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T
he United States’ presidential election season is finally 
over and with it have ended the bigotry, nativist 
rhetoric and naked Islamophobia that marked the cam-
paign. At least, that is the hope.

After 18 months of tense campaigning in which 
anti-Muslim stereotyping became part of the electoral 
narrative, there is hope and expectation around the 

world — and especially in the Middle East and North Africa 
 (MENA) — of a more reasonable and balanced tone from US
President-elect Donald Trump.

His administration faces enormous challenges regarding the 
region. First, it must address the anxiety aroused by candidate 
Trump’s calls for a wholesale ban on the entry of Muslims into the 
United States. Muslims around the world have themselves suffered 
the most from Islamic extremism and its terrorist manifestations.

Then, it must show a better understanding of the security con-
cerns of the Arab Gulf countries especially considering Tehran’s 
unbridled ambitions.

And crucially, the new administration must take a step back from 
Trump’s dangerous promise that, if elected, his administration 
would transfer the US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

It would take more than an American president’s opinion on the 
US embassy’s location to change the status of Jerusalem but such a 
unilateral move could be incendiary. It would ignite smouldering 
embers into a regional fire. Any US administration has the obliga-
tion to work instead for a fair and lasting peace between Israel and 
the Palestinians not to fan the flames of war and violence.

What can the world and the MENA region expect come January 
20th and the inauguration of the new administration?

First, that President Trump must be markedly different from 
candidate Trump. Before he won the election November 8th, 
Trump indicated that his “America First” policy would mean his eye 
was fixed on the domestic landscape. The new US president should 
uphold the values of a principled, tolerant and open America. 
Insularity is not a tenable posture even for the world’s greatest 
superpower.

Trump has also promised that nation-building in the MENA 
region will not be America’s business. That is to be welcomed, even 
if only because Washington will be hence less meddlesome and less 
prone to disastrous military interventions in the region.

That said, Trump’s America cannot just walk away from it all. 
Washington must play its part in promoting peace, stability and 
prosperity in the MENA region. That would mean containing Iran 
and its aggressive designs. The United States has an obvious role to 
play resolving the Palestinian-Israeli problem. Trump’s pledge that 
his administration would play a “significant role in helping the 
parties to achieve a just, lasting peace” is a first step in the right 
direction although it does not yet demonstrate a willingness to play 
the role of an honest broker.  Washington must as well continue to 
help in the fight against the Islamic State (ISIS) and other terrorist 
groups. It must also show that migrants deserve respect and 
empathy not demonisation.

The MENA region has endured enough wars and violence in the 
past few years and does not need any additional instability due to 
new policies from Washington.

After the election
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The path to real 
national reconciliation
in Iraq

T
here have been 
increasing calls for 
national reconcilia-
tion in Iraq, particu-
larly from Shia-led 
political parties such 

as Ammar Al-Hakim’s Islamic 
Supreme Council of Iraq. This 
comes at a time when the Mosul 
offensive is in full swing and 
Iraq’s politicians are looking 
ahead to the post-Islamic State 
(ISIS) reality.

Of course, calls such as this 
have been issued in the past and 
they were issued for the same rea-
son — to push for an increasingly 
sectarian political system not for 
any real reconciliation.

What kind of national reconcili-
ation is being called for? Is this a 
political or social reconciliation? 
And between who? Are we talk-
ing of an ethnic reconciliation 
between Iraq’s different ethnic 
groups, between Arabs and Kurds? 
Or a sectarian one, between Sun-
nis and Shias? Just what will the 
political atmosphere be like in a 
post-ISIS Iraq?

One view is that there was never 
historically any ethnic or sectarian 
conflict in Iraq and any tensions 
were purely political even if the 
parties involved were raising eth-
nic or sectarian slogans. It was the 
Americans who imposed the Shia-
Sunni-Kurdish political formula 
that has ruled the country since 
2003. It was this overtly sectarian 
formula that ultimately led to the 
rise of the sectarian project and 
the establishment of Shia parties.

Over the past 15 years or so, we 
have seen these parties ruling 
in the name of sectarianism but 
failing to secure anything for their 
homeland. We saw the draft-
ing of an ambiguous constitu-
tion that blessed this new era of 
sectarianism, rather than seeking 
to promote unity and citizenship. 
This, of course, led to even greater 
ethnic and sectarian tensions 
and divisions to the point that 
Iraq’s Kurds are eyeing independ-
ence and its Sunnis and Shias are 
locked in ceaseless political battle.

Post-2003 Arab Sunnis, who 
had been on top for so long 
under Saddam Hussein, found 
themselves at the mercy of Iraq’s 
Shias, who were handed the 
reins of power. The so-called de-
Ba’athification law was particu-
larly harmful and used to settle 
scores, plunging the country 
into chaos after the military and 
security apparatus was effectively 
disbanded. At the same time, 
there was increasing nepotism 
and corruption by those who were 

new to power and knew that they 
now had a free hand to do as they 
liked.

This led to the rise of al-Qaeda 
in Iraq in the mid-2000s. It was 
eventually defeated, thanks to the 
efforts of Sunni Arab tribes and 
the Anbar Awakening. However, 
there were always complaints 
that these Awakening forces were 
not receiving support from the 
authorities and they were dis-
banded by Baghdad’s sectarian 
government after their victory 
that refused to integrate them into 
the security services.

We saw the return of al-Qaeda 
in Iraq in the guise of ISIS, with 
many analysts making a direct 
link between Baghdad’s policies 
towards Arab Sunnis and the rise 
of ISIS, which is said to be made-
up of former Ba’athists, angry 
local Sunni Arabs and foreign 
fighters.

So, if Arab Sunnis felt humili-
ated and disenfranchised in Iraq, 
what about after the defeat of 
ISIS? All signs indicate that there 
is scant chance that Iraq’s govern-
ment is set to change its poli-
cies towards the Sunnis. We are 
potentially looking at even greater 
ethnic and sectarian tensions, as 
can be seen in the prominent role 
that the Shia-led Popular Mobili-
sation Forces (PMF) are playing in 
the liberation of Mosul.

Have those who are calling for 
national reconciliation issued any 
guarantees that the future will be 
different from the past? That they 
intend to abandon their sectarian 
policies to welcome the disen-
franchised Sunnis into the fold of 
a pluralistic society that does not 
discriminate against them? Will 
the PMF be disbanded in the same 
way that its Sunni counterparts, 
the Awakening Movement, was, or 
will their new powers be formal-
ised?

Real reconciliation would mean 
to heal Iraq’s shattered infrastruc-
ture and social cohesion, which 
was destroyed by sectarianism. 
Real reconciliation would be as-
suring every Iraqi — whatever his 
or her faith or ethnic or sectarian 
background — that they would 
be treated equally on the basis of 
citizenship alone.

Real reconciliation would be the 
inception of a new political sys-
tem that does away with sectari-
anism and achieves social justice 
and freedom. Is the national 
reconciliation that is being called 
for the same thing?

Majid al-Samarai is an Iraqi 
writer.
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Real 
reconciliation 
would mean to 
heal Iraq’s 
shattered social 
cohesion, which 
was destroyed 
by sectarianism.


