











annexing Iraq to a much larger entity within which Sunnis vastly
outnumber Shi‘is. This clearly holds appeal to Iraq’s Sunni Arab

leaders, if not to the Shi‘is and Kurds.
For these two reasons, Shi‘i Arabs resist Ba‘thist ideology. They

wish to maintain the religious basis of their communal ties; they
dislike the prospect of submergence into a vast sea of Sunni Arabs.
Ba‘thism implies the continued exclusion of Shi‘is from political power
in Iraq. (Ironically, in Syria it has the opposite purpose serving as the
basis of ‘Alawi Shi‘i power over Sunni Arabs.) A more integrated
government cannot be established until the principles of pan-Arabism
have been muted or eliminated from the Iraqgi state.
The Islamic revival, so celebrated in other Muslim countries during
the late 1970’s, hardly affected Iraq. The term ‘‘Islamic revival”
refers most usefully to the increased tendency of Muslims to
undertake political action in the name of Islam rather than some other
ideology, say nationalism or socialism. Its manifestations in Iraq have
been few and usually limited to expressions of Sunni-Shi‘i differences.
Shi‘is caused civil disturbances several times during the 1970’s but
nothing major occurred until Ayatollah Khomeini came to power.
Since then, they have rioted more frequently and with greater ferocity.
The Ba‘th regime, frightened by Khomeini’s charismatic popularity,
cracked down severely on the rioters, executed a leading Shi‘i imam,
and expelled many Iranian Shi‘is back to their home country. In a
mood of conciliation, Saddam Husain has also allowed pictures of
himself praying in mosques to be distributed to the national press.
What role did Islam play in the outbreak of war between Iraq and
Iran in September 1980? Many analysts interpreted this as part of an
age-old conflict between Sunni and Shi‘i, Arab and Persian, Semite
and Aryan. Sectarian differences may have added to the general
animosity between the two governments, but far more important was
the fact that the Ba‘thists espoused a diluted version of Islam while
the Iranian revolutionaries were inspired by Islamic fervor.

The notion that Iraq went to war out of fear of Khomeini’s influence
over Iraqi Shi‘is is not convincing. If Saddam Husain, President of
Iraq, genuinely feared a Shi‘i uprising, he would avoid engaging Iran
in war and killing its Shi‘i soldiers. Further, the war was launched
from the south, the most thoroughly Shi‘i region of Iraq. Nor would
the Iraqi air force have bombed Iranian civilians if this were the key
consideration. Even if the Iraqi invasion were intended to eliminate
Khomeini's regime, the government that undertook it could not have

been too very afraid of its Shi‘i populace.
312

polatical analysis,)
ore important than either religi langu
. religion

conflict over horder details along theorShatt al-*

away, under duress, in 1975
i » . In
In the outbreak of hostilities, short, Islam Played only a minor role

lions in th ilippi
e Phlhppmes. and Thailand against non-Muslim central



developed allowing participation in public life in proportion to
communal numbers (as in Lebanon) or else without regard to religious
and ethnic background (as in the industrial democracies).

Until that day, Islam adds to the divisions in Iraqi public life. Those
divisions make it impossible for the government to rule by consensus
— instead, they must rely on force. This means that the military must
play a major role in politics; and since the army has long been a Sunni
preserve, rule by force implies rule by Sunni Arabs. Iraq is a new
country, young in years, even if ancient in history; its political
discourse, institutions and social bonds are yet undeveloped. For Iraq
to become stable religious ties must either be withdrawn from public
life or allowed to balance each other; then political integration and
participation will follow.
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