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H 

e’s back. Major-Gener-
al Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of Iran’s 
elite al-Quds revolu-
tionary guards force, 

was reported to have crossed into 
Iraq in mid-August to play a “major 
role” in the liberation of Mosul from 
its Islamic State (ISIS) occupiers.

Iran’s allies in the predominantly 
Shia Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) militias have presented it as a 
fait accompli that Soleimani would 
play a central part in a forthcom-
ing offensive to recover the mainly 
Sunni city.

It is unlikely, however, that other 
forces ranged against ISIS — from 
the Kurdish peshmerga to Sunni 
tribal elements to the US-led in-
ternational coalition — will accept 
what appears to be an Iranian at-
tempt to dominate the campaign to 
reconquer Iraq’s second largest city.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, constrained by having to 
juggle the demands of a plethora of 
domestic and international allies, 
has praised the positive role of Ira-
nian advisers in the confrontation 
with ISIS but he has yet to spell out 
where Soleimani might fit into the 
campaign.

With the Americans conceding 
that their efforts to reconstitute the 
Iraqi Army have been slower and 
less successful than anticipated, 
Abadi has been pushed towards 
a greater reliance on the Iranian-

backed militias, despite the danger 
that their presence in Sunni ar-
eas might generate more sectarian 
strife.

The Americans, who have their 
own advisers in Iraq to assist local 
elements, such as the Iraqi Army 
and the Kurds, say they do not 
know for sure that Soleimani is 
there.

“I can’t confirm what Soleimani 
is doing,” US Army Colonel Chris 
Garver, the US military spokesman 
in Baghdad, said on August 16th. “If 
he’s in the country or not, I’m not 
sure.”

As for the Iranian-backed Shia mi-
litias, estimated to number 100,000 
men, the Americans had not spot-
ted any of them near peshmerga 
lines south of Mosul, Garver said.

The PMF announced Soleimani’s 
latest mission on August 6th. “The 
presence of General Soleimani in 
the operations to free Mosul and 
Nineveh province is necessary and 
General Soleimani is the greatest 
adviser that has helped the Iraqi 
government in the war against 
ISIS,” PMF spokesman Ahmad al-
Asadi said.

Iran’s Fars News Agency quoted 
Asadi as saying that Iranian advis-
ers were in Iraq “at the request of 
the Iraqi government” and had 
played a key role in most operations 
conducted by the PMF.

Asadi was speaking just a week 
after he revealed that Abadi had 
formalised the role of the militias 
in February by ordering the PMF’s 
incorporation as an “independent 
military formation” within Iraq’s 
security forces.

That would put it on a par with 
Soleimani’s al-Quds Force, the elite 
wing of the powerful Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
which conducts foreign military 
operations and controls proxy Shia 
forces such as the PMF across the 
Middle East.

Saudi Arabia’s Al Arabiya Tel-
evision aired a related document it 

identified as a signed executive or-
der from Abadi which, among other 
things, confirmed that the militia 
formation would include its own 
leadership, a general staff, fighting 
formations and brigades.

The reported order could be in-
terpreted as an attempt by the gov-
ernment to exert state control over 
the militias. It establishes them 
as part of the Iraqi armed forces, 
linked to the Iraqi general com-
mand. Political activity within its 
ranks is nominally banned. Howev-
er, the move could equally be seen 
as a further Iranian encroachment 
into the national decision-making 
process of Abadi’s Shia-dominated 
government.

Tehran has been steadily increas-
ing its influence in Iraq in recent 
years, particularly after US forces 
withdrew in December 2011.

On the ground, it is too early to 
say what part the Shia militias will 
play in the liberation of Mosul, de-
spite the propaganda surround-
ing Soleimani’s central role. As 
of mid-August most attention fo-
cused on the success of the Kurdish 
peshmerga in recapturing villages 
within 20km of the city as part of 
preparations for a final push later in 
the year.

Abdulrahman al-Rashed, head of 
Al Arabiya, recently speculated that 
Iran could become the graveyard of 
the Iranian regime, which would be 
bogged down in a country where 
even the support of fellow Shias is 
limited.

“The (Shia) majority runs the 
state and does not need an external 
power because it is the dominant 
power,” he wrote in Saudi Arabia’s 
Asharq al-Awsat newspaper.

“Most of the intelligence and lo-
gistical support is provided by the 

Americans and most of the fighting 
is carried out by Iraqis.”

Garver, meanwhile, confirmed 
there was no American coordina-
tion with Iran. “We’re not working 
with them in any way,” he briefed 
Pentagon correspondents.

“We are coordinating with the 
government of Iraq and we’ve got 
60 other nations that we’re coordi-

nating with in support of that fight.”
Garver was asked whether he 

thought swapping ISIS with Irani-
an-backed militias was just trading 
one terrorist group for another.

“I think any force that’s operat-
ing inside the country of Iraq is of 
concern to the government of Iraq,” 
he said. “It’s their issue to be con-
cerned with.”
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A December 2015 file picture shows Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps commander Qassem Soleimani (L) standing with fighters in 
Anbar province.

Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani was 
reported to have 
crossed into Iraq in 
mid-August to play a 
“major role” in the 
liberation of Mosul.

It is unlikely that other 
forces ranged against 
ISIS will accept this.
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Iraq’s cultural Dark Age

I
raq is going through its own 
Dark Age in which culture 
has been strangled for fear 
that arts such as music and 
theatre offend Islam. The 
Dark Age has seen few 

scientific, artistic or economic 
developments in post-Saddam 
Iraq and sectarian conflict is just 
shy of descending into civil war.

There are, however, attempts to 
promote culture. Some audience 
members at a recent performance 
at the National Theatre in Bagh-
dad chatted loudly, angering an 
older man. “You ask me to respect 
your Hussain, then you should 
respect my [theatre],” he shouted, 
referring to the Shia Imam Hus-
sain, killed in battle with Sunni 
foes in 680.

The outburst highlights the rift 
within Iraq between those who 
follow the arts and those who fol-
low religious edicts. Recently, the 
religious route has been far wider 
and freethought and development 
have been limited with words 
spoken by religious jurists deemed 
sacrosanct.

The streets of Baghdad, once 
famed for their beauty and archi-
tecture, now have views obstruct-
ed by a coating of tasteless posters 

of religious sayings or sectarian 
leaders, considered by many to be 
corrupt.

Speaking out against such divi-
sive placards can be dangerous as 
if these figures’ role in society is 
not to be doubted. Iraqi cultural 
heritage is being overlooked in 
favour of new religious practices, 
such as the 18 million-man annual 
march from Najaf to Karbala com-
memorating the death of Imam 
Hussain. The country shuts down 
for nearly a month, a shock to both 
the economy and security forces 
that are pulled from front lines to 
protect pilgrims.

Ironically, David Levering Lewis 

in his book God’s Crucible explains 
that if it were not for the Arabs of 
Iraqi heritage, such as Ishaq al-
Kindi, Hasan ibn al-Haythem and 
Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khwar-
izmi, Europe would not have 
escaped its own Dark Ages and 
achieved the Renaissance.

Art and culture have always 
been the centre of inspiration and 
development of nations. Once a 
country begins to see the beauty in 
art and culture, there is a reduced 
tendency to highlight differences 
between sects, as what unites a 
population is greater than what 
separates it.

Iraq needs to have a Renaissance 

of its own. Grandiose cinemas, 
once the centre of arts and films in 
the region, such as the Zawraa Cin-
ema, now lie derelict. The Zawraa 
Cinema on Rasheed Street used to 
be the site of premieres of art-nou-
veau movies. The Cannes of the 
Middle East is now a warehouse.

The street itself used to be home 
to fashion stores, coffee shops and 
bookshops. Sadly, the last book 
shop, Mackenzie Library, closed 
in late 2015. Stores, previously 
promoting Iraq’s diversity, now 
sell less glamorous items, such as 
petrol generators.

The government’s failure to pro-
vide security and basic amenities 
for its citizens has resulted in the 
population being less interested 
in culture than in its own basic 
survival.

The foundation of the new Iraq 
was formed on sectarian divisions, 
bringing the differences between 
Iraqis to the forefront of politics. 
The very purpose of arts and cul-
ture is to unite people in question-
ing what divides them.

It is high time we promote cul-
ture, as it is through the arts that 
we can escape the vicious grip of 
division and conflict. This, how-
ever, is a long process; deep-seated 
ideological differences will take 
years to resolve before any change 
is seen.
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Baghdad’s Zawraa Cinema, now derelict.                                                   (Photo by: Ahmed Twaij)


