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T 

he northern Iraqi city 
of Hawija represents 
the last Islamic State 
(ISIS) stronghold in 
the country. After the 
gruelling battle for 

Mosul and the rapid victory at 
Tal Afar, the Iraqi state is on the 
verge of winning its immediate 
war against ISIS. Hawija and the 
nearby area are surrounded by 
Iraq state- and Kurdish-controlled 
territory, forming what might ap-
pear to be a tight seal.

But things are not all as they 
seem.

What has been called the siege 
of the Hawija pocket is less tight 
than the word implies. ISIS troops 
and supplies have been able to 
move through the nearby Hamrin 
mountains with relative ease. The 
area has been used as a base by in-
surgent groups since the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003.

Michael Pregent, a fellow at the 
Hudson Institute, said: “ISIS is 
isolated in Hawija but ISIS 2.0 has 
morphed to the al-Qaeda model 
and is still able to conduct attacks 
across Iraq.”

The fate of Hawija in the short 
term is in little doubt. While it 
remains in ISIS’s hands it is a 
threat both to the Iraqi state and 
the Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG). Both have good reasons to 
wish to remove ISIS from the city.

Michael Stephens, a research 
fellow for the Royal United Ser-
vices Institute, said: “I expect, as 
with Tal Afar, that this will all be 
over quite quickly. The estimation 
is that there are 2,000 [ISIS] fight-
ers holed up there, but they have 
been taking casualties at quite a 

high rate simply from air strikes. 
I doubt that they can last all that 
long.”

“The fighters holed up there are 
not the best that ISIS has to offer,” 
he added.

The battle ought to be quick and 
decisive. Stephens said, if all goes 
to plan, “the town will basically 
be surrounded from all sides, I 
cannot see how ISIS will be able to 
disperse its forces effectively on 
eight fronts at once.”

Thus the real question concerns 
what comes after ISIS. Hawija has 
already sustained damage from 
coalition air strikes. If there is real 
damage to the area’s infrastruc-
ture and the stuff of ordinary life, 
as well as high numbers of civilian 
casualties, the residents of the 
Hawija pocket will not be well-
disposed towards their liberators.

Stephens said: “The question 

in my mind is less about whether 
[ISIS] can be defeated, but about 
the damage to civilian life and the 
infrastructure of the town caused 
by the battle, which I expect will 
be relatively substantial.”

The damage cities sustain in be-
ing liberated from ISIS is a serious 
problem. In Mosul, the destruc-
tion caused deaths of civilians 
and provided the backdrop for 
sectarian reprisals after ISIS was 
defeated.

Pregent said: “ISIS was never 
hard to dislodge unless IRGC 
[Iranian Revolutionary Guards 
Corps]-backed militias were try-
ing to do it. They’ve failed at every 
attempt without US air support.”

Things are also complicated by 
the fact that Hawija is situated 
between zones controlled by the 
KRG and the Baghdad govern-
ment. There is little appetite in 

some quarters for attempting to 
take the area at all, as doing so 
could only result in more com-
plexity and possible violence.

This could leave civilians suffer-
ing under ISIS rule for more time 
than many international coalition 
members would prefer.

The upcoming Kurdish refer-
endum on independence could 
complicate things. It has already 
caused KRG President Masoud 
Barzani to deny that his peshmer-
ga will co-operate with the Iraqi 
security forces.

Stephens said the problem is 
“whether the referendum screws 
up Iraqi Army and Peshmerga 
joint operations, which unfor-
tunately seem to be subject to 
significant tension at present.”

Pregent said: “The peshmerga 
will hold positions between 
Hawija and Kirkuk to maintain 
their advantage when it comes to 
Kirkuk.”

The Hawija battle, when it 
comes, will likely be over quickly. 
But the consequences of a badly 
planned or impatiently executed 
operation could be extensive.

If the peshmerga and the Iraqi 
security forces do not coordinate, 
ISIS troops may be able to extract 
a heavy price for the loss of the 
city.

If coalition airpower is used to 
flatten Hawija, the future may be 
a bleak one for its inhabitants, 
despite their liberation. And if 
the city serves as a militia stag-
ing post on the road to Kirkuk or 
becomes the centre of an Arab–
Kurdish fault line, the problems 
the future could hold will only 
increase.

Uncertain future. Iraqis who fled ISIS strongholds in Hawija arrive on 
the outskirts of Kirkuk.                                             (Reuters)

What will become of Iraq’s Hawija after ISIS?

The Metamorphosis of Iraq’s Islamist parties

A 

merica’s democratic 
experiment in Iraq 
14 years ago lifted a 
lid that welcomed a 
flood of Islamist par-
ties and militias back 

to the country.
Islamist factions have steered 

away from democracy. Even with 
a few pushes from the US and 
Iraq’s neighbours, democracy 
does not appear to be a short ride 
away. The potholes that litter the 
road ahead must first be repaired.

The “broad-based representa-
tive and democratic government” 
that former US Ambassador 
Zalmay Khalilzad promised Iraq’s 
opposition never emerged. Islam-
ist factions instead rained down 
on the new Iraq, which is ready-
ing for a shakeup as elections 
draw near.

Born under the skies of the US’s 
“creative chaos” — to borrow a 
term from former US Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice — these 
self-styled Islamists are shedding 
their old skin in search of a secu-
lar look. Having abused the av-
enues of growth occupying forces 
opened up, these groups can no 
longer rely solely on religion to 
secure votes.

At the time of their promotion, 
few attempts were made to blunt 
their ideology or violent tactics, 
nor was there a threshold for how 
many political parties could exist. 
The US actively sponsored the 
growth of small parties, whose 
rapid multiplication ensured that 
power remained fragmented and 
without a centre.

It is not entirely clear why a 
country with a population of 
37 million requires 105 political 
parties, especially because many 
of the petty disputes they are 
embroiled in render the political 
system impotent.

Public attitudes towards the 
Islamist political class are also 
no longer as positive as they once 
were. The happiness felt during 
the opening of Iraq’s single party 
system to a gamut of actors with 

blank resumes has been lost.
Parties are no longer cohesive 

and recently they have begun to 
fray. Their exploitation of faith 
and associated religious symbols 
has left them with little purchas-
ing power, as the slogans and 
demands for secular rule at recent 
political protests show.

One of the strongest parties 
from the National Iraqi Alliance 
that has experienced this shift is 
the Dawa party, which has under-
gone a three-way split. The myth 
of eradicating Sunni rule touted 
by pro-interventionist outlets 
may have earned them public 
support, but naked collaboration 
with occupant forces, Tehran and 
now Riyadh, has cost them all 
that they procured.

Defections are becoming a 
common feature in this climate 

of political churning. In July, a 
new political force, The National 
Wisdom Movement, emerged. It 
was founded by former Islamic 
Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI) 
leader Ammar al-Hakim after he 
split from the party his family had 
been long devoted to. Hakim’s 
promises of fair elections and a 
move away from sectarian polar-
ity read as a desperate attempt 
to expand his support base and 
claim distance from Iran.

Undressing this strategy, we 
see Islamist groups dropping 
their religious rhetoric to promote 
themselves as the new leaders of 
the civil state they are promising.

On the Sadrist camp, we see 
populist leader Muqtada al-Sadr 
disassociating himself from 
rogue factions housed by the 
state-backed Popular Mobili-

sation Forces (PMF), as other 
known political names such as 
Ayad Allawi shuffle to the front 
row. Leftists, on the other hand, 
are busy discussing the return 
of Iraq’s Ba’ath Party, as militia 
factions grope for power beyond 
Iraqi borders where the fog of war 
grows thicker.

Moves to rename, redress or 
refashion Islamists do not undo 
years of sectarian menacing and 
fragmenting practices. Cloaks 
can be abandoned and headgear 
can be removed, but the collision 
course on which Iraq is headed 
will require more than cosmetic 
changes.

The latest shakeup has not 
promised to eliminate US or 
Iranian collaborators, only to 
secularise the future of Iraq’s 
political system.
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Democracy deficit. An Iraqi woman walks in front of a security post adorned with Dawa party posters in the 
city of Basra.                                              (AFP)
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