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t is barely a month since Rus-
sia’s upper house of parlia-
ment unanimously granted 
President Vladimir Putin per-
mission to deploy air power in 

Syria against forces of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) at the request of the 
Bashar Assad regime.

A specific objective was to pre-
vent the spread of ISIS-inspired 
fundamentalism to Russia and its 
former Soviet neighbours, now the 
southern rim of the Russian Feder-
ation where Islamic forces are once 
again battling Moscow, reviving the 
Chechen wars of the 1990s.

Thousands of Russian Muslims 
have joined ISIS, known also by the 
Arabic acronym Daesh, and some 
have returned home, according to 
Sergei Ivanov, the Kremlin chief of 
staff.

“It does not take a clairvoyant 
to realise that such people will 
keep on coming back to Russia,” 
he said on September 30th. “Thus, 
we should pre-empt them and act 
while they are far away, rather than 
put off dealing with the problem 
for later, after they have got back to 
Russia.”

There was no mention of Iraq, 
however, where presumably the 
extensive ISIS caliphate presents 
an equal threat to Russia. There, 
it is the United States and an inter-
national coalition backed by more 
than 60 countries that are carrying 
out air strikes against the jihadists, 
albeit with modest impact.

In Baghdad, however, it is not US 
President Barack Obama but “Haji” 
Putin who is the talk of the town, 
as Iraqis — or at least the majority 
Shia — welcome the arrival of a new 

potential saviour.
Reporting from Najaf on the sud-

den upsurge in pro-Putin senti-
ment, the New York Times quoted 
Shia parliamentarian Ibrahim Bahr 
al-Ulum as saying: “What the peo-
ple in the street care about is how 
to get Daesh out of Iraq. Now they 
feel Russia is more serious than the 
United States.”

Moscow may not yet have joined 
the fight in Iraq but it is fostering a 
tighter relationship with Baghdad, 
possibly in anticipation of such an 
eventuality.

For the time being, Washington 
remains Iraq’s dominant strategic 
partner. On the day that the Rus-
sian upper house gave the green 
light for Putin’s air strikes in Syria, 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Aba-
di met US Vice-President Joe Biden 
on the margin of the UN General 
Assembly in New York to reaffirm 
their commitment to equipping 
and training forces to combat ISIS.

Perhaps to underline that the 
United States is not the only friend 
in the fight, Abadi also found time 
the same day to meet Iranian For-
eign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif.

Since the Russian air campaign 
began September 30th, Iraqi of-
ficials have been quoted as say-
ing that Iran was instrumental in 
encouraging Putin to launch the 
intervention on behalf of their ally 
Assad. The anonymous officials 
said Major-General Qassem Soleim-
ani, commander of Iran’s elite Quds 
Force, went to Moscow in July to 
persuade the Russian leader that 
air strikes against ISIS were impera-
tive. Neither the Kremlin nor Teh-
ran has officially confirmed that 
such a meeting took place.

Three days before the launch of 
the air campaign, the Abadi govern-
ment announced that Iraq, Russia, 
Iran and Syria had agreed to form 
a joint intelligence committee in 
Baghdad to harmonise efforts to 
fight ISIS. That caught American of-
ficials on the back foot, raising the 
prospect of a Russian-led initiative, 
grouping three Shia-led states and 
operating out of the Iraqi capital, 
and ostensibly sidelining Washing-
ton. Their only option was to quib-

ble about the inclusion of Syria.
“We recognise that Iraq has an 

interest in sharing information on 
[ISIS] with other governments in 
the region who are also fighting 
[ISIS],” US Army Colonel Steve War-
ren, the US military spokesman in 
Baghdad, said. “We do not support 
the presence of Syrian government 
officials who are part of a regime 
that has brutalised its own citi-
zens.”

Speaking September 28th in New 
York, Abadi defended the intelli-
gence agreement and, sounding like 
a man who had been well briefed in 
advance on Moscow’s subsequent 
justification for intervention, add-
ed: “During the past three months, 
there has been an interest by Russia 
to fight Daesh, as many terrorists 

who are fighting with it are Russian 
who would return to Russia to carry 
out terrorist acts.”

Russia likes to stress that it only 
intervenes when it receives a legal 
request from an internationally rec-
ognised government. A principal 
difference in the approach of the 
Western allies and Russia was that 
“they do not comply with interna-

tional law, while we do”, according 
to Ivanov.

Abadi welcomed the Russian air 
strikes in Syria and said at the out-
set that he would welcome similar 
action in Iraq. However, he had yet 
to discuss operations with Russian 
officials. “It’s a possibility. If we 
get the offer we’ll consider it and I 
would welcome it.”

It is also a possibility that Iraq is 
trying to put pressure on its Ameri-
can ally to provide even more ro-
bust support to Baghdad.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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Talk of the town. Russian President Vladimir Putin as he welcomes Iraqi Prime Minister Haider  
al-Abadi in Moscow, last May.
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embers of the Albu 
Ajeel tribe in Iraq’s 
Saladin province 
threw their lot be-
hind Islamic State 

(ISIS) militants who invaded and 
captured their north-central area 
in June 2014.

Two months later, the al-Jughaifa 
tribe in the Sunni Muslim heart-
land of Anbar province formed an 
armed force that has since been 
resisting ISIS, baring the jihadists 
from entering Haditha.

The stark contrast underlines a 
split in loyalties among tribes in 
territories the ISIS controls in Iraq 
and Syria. The two countries are 
home to clans from various sects 
and ethnicities but ISIS considers 
non-Sunni Muslims to be infidels 
and has instead focused on recruit-
ing from among fellow Sunnis.

In Syria, the country’s approxi-
mately 15 Sunni tribes account 
for about 15% of the population, 
although many Syrian Sunnis are 
not affiliated with a tribe. In Iraq, 
tribal allegiance is important for 
the country’s Sunni minority and 
the ruling rival Shia majority.

Abdul-Aziz al-Taei, a criminal 
law professor at Baghdad’s Al 
Rasheed University College, said 
there were several factors that 
made Sunni tribes in Syria and Iraq 
fertile ground for ISIS.

“Most significantly is the protec-
tion and economic perks which 

the jihadists offer, the fear factor 
by intimidating and killing people 
and the social injustice that isolat-
ed many Sunni tribes in Syria and 
Iraq and left them susceptible to 
Daesh,” Taei said, using the Arabic 
acronym for ISIS.

“Tribes are crucial in the fabric 
of Arab society and they simply 
can’t be ignored”.

In the book The Thistle and the 
Drone: How America’s War on Ter-
ror Became a Global War on Tribal 
Islam, Pakistani author Akbar 
Ahmed explained how tribal iden-

tity was a critical factor in the re-
cruitment of the hijackers in the 
September 11, 2001, attacks on 
the United States. He argued that 
al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden 
“was joined in his movement pri-
marily by his fellow Yemeni tribes-
men,” ten of whom came from the 
Asir tribes.

Haian Dukhan and Sinan Hawat, 
authors of a study on ISIS’s rela-
tions with eastern Syria’s tribes, ar-
gued that tribal groups who live in 
border areas between states forge 
tight relations to others, even mili-

tants, providing them with protec-
tion and support. They wrote that 
Iraq’s al-Qaeda sent in Syrian fight-
ers and Iraqi guerrilla warfare ex-
perts when the Syrian revolution 
started in 2011.

ISIS’s focus on winning over trib-
al support follows in the footsteps 
of former Syrian president Hafez 
Assad, father and predecessor of 
Bashar Assad. Under the elder As-
sad, tribes were “co-opted” with 
official posts and subsidies and 
“were part of the formidable popu-
list powers that shored up the re-
gime”, Dukhan and Hawat wrote.

In exchange, they backed the 
government in confrontations 
with the fundamentalist Muslim 
Brotherhood and Kurds seeking 
autonomous rule. But the relation-
ship withered with the economic 
opening under the younger Assad, 
which meant fewer state jobs and 
rising resentment.

“ISIS attempted to fill the gap 
created by the withdrawal of 
the state. It provided an alterna-
tive structure of clientelism and 
patronage,” Dukhan and Hawat 
wrote.

The jihadists also made the cost 
of disloyalty high. In 2014, when 
Syria’s Sunni al-Shaitat tribe rose 
up against ISIS, it slaughtered 
more than 900 of its members in 
one go in Syria’s north-eastern Deir 
ez-Zor province.

In Iraq, similar dynamics are at 
work, with some tribes inclined to 
support ISIS because of their anger 
at being sidelined following the 
2003 US-led invasion that toppled 
dictator Saddam Hussein.

The post-war civil US adminis-
tration and subsequent Shia-dom-
inated Iraqi governments “isolated 
Sunni tribes, designated us en-
emies and stripped us of all ben-
efits, like social status and posts in 
the government, army and police,” 
said Saleh al-Jughaifa, 54, a Hadi-
tha tribal leader.

“As a result, many tribesmen 
joined Daesh to get revenge from 
the state,” Jughaifa said.

Among those who have joined 
ISIS is the Albu Ajeel tribe, which 
has been accused of participating 
in the 2014 massacre of up to 1,700, 
mostly Shia, army recruits at Iraq’s 
Camp Speicher that rattled the Ira-
qi government.

Sheikh Nawaf al-Dulaimi, from 
the Dulaim tribe, with more than 3 
million people one of Iraq’s largest 
tribes, insisted that loyalty to ISIS 
is evenly split within the tribe in 
Iraq and Syria.

“There is no clan or tribe in its 
entirety that pledged allegiance 
to ISIS or other militant groups in 
Syria or in Iraq,” Dulaimi said.

“There are some individuals 
within the tribes or clans who sup-
port them but they do not repre-
sent their whole tribe or clan.”
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An Iraqi officer hands out weapons to Sunni tribesman at Camp 
Habbaniyah, in the city of Ramadi.

In Iraq, tribal 
allegiance is 
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It is also a possibility 
that Iraq is trying to 
put pressure on its 
American ally to 
provide even more 
robust support to 
Baghdad.


