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After ‘victory’ over 
ISIS, Iraq slips further 
into sectarianism

I 

n a grandiose speech, Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi declared victory over 
the Islamic State (ISIS), osten-
sibly ending years of almost 
constant warfare.

The Baghdad government 
marked the occasion with a large 
military parade, which only state 
media were invited to cover, even 
as the head of the US-led coalition, 
US Army Lieutenant-General Paul 
E. Funk II, warned that the fight 
was far from over.

This and ISIS’s continuing attacks 
have led to suspicions that Abadi’s 
grand 
declara-
tion was 
meant 
for public 
consump-
tion ahead 
of elections 
in 2018.

The war 
against ISIS 
began in 2013 
as Abadi’s 
ultra-hard-line 
Shia Islamist 
predecessor, 
Nuri al-Maliki, 
opened the door 
to the militant 
group’s extremist 
designs by un-
leashing the Iraqi 
security forces 
against largely 
Sunni Arab peace-
ful protesters. The 
protesters, who 
had been demon-
strating for more 
than a year, said 
the government 
was marginalising 
and discriminat-
ing against them 
because of their 
religious beliefs.

After almost four 
years of constant fight-
ing against ISIS, these con-
ditions appear unchanged 
and may have worsened, 
even as Abadi hailed Iraqi 
“unity” as a primary factor 
behind ISIS’s defeat.

The Sunni Arabs are massively 
underrepresented in all major 
government and state institutions, 
including the military and security 
forces. Entire cities lie in ruins. 
Refugee camps housing internally 
displaced people are bursting at 
the seams with more than 3 million 
registered people needing urgent 
aid and resettlement back to their 
devastated towns and cities, which 
need to be rebuilt.

Human Rights Watch released a 
76-page report saying that 20,000 
Iraqis accused of being ISIS sup-
porters were languishing in “inhu-
mane” prison facilities and being 
held incommunicado without 
access to attorneys or due process.

In a single bloody day — Decem-
ber 14 — Iraqi authorities executed 
38 prisoners accused of terrorism. 
Iraq’s justice system is notorious 
for handing out death sentences 
on non-specific charges, preferring 
to try suspects without providing 
effective opportunities for them to 
defend themselves and accusing 
them of terrorism by association.

This means even doctors who 
worked under duress in ISIS-con-
trolled areas can be executed and 

children as young as 13 are being 
put on trial.

In a pattern that should be clear 
to all, most of the people affected 
by these human rights abuses are 
Sunni Arabs. It is bizarre that Abadi 
talks of unity and winning back 
Iraq from the hands of extremists 
when he has relied on a veritable 
army of pro-Iran Shia jihadists who 
have perpetrated grave sectarian 
atrocities against large segments of 
his own people.

It is also a concern that Sunni 
participation in Iraq’s alleged 
democracy is not deemed impor-
tant, as internally displaced people 

will be more concerned with 
day-to-day survival than 
perusing the manifestos of 
political parties.

If the Iraqi authori-
ties do not learn from 
the mistakes of the past, 
they will be doomed 
to repeat them. It is no 
good complaining about 
radicalisation and ex-
tremism when the state 
has institutionalised an 
Iranian brand of sectari-
anism that allows Shia 
extremists to literally 
get away with murder, 
while persecuting in-
nocents for the crimes 
of Sunni extremists 
such as ISIS simply 
because they profess 
the same faith.

Abadi needs to 
stop his political 
stunts designed to 
win votes in the 
next election and 
focus on building 
real unity within 
Iraq. He can do 

that by hold-
ing extremists 
within the se-

curity forces to account 
for war crimes and by 

purging state institutions of 
any extremists.

However, it is clear he is 
powerless to do anything 

of the sort without Teh-
ran’s approval, so the bloody 
business of sectarianism will 
continue to thrive. Baghdad 
will only have itself to blame 
when a new threat emerges, 
perhaps far worse than ISIS 
ever was.
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T 

he role of Iraq’s pre-
dominately Shia militias 
remains unclear despite 
plans by the government 
of Iraqi Prime Minister 

Haider al-Abadi to integrate the 
fighters into the country’s security 
apparatus.

Abadi’s plan received the back-
ing of the country’s most revered 
Shia cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani, who said the militias’ 
weapons must be subjected to 
state control. Sistani opposed dis-
banding the militias, something 
that many from Iraq’s non-Shia 
communities had hoped he would 
call for.

“The victory over [the Islamic 
State] doesn’t mean the end of the 
battle with terrorism,” Sistani said 
in a statement read by his repre-
sentative, Sheikh Abdul Mahdi 
al-Karbalai, on December 15. “It is 
necessary to continue to use the 
service of [the militias] within the 
legal framework that exclusively 
puts the arm under the command 
of the state.”

Abadi called on the commanders 
of the militias, grouped under the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
to resign if they wish to take part in 
the elections scheduled for May 12. 
That call appears to have received 
Sistani’s backing.

“It is necessary to protect this 
high status and not to exploit it 
to achieve political goals that will 
eventually lead this sacred title to 
have the same fate as other such 
respected titles,” Sistani said.

Although many of Iraq’s post-
2003 political parties had armed 
wings, it was Sistani’s fatwa in 
2014 for volunteers to take arms 
against the threat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) that led to the forma-
tion of the PMF.

The PMF reportedly has more 
than 40 factions with an estimated 
60,000-140,000 fighters. Many 
of the militias expressed loyalty 
to Iran, which trained them, and 
some have been accused of sectar-
ian-motivated human rights viola-
tions, sparking international calls 
for their disbanding.

“Sistani wanted the volunteer 
corps to come under the control 
of the government and the Iraqi 
Army,” Jabr al-Mohammeda-
wi, a cleric who teaches theol-
ogy in Najaf, told the website  
Niqash.com, “but the chaotic state 
of the government after the col-
lapse of the army [after the ISIS 
attack] allowed the formation of 
independent factions.”

The head of the Iran-backed 
Asaib Ahl al-Haq militia, Qais al-
Khazali, said more than 7,500 PMF 
militiamen have been killed fight-
ing ISIS.

Khazali is among the militia 
leaders who announced they 
would relinquish control of their 
forces, to come under the com-
mand of the national army. Hadi 
al-Ameri, commander of the Iran-
backed Badr Organisation, said his 
fighters would cut their ties with 
the group’s political wing.

Influential Shia cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr called on his forces, the 
Peace Companies, to hand over ter-
ritory they control to Iraqi security 
forces, keeping a few of his forces 
to guard a Shia shrine in Samarra.

It remains to be seen whether all 
the militias will join the country’s 
army and other security bodies or 
if some will remain in their para-
military form. For example, the 

militia Harakat Hezbollah al-Nuja-
ba, led by Akram al-Kaabi, vowed 
to hand over its heavy weapons to 
the army only once ISIS was de-
feated.

It is also unclear how much of a 
dissociation there will be between 
the fighters and the parties they 
belonged to. Will fighters belong-
ing to one faction be grouped to-
gether in their new role?

A law was passed by the Iraqi 
parliament last year to put the PMF 
under the command of the prime 
minister, who is the commander-
in-chief of the armed forces, but 
that did not stop the fighters from 
taking direct orders from their own 
militia leaders.

For now, the government seems 
to be postponing those issues until 
it can offer the fighters an alterna-
tive.

“Given the estimated 100,000 
fighters who have steady jobs in a 
form of law enforcement during an 
economic crisis, it’s going to be a 
financial problem for the ordinary 
Iraqi men who form the corps to 
disband,” wrote Mustafa Habib in 
Niqash.com.

“They would in effect be resign-
ing from possibly the only job they 
can get right now. This is part of 
the reason why the Iraqi govern-
ment is also insisting that the mi-
litias remain part of the country’s 
fighting force, one way or another.”
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Post-ISIS dilemma. Members of Iraq’s Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) flash the victory sign with 
portraits of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani (R) and PMF Chairman Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis in Basra, on 
December 10.                                                                                                 (AFP)

It is unclear how much 
of a dissociation there 
will be between the 
fighters and 
the parties they 
belonged to.

It remains to be seen 
whether all the militias 
will join the country’s 
army and other 
security bodies or 
some remain in their 
paramilitary form.
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