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Baghdad

T 

he Iraqi Army’s long-
awaited push towards 
the Islamic State-held 
city of Falluja is diverting 
attention from growing 

tension between Shia factions and 
could unify them against their com-
mon enemy, the ISIS jihadists — at 
least temporarily.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi on May 23rd announced the 
beginning of operations to retake 
Falluja, which fell under Islamic 
State (ISIS) control in January 2014, 
promising that the “Iraqi flag will 
fly high” once more over the city.

Less than a day into the battle, 
Iraqi forces secured the nearby 
town of Garma, cutting one of the 
last ISIS supply lines to the city 
65km west of Baghdad, said Ma-
jor-General Ismail al-Mahalawi, 
the head of the Anbar Operations 
Command. Other routes linking 
Falluja with cities in the vast Anbar 
province in western Iraq had been 
blocked by the Iraqi Army for sev-
eral weeks, he said.

“It’s only a matter of time that we 
will be celebrating another victory, 
this time in Falluja,” Mahalawi said.

Abdul-Karim al-Aloussi, an in-
ternational law professor at the 
University of Anbar, said diverting 
attention from tensions in Bagh-
dad to Falluja was imperative. “The 
situation was so difficult that it re-
quired a quick move to pacify the 
peaking tensions, especially be-
tween Abadi and al-Sadr,” Aloussi 
said, referring to powerful Shia 
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, who locked 
horns with the prime minister over 
the pace of what he sees as inad-

equate reforms.
Although the territory under ISIS 

control has been steadily shrinking 
for months, the jihadists have still 
been able to carry out attacks in 
Iraq and in neighbouring Syria.

ISIS carried out a barrage of sui-
cide attacks in Baghdad starting 
May 15th that hit crowded markets, 
checkpoints, a restaurant, a café 
and a gas plant — mostly in Shia ar-
eas — killing more than 200 people. 
The start of the attacks came five 
days before ISIS abandoned Rutba, 
another city in Anbar near the bor-
der with Jordan, sending its fighters 
north-east to Qaim, close to the Syr-
ian border.

The Baghdad assaults stoked an-
ger, rather than fear, particularly at 
the political elite, and Shia protest-
ers stormed into the heavily forti-
fied Green Zone housing govern-
ment buildings. Police responded 
by firing tear gas and warning shots 
into the air. Scores were wounded 
in the incident on May 20th, which 
stoked simmering tensions be-
tween Shia factions.

Historically, Falluja is known 
as an important religious hub for 
Iraq’s Sunni minority. Its skyline is 
adorned with hundreds of mina-
rets, making it known as the City 
of Mosques. Once a small trading 
post on the Euphrates, built on the 
crossroads for routes from Saudi 
Arabia and Jordan, Falluja was one 
of the first places in Iraq where the 
hard-line Wahhabi ideology took 
root. Many of its tribesmen pledged 
allegiance to ISIS in revenge against 
the Shia-dominated government 
that had ostracised them.

Iraqi state media on May 25th 
showed video of Falluja residents 
fleeing along what the army said 
was an “eastern corridor” it had 
cleared for them to escape the city. 
Welfare workers said the corridor 

on the Euphrates west of Baghdad 
was closed and the crowd were be-
ing diverted to Rutba and other An-
bar cities further west.

“You will emerge victorious, 
God willing,” shouted a group of 
women. Others, all clad in black, 
ululated and some held children’s 
hands as they ran across a narrow, 
dusty path between pale brick and 
cement buildings to safety. Men 
waving long white flags were seen 
embracing Shia forces, with the 
elderly weeping, as boys signalled 
“V” for victory.

“Those who are fleeing Falluja 
only live on its outskirts but not 
the centre where ISIS has restricted 

their movement, apparently to use 
them as human shields in a show-
down with the army,” said Taleb 
al-Jumeili, 29, an engineer who is 
trapped in Falluja with thousands 
of other residents.

“We’re frightened and we don’t 
know what to do but it’s all in God’s 
hands,” Jumeili said over the tel-
ephone, his voice crackling.

Another Falluja resident, for-
mer teacher Muhannad al-Janabi, 
33, said people “are so afraid that 
women and children may just die 
of fear, not by the army’s air strikes 
targeting ISIS”.

“The jihadists are also nervous,” 
Janabi said, noting that ISIS esti-

mated 30 of its fighters were killed 
in the May 23rd initial round of 
shelling. He said at least 100 civil-
ians were killed and scores were 
wounded.

Ismail Hamoudi, an independent 
legal consultant, said Abadi’s plan, 
clearly sanctioned by the Ameri-
cans, was a “master stroke”.

“He really played up the jihad-
ists by saying the battle over Falluja 
was still distant to veer off attention 
from the actual plan,” Hamoudi 
said.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.
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Iraqi federal police covered in dust arrive to join the forces surrounding Falluja, 65km west of 
Baghdad, on May 24th.

Historically, Falluja is 
known as an important 
religious hub for Iraq’s 
Sunni minority.

ISIS carried out a 
barrage of suicide 
attacks in Baghdad 
starting May 15th.
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A 

fter years marred with 
failures and setbacks, 
public anger is mount-
ing against prominent 
religious parties that 

have ruled Iraq since 2003.
Desperate Iraqis are losing faith 

in powerful Shia Muslim parties, 
partly because the parties failed to 
bring stability, prosperity and pro-
gress to the war-ravaged country. 
Instead, the system has produced 
large pockets of poverty, bloody 
sectarian strife, street robberies 
and kidnappings in broad-daylight 
and, above all, widespread political 
chaos in which politicians count on 
foreign support to stay in power.

Criticism is openly directed at 
senior clerics who were, until re-
cently, considered untouchable.

“Iraq’s clerics must be stripped of 
their powers and be brought to jus-
tice for the crimes they committed 
against Iraq and Iraqis,” said Musab 
al-Taei, 22, a university student of 
international politics.

Taei said some cabinet ministers 
affiliated with the clerics through 
personal contact or party affiliation 
“are corrupt”.

“Those ministers specifically and 
the clerics supporting them should 
be put on trial and the money they 
stole from the treasury must be re-
trieved so that they would be a les-
son to others in the future,” he said.

“Enough is enough,” he shouted, 
saying that religious parties in Iraq 
must be dissolved.

Islamist parties have dominated 
Iraqi politics since the overthrow of 
dictator Saddam Hussein following 
the 2003 US-led invasion.

At first, both Shia and Sunni re-
ligious parties enjoyed strong sup-
port. Leaders of the parties claimed 
they had ideal solutions for the 
country’s problems; yet, the expe-
rience was bitter.

The country has been plagued 
with widespread corruption, mis-
management, poverty and a costly 
war against Islamic State (ISIS) mil-
itants, who seized about one-third 
of the country during a stunning 
blitz in 2014.

The retreat of Islamic parties al-
lowed for the resurrection of secu-
lar movements that have been lead-
ing protests for more than a year, 
demanding corrupt cabinet minis-
ters linked to Islamic religious par-
ties be replaced with independent 
technocrats.

The secular protesters, joined 
by larger numbers of supporters of 
radical Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, 
almost succeeded in forcing Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to 
end the sectarian power-sharing 
formula.

At the last minute, however, Aba-
di bowed to pressure from religious 
parties, which insisted on bringing 
their own technocrat candidates. 
As a result, angry crowds stormed 
the fortified Green Zone, which 
houses the parliament building and 

other important government offic-
es in late April.

That prompted lawmakers and 
senior officials and their families to 
flee the area. No groups loyal to the 
ruling religious parties showed up 
to protect their leaders, who have 
had to rely on US and Iranian sup-
port to maintain power.

Abadi, from the Shia Islamic 
Dawa Party, has survived a wave 
of criticism of his inaction and de-
mands to replace him after strong 
Iranian and US interference in his 
favour.

Experts in Baghdad say that both 
main players — Tehran and Wash-
ington — do not want dramatic or 
sudden changes in Iraq as the US 
elections are approaching and the 
war against ISIS is entering a deli-
cate stage.

“All the parties participating in 
the government are still in power 

because Iran and US want this, 
even if it is against the will of the 
Iraqi people,” Baghdad resident 
Salam Qassim said. “We’re fed up.”

The growing influence of secular 
movements alarmed religious par-
ties. The head of Dawa party, for-
mer prime minister Nuri al-Maliki, 
warned that secular movements 
are taking advantage of public re-
sentment to target “the Islamist 
project (in Iraq) and Islam, as a re-
ligion”.

“The secularists are not after re-
forms. They are saying that Islam-
ists must leave their government 

positions and go to their mosques,” 
added Maliki during a party meet-
ing at the height of anti-corruption 
protests. Many Iraqis blame Maliki, 
who served two terms as prime 
minister, for most of the country’s 
current problems.

“During the past 13 years, reli-
gious parties achieved one success, 
which is stealing public funds and 
igniting sectarian hatred among 
Iraqi people,” said Iraqi secular ac-
tivist Ali Sadoun.

Sunni lawmaker Hamid al-Mut-
laq said ruling Islamic parties and 
their leaders lacked any vision to 
build a strong state.

“Instead, they had a clear vision 
and a good plan to make their per-
sonal ambitions a top priority at the 
expense of the nation and people,” 
Mutlaq said.

A sign of the public resentment is 
the unprecedented vocal criticism 
directed against senior Shia clerics 
who head some of the religious par-
ties.

For the past several months, pro-
testers in Iraqi cities shouted “in 
the name of religion, the thieves 
stole from us”, in an apparent ref-
erence to the leaders of religious 
groups. Local television present-
ers openly lashed out at senior Shia 
clerics, who were until recently 
considered above criticism, and 
linked them to corruption.

“Today, Iraqi people are aware 
that these sectarian parties brought 
only disaster to them. Thus, such 
groups which use Islam for politi-
cal purposes have no future in this 
country,” said Sadoun.

Muhanad al-Hussam, a 
pseudonym used for safety 
reasons, is an Iraqi journalist who 
has reported on Iraq for 17 years.
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Shia clerics study at a religious school called Hawza Ilmiyya 
where Shia Muslim clerics are trained in Najaf south of Baghdad.

After years marred 
with failures and 
setbacks, public anger 
is mounting against 
prominent religious 
parties.

“Today, Iraqi 
people are aware 
that these 
sectarian parties 
brought only 
disaster to them.”

Iraqi activist Ali Sadoun


