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T 

here is an increas-
ingly disturbing trend 
in the media to indi-
rectly whitewash the 
disastrous Western 
military intervention-
ism that led to the 

destruction of Iraq as a function-
ing country. Rather than come to 
terms with the undeniable fact that 
the US-led invasion in 2003 was 
ethically, morally and even stra-
tegically wrong, there has been a 
concerted attempt to paint the Iraqi 
Ba’athist regime as an Arab ana-
logue to the Nazis.

After the second world war, 
there was something of a Nazi 
resistance in Germany for a 
short time. Participants of the 
movement, rather theatrically 
known as the Werewolves, 
were primarily used as tools of 
propaganda. Fanatical citizens 
enamoured by Nazi ideology would 
continue the fight behind enemy 
lines as the Allies dismantled the 
Third Reich.

In Iraq’s case, the resistance 
against US occupation has been 
variously mischaracterised as 
either Ba’athist in nature or based 
on extremist Sunni ideologies, 
such as those espoused by 
terrorist groups, including al-
Qaeda. These mischaracterisations 
have adopted a whole new trend 
and have created an Iraqi version 
of the Werewolves — the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

A common, almost rehearsed 
refrain repeated by many pundits 
and analysts is that the Ba’athist 
regime, once degraded and forced 
from power, decided to form 
a dark alliance with extremist 
Sunnis from al-Qaeda and the 
result of this unholy marriage was 
ISIS.

The story goes that figures from 
the Saddam Hussein regime fell on 
hard times and sought to reassert 
power by any means necessary. 
After fleeing to Syria, ruled by a 
competing branch of the Ba’ath 
Party, the Iraqi Ba’athists were 
put in touch with radical jihadists 
and formed the nucleus of the ISIS 
we know today. If true, this 
would be damning evidence 
that the Ba’athists were hardly 
different from the Nazis who 
seized power to launch a genocidal 
utopia.

Isn’t it too simplistic, however, 
to lay the blame for ISIS on 
power-hungry, angry and 
genocidal Ba’athists? Is it not too 
easy to accuse a near voiceless 
political party of being behind 
the genesis of one of the most 
mortifying terrorist threats the 
world has seen? After all, if the 
Iraqi Ba’athists were inclined to 
the kind of horrifying violence 
ISIS has unleashed over the past 
few years, why did we not see 
any signs of this during the many 
decades that they ruled?

To be certain, the Ba’athists 
under Saddam were responsible 
for numerous crimes. They 
targeted and killed Kurds 
ruthlessly as draconian collective 
punishment for separatist Kurdish 

terrorism. They repressed and 
suppressed dissenting voices, 
casting thousands into prisons 
and torture dungeons and forcing 
many Iraqis to flee their homes 
as political refugees all over the 
world.

However, there has never been 
any proven link between the 
Iraqi Ba’ath Party and radical 
religious organisations. Those 
intelligence officers who fled 
to Syria and began associating 
with the likes of al-Qaeda are not 
necessarily representative of the 
Ba’athist political movement. This 
reductionism conveniently leaves 
out the fact that, after the fall of 
Saddam’s regime, the Ba’athists 
splintered into different groups.

There are now Ba’athists in 
Iraq, across the Arab world and 
even in the West. Many of these 
splinter groups disagree with one 
another and almost no Ba’athist 
has come out and adopted ISIS’s 
ideology. Also, if the Ba’athists 
were behind ISIS, then why was 
the Ba’athist Jaysh Rijal al-Tariqa 
al-Naqshabandiya attacked by ISIS 
in 2014? The group known as JRTN 
is, of course, led by former senior 
Saddam aide and Ba’ath Party 
veteran Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri. 
Anyone who knows Douri’s history 
will know that he’s hardly Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi.

While there are undoubtedly 
former Ba’athists involved in ISIS 
on an organisational level, this 
unhealthy focus on the Ba’ath 
Party being responsible for ISIS 
is a falsehood. To understand the 
origins of ISIS, one need only look 
to the extremism that the US-led 
invasion allowed to enter Iraq by 
creating chaos, unleashing Iranian 
sectarianism in the country and 
failing to create a national polity 
that Iraqis could get behind after 
their country was shattered in 
2003.
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ontroversy over Iraqi Shia 
militias fighting inside 
Syria resurfaced follow-
ing allegations by one of 
the armed groups that 

dozens of its fighters were killed by 
US artillery fire, a charge the United 
Sates denied.

The Iran-backed Kata’ib Sayyid 
al-Shuhada militia said approxi-
mately 40 of its fighters near Al-
Tanf in Syria were killed by US 
artillery fire from Iraq. The group 
vowed to hold the US Army respon-
sible.

The group said several of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
members were killed in the attack, 
which wounded 75 Iraqi fighters. 
“This act will not pass without pun-
ishment,” the group said.

Kata’ib Sayyid al-Shuhada is 
among Iraq’s numerous predomi-
nately Shia militias grouped under 
the umbrella of the state-sanc-
tioned Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

ISIS claimed responsibility for the 
attack in an online statement, say-
ing that it had killed more than 60 
Shia militiamen in Syria.

US Army Colonel Ryan Dillon, 
spokesman for the anti-ISIS coali-
tion, said on Twitter that the Iraqi 
militia allegations were “inaccu-
rate” and denied US military in-
volvement in the area at the time.

The United States had attacked 
Iranian-backed militias in Syria on 
two occasions, arguing that it had 
warned the groups not to approach 
US bases that housed anti-ISIS Syr-
ian forces.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said an initial investiga-
tion pointed to ISIS carrying out 
“a breach using artillery and car 
bombs” inside Syria.

In a statement on its Facebook 
page, the US Embassy in Baghdad 
said it “confirms what the govern-
ment of Iraq and other spokespeo-
ple have already said clearly. There 

was no US or coalition involvement 
in any attack on PMF forces.”

One day following the incident, 
the US Embassy posted on its Fa-
cebook page that it “is aware of re-
ports of threats to target US govern-
ment officials and other civilians 
for kidnapping. In response, the US 
Embassy has temporarily restricted 
movement of its employees outside 
of the international zone in Bagh-
dad, as well as outside of US Con-
sulate Basra.”

Abu Ala Welayi, leader of Kata’ib 
Sayyid al-Shuhada, and his deputy 
Ahmed al-Maksousi suggested on 
two separate occasions that the 
United States and ISIS coordinat-
ed attacks against the Shia group. 
Similar allegations have frequently 
been made by Iraqi militia leaders.

The group boasted that, before 
its founding, some of its members 
were involved in attacks against 
the US military in Iraq prior to 2011. 
Since 2013, the militia had been 
heavily involved in the fighting in 
Syria’s civil war, supporting Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. The militia 
is accused of carrying out sectarian 
killings against Sunni civilians in 
Iraq and Syria.

In October 2014, the group 
threatened to attack Saudi Arabia 
after Riyadh executed dissident 
cleric Nimr al-Nimr. “Kata’ib Sayyid 
al-Shuhada considers anything of 
Saudi origin on the level of build-
ing or person a target for it and will 
not hold back capability in burning 
or destroying anything tied to this 

tyrannical kingdom if these au-
thorities do not review this unjust 
execution decision,” the group said.

The presence of such groups as 
part of the PMF has caused embar-
rassment to the Iraqi government, 
which is looking for further US sup-
port in the fight against ISIS. There 
are five Iraqi towns still under the 
control of ISIS, which has access to 
desert areas in Anbar province.

Iraqi forces, with help of the PMF, 
are poised to attack the ISIS-held 
town of Tal Afar near Mosul in Nin-
eveh province. An Iraqi official said 
US military reinforcement is on its 
way to help Iraqi forces recapture 
Tal Afar.

The PMF previously benefit-
ed from US air cover in the fight 
against ISIS and American-supplied 
weapons have made their way to 
the umbrella group via the Iraqi 
government, which appears to be 
struggling to maintain control of 
the militias.

In a news conference, Abadi 
stressed that the militias’ activities 
outside Iraq are not carried out un-
der the PMF banner. “We have no 
PMF outside Iraq, so let us be clear. 
The PMF is an official body (when it 
is) inside Iraq. If it goes out of Iraq 
then it is no longer (considered as) 
PMF,” he said.

Abadi said the PMF is “funded by 
the Iraqi treasury, linked to the gen-
eral commander (of the armed forc-
es), its work is inside Iraq and it is 
committed to Iraqi law,” which bans 
Iraqi militias from fighting outside 
the country’s borders.

It is unlikely, however, that Abadi 
can control the PMF’s actions. “In-
side Syria, I call on all Iraqi sides… 
that they don’t involve Iraqi issues 
and don’t involve the PMF in a mat-
ter that the [Iraqi authorities] have 
not permitted,” said Abadi.

“Our decision is not to be involved 
in the Syria dossier altogether, nor 
any other dossier outside Iraq. This 
is Iraq’s final decision, and we call 
on all sides not to involve Iraq in is-
sues outside its borders.”
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Erratic connection. 
An Iraqi boy holds up the Iraqi 
f lag used during the Ba'ath 
Party’s rule as he takes part in 
a protest in the city of Kirkuk.             
                                                    (AFP)
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Double-edged sword. Members of the Iran-backed Iraqi militia Kata'ib Sayyid al-Shuhada near 
Falluja.                                                                                                                                                                           (Reuters)
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