






War I, the British imposed a mandate on Iraq. When they met violent 
Iraqi resistance, the British authorities installed a king, Faisal I, in 
1921. Full independence followed in 1932. The monarchy was never 
very secure but it lasted until Faisal II was bloodily overthrown in 
1958. For ten years, unstabl~ republican governments frequently 
replaced each otller;: then, in ·1968 the more steady rule of Ahmad 
Hasan al-Bakr and Saddam Husain began. 

Despite these changes in the political structure - mandate , 
kingdom, republics - Sunni Arabs remain in charge. Coming as it 
does in a country deeply split by religious and ethnic loyalties, this 
dominance has profound implications for all aspects of public life in 
Iraq. It has always been a fertile source of instability and envy; this 
remains true today. 

Sunni Arab dominance implies the exclusion of Shi'is and Kurds 
from power. With limited roles in the central government and the 
army, absent from most of the cities, and economically disadvantaged , 
they have less power than either their numbers or official ideology 
would suggest. Recently, however, both Shi'is and Kurds have 
indicated that they will no longer accept Sunni Arab control. The 
Kurds have frequently revolted against the central government during 
the last generation; more recently, the Shi'is too have shown signs of 
restlessness, especially since 1978, when Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini emerged from political obscurity to spearhead the Iranian 
people against the shah's government. 

The Iranian revolution had an electrifying effect on Iraqi Shi'is, 
Although Khomeini repeatedly stressed the universal import of his 
ideology for all Muslims and in the process d&em.phasized his own 
Shi'i adherence, his message resonated most strongly among Shi'is, 
This was especially so in Iraq, where the sectarian split so permeates 
public life. Ayatollah Khomeini's fifteen year sojourn iii southern Iraq 
at Najaf, the Shi'i sanctuary town, also amplified his impact in that 
area. He knows Iraqi Shi'is and their predicament first hand and has 
no trouble finding the right words to encourage or to incite them 
against the Ba'th regime. Also, Khomeini addresses himself largely to 
the poor and the politically oppressed, two qualities which accurately 
describe Iraq 's Shi'is. 

Despite Khomeini's massive appeal among them, Shi'is in Iraq are 
unlikely to replicate the Iranian revolution in any form. The Iranian 
situation had many unique qualitie s - not the least of which being the 
personal characters of its two central protagonists ; but most 
important was the independence of the religious establishment there, 
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There appears to be littl ha . muan revolution. 
Iraq, where the religious es~bli:~r comparable Shi'i opposition in 
than Iran's. Shi'is Jack organizati nt 7,mbles Egypt 's much more 
real threat to the Iraqi governm o~ anTh mdependence and pose no 
perha?s even cause a government~· fall can grumble and riot, 
sustained opposition to challe the ' ut they cannot mount a 
Shi'is ever organized effectivelngeto ~tate. This would change if the 
for the foreseeable future they k resISt the central government· but 
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. room for strona all · . gious 
Ism also defuses the. --e egiance to their state ~-L-

unportance of Sunni Ara · ~war-
government of Iraq· if religion . iITel b Preponderance in the 
Iraqis of the Sunni ~suasion :.e in politics, who cares that 

Second, pan-Arabism serves Sunni int.erests . . . 
of great Arab nation stret.ching f. m Its claim that Iraq is 
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calling them arbitrary and ~tly ~ff~t between Arab states. 
Arab world into a single nati=::• It a.uns to ~te the entire 
As nearly all Arabs outside Ira are SunniJ>?Werful than Its small parts , 

q s. Arab nationalism implies 
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leaders, if not to the S is~- Arabs ~esist Ba'thist ideology. They 

For these two reasons, ~~ I b . of their communal ties; they 
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dislike the prospect"df ~bm:ge~ce s:n o: Shi'is from political power 
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limited to expressions 
been few and usually al times during the 1970's but 
Shi'is caused civil disturban~es severllah Khomeini came to power. 
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The Ba'th regime, frighten !ter ecuted a leading Shi'i imam, 
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cracked own sev: . Shi'is back to their home country. n a 
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mood of con on, be di t "b ted to the national press. 
himself praying in mosques ~ h s t~r~ of war between Iraq and 

What role did Islam play ID t ~u sts interpreted this as part of~ 
Iran in September 1980? Man~ d YShi'i Arab and Persian, Sermte 
age-old conflict between Sunm an 'have added to the general 

d Ary an Sectarian differences may . . rtant was 
an . vernments, but far more rmpo . 
animosity between the two go sed dil ted version of Islam while 
the fact that the Ba' thists espou_ ~ ed ~ Islamic fervor. 
the Iranian revolutionaries were msp~ f £ y of Khomeini's influence 

The notion that_ Iraq went ~ ~ar 0~f ~:m Husain, President of 
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(Arab-Persian differences may also have played a role, but not one 
great enough to provoke a war. As for the Semite-Aryan explanation, 
the less said the better; these are specious terms not useful in any political analysis.) 

More important than either religion or language was a mundane 
conflict over border details along the Shatt al-'Arab waterway, 
confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. This dispute dates back 
only to the 1920's; it erupted in 1980 because the Iraqis perceived a 
unique opportunity at that time to regain river rights they had signed 
away, under duress, in 1975. In short, Islam played only a minor role 
in the outbreak of hostilities. 

When non-Muslims threaten, Islam consolidates Muslim peoples by 
bringing Islamic bonds to the fore. The Afghan rebellion against a 
Soviet sponsored government demonstrates this, as do Muslim rebel­
lions in the Philippines and Thailand against non-Muslim central 
governments. In Iran this sentiment had a leading role in galvanizing 
popular sentiment against the shah. Although a Muslim, the shah was 
characterized by Khomeini as an American puppet and this made him fair game. 

But Islam plays a different role in Iraq. Here, as in few other 
countries (North Yemen; also Bahrain and Lebanon) where Sunnis and 
Shi'i are both numerous, Islam divides Muslims rather than binds 
them together. Other aspects of Islam have had limited importance in 
Iraq. The country has not spawned leading Islamic modernist 
thinkers nor has it witnessed major movements reasserting traditional 
Islamic ways of life; and its resistance to British rule between 1920 
and 1932 did not depend on Islamic leaders or organizations. Islam 
has influenced national life in Iraq Primarily through its role segment­ing the country. 

Each of Iraq's major Muslim groups looks outside the country for 
moral and material support. Shi'is, especially since the Khomeini 
revolution, look to Iran; Kurds dream of combining with their 
scattered brethem into a nation; and Sunni Arabs hope to blend Iraq 
into a pan-Arab nation. None of the three groups, not even the Sunni 
Arabs in control, accept Iraq's boundaries as presently drawn. In 
times of crisis, these differences are accentuated, as each community 
looks to its outside constituency. 

Iraqi leaders will not succeed in establishing internal equilibrium 
until religious and ethnic divisions are reduced. Substituting Shi'i rule 
for that of Sunni Arabs will not help; that only will make the Sunni 
Arab population bitter. Either an unpartial ideology must be 
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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 mufitJely 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 

(j) 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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