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T 

he Iraqi parliament has 
passed a controversial 
law that makes the coun-
try’s Iranian-backed pre-
dominately Shia militias 

independent military entities of-
ficially part of the Iraqi armed 
forces.

The legislation is specific to mi-
litias grouped under the umbrella 
of the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF), which was formed follow-
ing a fatwa by Iraq’s most senior 
Shia cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani, calling on volunteers to 
take up arms against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) after the militants cap-
tured Mosul in June 2014.

The PMF has been a potent force 
in the fight against ISIS but some 
of its fighters have been accused of 
committing serious human rights 
violations, including summary ex-
ecutions and torture, against Sun-
ni Arab civilians.

The bill was supported by 208 of 
parliament’s 327 members despite 
strong objections from the coun-
try’s Sunni Arab lawmakers, who 
boycotted the voting session, say-
ing the law encouraged sectarian-
ism and division in Iraq.

The fact that most Sunni Arab 
members of parliament objected to 
the law indicates how unpopular it 
is within the country’s Sunni com-
munity in general. For Sunni Arabs 
who have decided not to take part 
in the political process in Iraq since 
the US-led 2003 invasion, the law 
vindicates their claims of being 
discriminated against. They view 
the post-2003 political and mili-
tary set-up as skewed to their com-
munity’s disadvantage.

Many of them accuse the PMF 
of having a sectarian agenda that 
goes beyond fighting ISIS, pointing 
to instances in which Shia militia 
leaders engaged in anti-Sunni rhet-
oric or openly expressed allegiance 
to Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei.

With the new bill, however, even 
Sunni Arab lawmakers who are 
part of the political process and 

have accepted dealing with the 
Shia-dominated government, are 
crying foul: They say that as Iraqi 
law recognises both the Kurdish 
peshmerga forces and the predom-
inately Shia PMF, why not legislate 
for an independent Sunni Arab 
force made up of locals to protect 
their own areas?

Some Sunni Arab members of 
parliament did not object to the 
bill in its entirety but wanted a 
40% quota to be reserved for Sunni 
Arab forces to protect their areas.

Supporters of the law say that 
there are already 30,000 Sunni 
fighters in the 140,000-strong PMF 
force but critics dispute that figure, 
saying that not only are the Sunni 
numbers inflated, but they have 
less say in decision-making on the 
ground.

Those in favour of the law say 
the sacrifices of the PMF should 
be rewarded and their fighters 
must be eligible for proper salaries 
and pensions, like members of the 
armed forces. Justifying the need 
for a long-term presence of the 
PMF, its supporters say that mili-
tias will always be needed, even 
after victory against ISIS because 
the threat of terror will remain.

They also point to the weakness 
of the army in dealing with ISIS 
and to its alleged corruption and 
lack of experience in street bat-
tles. Some supporters add that the 
law will help regulate the PMF as it 

brings it under tighter government 
control, requiring the militiamen 
to drop any political affiliations.

Some observers, however, fore-
see several challenges that could 
result from the law, going beyond 
the Sunni-Shia divide.

“At the moment, PMF fighters 
have proved highly capable in the 
fight against ISIS because of their 
high ideological motivation in ad-
dition to having a less restricting 
chain of command, which allows 
them to operate more freely and 
swiftly than the regular army” said 
Sadiq al-Taai, a London-based Ira-
qi writer and researcher.

“But once victory against ISIS 
is achieved, these fighters are not 
going to be content with being on 
standby, idly waiting for new or-
ders like the army,” added Taai. 
“Some of the senior commanders 
may want to go into politics, but 
many other fighters will find them-

selves ending up in war-free ar-
eas in the south, where they’re not 
welcome to meddle in the popula-
tion’s peacetime affairs.”

There are no guarantees that the 
newly incorporated PMF militia 
fighters would cut ties with their 
original financial and ideological 
backers, some of which are Iranian 
military and intelligence institu-
tions, noted Taai.

“Not only is there a threat of 
having a split between the PMF 
and the Iraqi army when it comes 
to following orders, but there are 
also fears of divisions within the 
PMF as it is ultimately made up of 
a number of rival factions, which 
are often at odds with each other 
outside the fight against ISIS,” said 
Taai.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.
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Iraqi Army soldiers fire mortar shells as they set a Shia flag bearing the likeness of Imam Hussein with Arabic words reading: “We are 
Husseinies and we will not kneel. Let the whole world hear us,” during their battle against ISIS, in Haj Ali village, south of Mosul,
on November 29th.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               (AP)
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Legitimising sectarian discrimination in Iraq

B
y all logical accounts, a 
sectarian government, 
such as the one in Iraq, 
cannot be expected to 
achieve anything that 
does not fit the 

sectarian mould in place since 
2005. It is also futile to expect 
citizenship, pluralistic democracy 
and a republican army and police 
to take root in terrain polluted by 
the insanity of ethnic and regional 
discrimination.

The Council of Representatives 
of Iraq recently gave its stamp 
of approval to the armed militia 
groups under the banner of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces and 
turned them into an integral part 
of the military institutions of the 
country, even assigning a budget 
for them. By doing so, it took Iraq 
beyond the evil of institutionalising 
sectarian rule and into the realm of 
legitimising sectarian militias.

Legitimising sectarian militias 
means that the state subscribes to 
the divisive ideologies professed 

by the sectarian gangs, the ethnic 
gangs and the regional gangs and is 
willing to work with the hierarchies 
controlling them.

Instead of gradually disarming 
and dismantling them and pushing 
them to cleanse their discourse of 
hate and reform their despicable 
behaviour, the state becomes 
an extension of the militias’ 
ideology and cover for them. Even 
worse, the state gives its stamp of 
approval to the past, present and 
future horrors perpetrated by these 
militias.

There is a difference between 
the soft and partial sectarian rule 
in Lebanon, for example, and the 
total sectarian hegemony in place 
in Iraq. In Lebanon, sectarianism 
is practised in some aspects of the 
governmental administration and 
some social domains. The army 
and security forces, on the other 
hand, remain free of a sectarian 
mentality and are a symbol of 
Lebanon’s wholeness. This is why 
people clearly distinguish between 
the Lebanese Army and Hezbollah 
forces.

It is thanks to their unbiased 
charters that the Lebanese armed 
forces saved Lebanon from falling 
into the quagmire of narrow 

sectarian interests and schemes on 
several occasions, the most recent 
of which was the dismantling of 
a terrorist network. Every time 
politicians in Lebanon call on the 
army to elect the president of the 
republic, the military institution 
gives its blessing to its commander-
in-chief, not out of concern of 
guaranteeing a Christian presence 
at the head of the executive but 
out of respect for the institution’s 
morality and line of conduct.

Sectarianism as practised in 
Lebanon lies in stark contrast to the 
totalitarian sectarianism practised 
in Iraq. The latter has gotten so bad 
that sectarian militias have become 
the reference for authority and are 
above accountability.

Total sectarianism in Iraq has 
weakened the administration, 
depressed the economy, wiped 
out civilised life and reduced the 
country to an incoherent jumble 
of ethnicities and sects. On the 
opposing side, it has produced 
generations of extremists living in 
complete asynchrony with their 
time and place.

This by no means should be 
understood as offering lame 
excuses for extremism by reducing 
terrorism to a reaction to total 

sectarianism. It does, however, 
follow that the loss of the notion of 
an inclusive state and citizenship 
lets in more than one supposition 
and justifies thinking outside 
the frame of state authority and 
the context of a country. In other 
words, it opens the doors for global 
terrorism.

Total sectarianism in Iraq has 
turned the state into the executive 
branch of certain sectarian groups, 
placed state institutions in the 
service of armed militias and 
mobilised resources and services 
for the benefit of a particular 
segment of the society. By so doing, 
it has placed Iraq and Yemen on the 
brink of destruction.

An independent judiciary, a 
participatory democracy and 
a republican military are all 
guarantees for the perpetuity of 
statehood. A failing state begins 
with the failure of one or, at worst, 
all of these pillars.

We are unfortunately witnessing 
the rise of total sectarianism in 
Iraq and Yemen, of total tribalism 
in Libya and of total regionalism in 
Syria.

Amine Ben Messaoud is a Tunisian 
writer and political analyst.
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