southern and central America in the 1980s and 1990s.  

 

Of course, by that time the Middle East was too important both strategically and 

economically to allow this to happen, and for the most part, potentially leftist or left-

leaning regimes were replaced by national socialist dictatorships, or, in the case of Iran 

under the Shah, by an autocracy that became increasingly less benevolent as the years 

passed. The CIA and British intelligence were behind the coup that overthrew Musaddiq 

and restored the Shah in 1953, but the CIA was also involved in the Ba‘thist coup which 

overthrew ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim in Iraq in February 1963. The CIA had also been in 

touch with members of the Ba‘th party, most probably including Saddam Husayn, since 

his days in exile in Egypt in the late 1950s, on the grounds that the party could be 

regarded as the ‘force of the future’ and that it was virulently anti-Communist. Evidently, 

it was thought that some form of partnership could be forged between the United States 

and the incoherent but fundamentally non-social revolutionary forces of Arab 

nationalism, and this shrewd calculation proved in many ways uncannily correct, both for 

Egypt and for Iraq. 

 



 17 

To return to what I mentioned earlier, in its manifestation in Iraq, Ba‘thist pan-Arabism 

was a Sunni phenomenon, especially the implication that only Sunni Arabs were ‘real’ 

Arabs, and thus full members of the rest of the Arab world, while gradually reviving the 

notion that the Shi‘is were ‘really’ foreigners, that is, ‘ajam, Persians or of Persian origin. 

This offensive sectarian claptrap began in earnest with the Ba‘thist coup in 1968, but not 

much of it really mattered until the Iranian revolution in 1978-79 and the war between 

Iran and Iraq which broke out in 1980. At this point, the Ba‘th’s profound insecurity led 

to it making the Iraqi Shi‘is out more explicitly to be a dangerous fifth column of 

potentially pro-Iranian sympathisers or traitors, and to perpetuate the myth that all or 

most of them were ‘really’ Iranian. Hence the Iranian Revolution was a defining moment 

in the revival of sectarian hostility, and brought the essential incompatibility between the 

Sunni and Shi‘i interpretations of Islamic history into the open; accepting the legitimacy 

of the one would deny the legitimacy of the other. Hitherto, this had not ‘really mattered’ 

in the sense that theological niceties were not part of the ordinary mental furniture of 

ordinary members of either sect, who were far more focussed on matters of group loyalty 

and identity (Haddad, 24-25). 

Hence the danger posed by the more vigorous or ‘genuine’ anti-imperialism displayed by 

the Iranian revolution to Saddam Husayn and his regime was countered by an effort to 

turn almost all Iraqi Shi‘is into potential enemies of the state. It was also one of the major 

reasons for the Iran Iraq war, which lasted for most of the 1980s. Anti-Shi‘i hostility on 

the part of the regime continued, and was of course exacerbated by the intifada following 

Iraq’s ouster from Kuwait in 1991 (see Haddad, Chapter 6).  Subsequently under the 

crippling pressure of the sanctions in the 1990s and early 2000s, with law and order 

gradually breaking down, with citizens exposed to increasing arbitrariness and being no 

longer able to rely on the conventional institutions of the state, ordinary people turned 

even more towards primordial pre-state organisations such as family, tribe, kin and sect 

to protect them both from the state and from each other. In addition, since the 

Communists had effectively been killed off or driven abroad some decades earlier, it was 

only the clandestine Shi‘i parties (al-Da‘wa etc) who were in any position to put up any 

serious opposition to Saddam Husayn and the Ba‘th between 1991 and 2003.   
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When the Americans invaded Iraq in 2003, they had been egged on by a group of secular 

Shi‘is in exile in Washington, led by the charming Ahmad Chalabi, just the kind of 

person that US policy makers envisaged putting in charge of that new democratic Iraq 

which would miraculously emerge after decades of the most appalling repression. 

Chalabi himself had left Iraq in 1958 at the age of 10: Ayad ‘Allawi had not been to Iraq 

since 1978, and more honourable individuals like Kanaan Makiya and ‘Ali ‘Allawi had 

left in the mid-1970s, that is long before the utter breakdown of the social and moral 

order which took place in the 1990s and early 2000s. Chalabi told his audiences at the 

Pentagon just what they wanted to hear, that the troops would be regarded as liberators, 

showered with flowers, and so on and so forth. What none of the exiles seems to have 

understood was the profound changes which a combination of the aftermath of the 

Kurdish and Shi‘i uprisings of 1991, the UN sanctions and Saddam Husayn’s steadily 

increasing paranoia had wrought upon Iraqi society.  

The Iraqi state collapsed, or was not present, in much of southern Iraq throughout the 

1990s and early 2000s, partly due to the sanctions, and partly to ‘the regime’s withdrawal 

from the social sphere.’ Young people had few employment prospects, given the absence 

or deterioration of educational facilities, and the fact that they were no longer accepted 

into the army. They lacked the capital or social contacts necessary to migrate in search of 

greater opportunities, so ‘menial jobs and criminal activity appeared to be their only 

horizon’. Such individuals, in their 20s and early 30s, would become attracted to the 

Sadrist movement, just as they had been to the populist message of Muqtada al-Sadr’s 

father, Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, whom the regime assassinated in 1999.  

‘By eradicating the Islamist parties in the early 1980s, isolating the marja‘iya, and 

retreating itself from society, the regime generated huge appeal for the particular 

form of religious-based mobilisation engineered by Sadr in the 1990s [and 

continued by his son in the period after the invasion]’. All in all, Iraqi Shi‘i 

society ‘displayed a relatively high degree of social organisation, in comparison 

with both the Sunni and the progressive component of Iraqi society … this 

specificity largely contributed to its ascendency in post-2003 Iraq.’
29

 

                                                 
29

 The quotations in this paragraph are from Peter Harling’s paper, ‘Beyond Political 

Ruptures …’.  
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In the first years of the occupation, and after the fiasco of the Coalition Provisional 

Authority, the Americans and those Iraqis on whom they relied, proceeded to reinvent, or 

revive, forms of sectarianism, first by organising a system of de facto sectarian quotas, 

and second by establishing a government in Baghdad composed largely of people who 

had sat out the 1980s and 1990s either in London or as guests of the Iranian regime in 

Teheran. In short, this was a government from which the Sunnis – not all of whom, by 

any means – had been well treated by Saddam Husayn and his circle – came to feel 

completely excluded. As we know, very few of those in charge of planning the Iraq 

fiasco in Washington between late 2001 and early 2003 were seriously encumbered by 

any real knowledge of the recent history and politics of the Middle East, and were happy 

to accept views which fitted neatly into their own preconceptions about the region and 

into their visions for the future of Iraq.  

After the overthrow of the regime, some degree of de-Ba‘thification was obviously 

necessary, but it should have been selective rather than wholesale, since it was certainly 

not the case that all Sunnis were implicated in the terrible crimes of the old regime, and it 

was also true that party membership had been more or less obligatory for those above a 

certain level in any state organisation. It was also more than unfortunate that the direction 

of the ‘cleansing’ process was given over to individuals of whom many were close to 

Ahmad Chalabi, whose neutrality was very much open to question, and who had a vested 

interest in ‘rooting out Ba‘thists’, both real and imaginary. The US’ sledge-hammer 

tactics in this and other respects had the effect of convincing mid-level Sunnis that they 

had little to look forward to in a post-Saddam Iraq, and this, added to the fact that a whole 

army of some 400,000 had been demobilised without either its weapons being collected 

or any arrangements being made for its sustenance, brought both the Sunni insurgency 

and later the Mahdi Army into being.  

The death toll that followed the US invasion of 2003 comes from a multiplicity of causes. 

US troops killed large numbers, both those who sought to resist them, and innocent 

bystanders who just happened to be ‘in the way’, or collateral damage, as it has been 

called. The Sunni ‘insurgency’, led by Ba‘thists and former Iraq soldiers and officers, 

was outraged by the Coalition Provisional Government’s clumsy one-size-fits-all policies 
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of de-Ba‘thification, and also feared wholesale marginalisation of ‘Sunnis’ under the 

regime being coaxed into being by the United States, which had, to say the least, a 

somewhat simplistic view of sectarian relations in pre-2003 Iraq. In company with a 

surprisingly large number of ‘Wahhabis’ or ‘Salafis’, who had apparently slipped into 

Iraq in the 1990s, 
30

 and later by members of al-Qa‘ida in Iraq, the Sunni insurgency 

attacked members of coalition forces, killed thousands of Shi‘is and embarked on policies 

of ethnic cleansing. In a somewhat similar fashion, Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army 

attacked members of the coalition forces, killed thousands of Sunnis and embarked on 

policies of ethnic cleansing, although it also killed other Shi‘is, particularly those 

associated with SCIRI/ISCI and al-Da‘wa whom Sadr and his followers were challenging 

for control of the Iraqi state (in broad terms a quasi-class struggle between those who had 

stayed in Iraq and those who had left, or the Shi‘i have-nots and some of the Shi‘i haves). 

Another major difference of course is that the various Shi‘i militias have exerted 

substantial influence over all Iraqi governments since 2005.  

I have to stop somewhere, but I cannot emphasise sufficiently how much authors like 

Harling, Visser, and especially Haddad, have added to our understanding of the nature of 

sectarianism, and the nature of civil war, in the broader as well as the specific Iraq 

context. Very much in the spirit of Kalyvas, Haddad cautions against ‘dismissing the 

violence as mindless semi-criminal mobs rampaging through Baghdad’, advocating the 

kind of close analysis necessary to work out the actual course of events, notably in 2006-

07 (p.185). 3159 civilians were killed in July 2006; as Haddad says, ‘Whether this is 

defined as a civil war or not is a matter of semantics’ (pp 180-81). We have come, or we 

ought to have come, a long way from thinking about this and other conflicts as matters of 

time-immemorial grievances, or ancient hatreds, and far more as the results of specific 

politico-historical conjunctures which have come into being as the results of a 

combination of terrible repression, and of policies laced with ignorance and stupidity, of 

which some less than high-minded individuals came to take deadly advantage for their 

own ends. To some extent, then, I believe that: 

Accurate scholarship can 
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 Harling, ‘Beyond Political Ruptures …’  
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Unearth the whole offence 
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