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O 

ne of the widely ac-
knowledged follies of 
the administrative re-
gime imposed on Iraq 
following the 2003 US-

led invasion was the decision to 
purge anyone associated with the 
defeated Ba’ath Party.

Thousands of Ba’athist officials, 
most of them Sunnis, were ousted 
from government jobs and de-
prived of their pensions, regard-
less of whether they were person-
ally implicated in the crimes of the 
Saddam Hussein regime.

The purge sowed seeds of a sense 
of victimisation among the minor-
ity Sunnis. In the face of repressive 
measures against the community 
by subsequent Shia-dominated 
governments and their militia al-
lies, some former Ba’athists allied 
themselves first with al-Qaeda and 
then with the Islamic State (ISIS).

In a memoir to be published on 
March 22nd, a former senior US offi-
cial reveals that the post-war plans 
were secretly discussed with Iran 
before and after the 2003 invasion.

Zalmay Khalilzad, a former US 
ambassador to Iraq and the United 
Nations, said US officials met in 
Geneva with Mohammad Javad Za-
rif, then Iran’s ambassador to the 
United Nations and now foreign 
minister.

Zarif wanted to see power 
quickly transferred to Iraqi exiles, 
along with a widespread purge of 
Ba’athists, which Khalilzad said he 

opposed. His strategy was for an 
interim government that would in-
clude those who had remained in 
Saddam’s Iraq.

The arguments for a purge pre-
vailed but, in the years since the 
2003 invasion, Iraq’s continuing 
political turmoil has prompted 
moves to revive and reintegrate the 
Ba’ath as a means of healing sectar-
ian rifts.

As early as 2007, Nuri al-Maliki, 
the Shia prime minister, and Jalal 
Talabani, the Kurdish president of 
Iraq from 2005 to 2013, approved 
a draft law allowing many former 
Ba’athists to return to their govern-
ment jobs. The move was actively 
promoted by the United States, 
reversing its support for the ini-

tial, short-sighted purge that so al-
ienated the Sunnis who had kept 
Saddam in power.

In 2009, provincial elections pro-
duced a strong showing in Sunni 
regions for the Iraqi National Pro-
ject of Saleh al-Mutlaq, a former 
Ba’athist expelled from the party in 
1977. The poll outcome was seen as 
a reflection of a growing Ba’athist 
revival. Mutlaq, who had opposed 
a constitutional provision ban-
ning former Ba’athists, was himself 
barred from standing for election in 
2010 because of his political ties.

The Maliki government had 
previously invited exiled former 
Ba’athist army officers to return 
and take up jobs as part of recon-
structing national unity. Not every-

one was convinced.
Maliki’s successor and current 

prime minister, Haider al-Abadi, 
rejected any engagement with the 
Ba’athists. “They allowed al-Qaeda 
to enter the country, and they were 
involved in the killing of hundreds 
of Iraqis,” he said at the time. “How 
could such a party return to the po-
litical process?”

Such visceral opposition to a re-
vival of the hated Ba’ath has not, 
however, dimmed speculation that 
it might have some role to play. In 
a recent analysis, Dani Tahrawi, 
editor-in-chief of the Iraq Monitor, 
questioned whether one of Iraq’s 
most notorious political parties 
could make a comeback after 13 
years in exile.

Tahrawi said the Ba’athist argu-
ment was that their party’s plat-
form of supporting pan-Arabism 
defused sectarianism and united 
Iraqis around nationalistic themes. 
He also noted their assertion that 
their brand of secularism “dis-
tanced mainstream Shias from rad-
ical Iranian political currents and 
helped integrate Iraq’s many mi-
norities into the private and public 
sectors”.

He acknowledged that history 
belies this narrative and even mem-
bers of the reorganised Ba’ath Party 
admit that Saddam went off track. 

“While the Iraqi Ba’ath Party’s role 
in implementing the crimes of 
Saddam is undeniable,” Tahrawi 
observed, “the Ba’ath Party’s na-
tionalist sentiment still resonates 
with many Iraqis frustrated by for-
eign meddling and internal corrup-
tion.”

Writing on the Fikra Forum web-
site, Tahrawi said: “The unrelent-
ing and adamant insistence on a 
ban of any iteration of the Ba’ath 
Party makes little sense when the 
rest of the country is in shambles.”

He concluded: “If brought back 
into the political process, a new 
Ba’athist Party might once again 
be used to crush radical political 
and religious ideologies and move-
ments in Iraq, this time avoiding 
the pitfalls of Saddam’s regime and 
returning as an ally to the West.”

His thesis relies on the logic that 
Ba’athist ideology was basically 
sound but was abused by those, 
such as Saddam, who implemented 
it and made it synonymous with 
his brutal regime. That may prove a 
hard argument to swallow for those 
who suffered the depredations of 
Ba’athist regimes in Iraq and Syria. 
It also raises the question of wheth-
er a pan-Arab movement can truly 
serve a multi-ethnic, multi-confes-
sional society. It may be that nostal-
gia for the Ba’ath is more of a symp-
tom of the depths of Iraq’s disorder 
than it is a solution.

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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A 2003 file picture shows a US Marines cargo helicopter flying 
over Ba’ath party headquarters in the northern Iraqi city of Mosul.
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L 

eading two large anti-cor-
ruption protests in Bagh-
dad, influential Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr is send-
ing a clear message that he 

does not support Iraqi Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi and his policies.

On consecutive Fridays — Febru-
ary 26th and March 4th — tens of 
thousands of Sadr followers poured 
into the streets of Baghdad in an 
unprecedented show against the 
government. Sadr’s political bloc is 
the main party in parliament.

Sadr called for an end to corrup-
tion among officials and a reshuf-
fling of the cabinet, which shows 
his disappointment with the slow 
pace of enacting the reforms Abadi 
had promised.

Some of those Sadr demanded 
leave government because of cor-
ruption had been his supporters.

Salam Qassim, a Baghdad-based 
political analyst, pointed out that 
Sadr had ignored corruption of his 
bloc’s ministers since 2003, but is 
now leading anti-government pro-
tests.

“Obviously, Sadr wants to de-
pict himself as the long-awaited 
saviour. Iraqis are looking for a mi-
raculous hero to fix the mess. Sadr 
decided to play the hero of reform,” 
Qassim said.

Responding to protests, which 
began last summer, Abadi prom-
ised political and economic reforms 
but met resistance from powerful 
political leaders keen to protect 
their interests.

Adding to the turmoil, Iraq’s top 
Shia cleric, Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, 
has quit delivering weekly sermons 
on politics and government corrup-
tion, which led many Iraqis to be-

lieve that he had grown frustrated 
with the government’s inability to 
solve the country’s problems.

Iraq is plagued by a worsening 
economic crisis brought about by 
low oil prices, rampant corruption 
and the costly war against Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants.

“Abadi’s failure to address the 
country’s problems has damaged 
his image among Iraqis. Also, it 
might have encouraged a frustrated 
Sadr to take the lead,” said Qassim.

During one of the rallies, Sadr 
warned Abadi that his position is 
“at stake” if he fails to take deci-
sive action against corruption. The 
cleric threatened that his follow-
ers would storm the Green Zone, 
a sprawling compound in central 

Baghdad that houses government 
offices and foreign embassies.

“This government has abandoned 
its people, who are struggling to 
survive death, fear, starvation and 
unemployment,” Sadr said.

Abadi said political reforms can-
not be done “under threat and mo-
bilisation of masses”.

Sadr’s actions alarmed other in-
fluential Shias. Senior Shia leaders 
issued a statement after a March 
6th meeting in Karbala criticising 
attempts by unnamed people to 
unilaterally control decision-mak-
ing — an implicit reference to Sadr.

Sadr responded by suspending 
the participation of his political 
bloc in meetings of the Shia Iraqi 
National Alliance.

Political analyst Hamid al-Khaz-
alie said Sadr might have crossed 
red lines set by his Shia partners 
who are worried that an “uncon-
trollable” cleric is distracting Shias 
from the fight against “the ISIS wolf 
lurking outside the gates of Bagh-
dad”.

“Sadr has picked the wrong time 
to achieve the radical change,” 
Khazalie said.

“Any division among Shias now 
will only serve Daesh,” Amir Abdul-
Zahra, a Shia resident of Baghdad, 
said using an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

“Sadr remained silent for sev-
eral years over the corruption of 
his own ministers and government 
officials. Why is he suddenly jump-

ing on that?”
Two Sadrist officials, former 

deputy prime minister for Energy 
Affairs Bahaa al-Araji and Industry 
Minister Mohammed al-Daraji, who 
face corruption charges, attended 
the protests. That drew mockery on 
social media, with some question-
ing the credibility of Sadr’s reform 
claims.

One picture posted on Facebook 
showed Daraji leading protesters in 
Baghdad, with the comment: “Cor-
rupt official leads a rally against 
corruption.”

Sameer N. Yacoub, an Iraqi 
journalist in Michigan, has covered 
Iraqi affairs for more than two 
decades.
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Followers of Iraq’s Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr demonstrate in Tahrir Square, Baghdad, last February.
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