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A 

s Iraq begins recover-
ing from its war against 
the Islamic State (ISIS), 
attention is shifting to-
wards the country’s 

legislative elections scheduled for 
May and the possible political alli-
ances that could emerge ahead of 
the vote.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, a former military man, had 
been expected, until recently, to 
carry all before him.

Being prime minister of Iraq is 
said to be one of the world’s most 
difficult jobs. Problems tend to pile 
up. In addition, there is always ex-
ternal pressure, notably in recent 
years from the United States and 
Iran, each of which has sought to 
ensure their preferred candidates 
win and keep power in Iraq.

Despite these challenges, Abadi 
seemed to be doing well. He man-
aged the country’s largely victori-
ous campaign against ISIS, recap-
turing emblematic cities such as 
Fallujah and Mosul. He recently 
declared victory against the terror 
group in a slick media spectacle, 
which won him domestic and inter-
national plaudits.

Abadi presided over a short cam-
paign to take back territory from 
the autonomous Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) after the 
latter voted in favour of declaring 
independence. The Iraqi state re-
took Kirkuk and forced the KRG 
back within the borders it occupied 
before 2014.

All the while, Abadi seems to 
have kept the Americans, whose fo-
cus on the ISIS campaign is nothing 
if not dogged, happy.

Abadi was expected to win the 
upcoming elections handily, stand-
ing on a platform of patriotic re-
newal and making extensive refer-
ence to recent martial successes. 
Recent developments have made 
this seem less likely.

Iraq’s politics are fragmented, 
with more than 100 parties likely 
to field candidates in the upcoming 
elections. They will combine in al-
liances to channel more influence 
but these alliances are not set in 
stone.

Abdulla Hawez, a researcher affil-
iated with King’s College London, 
said: “As the negotiations to form 
alliances for the upcoming Iraqi 
general elections began, there were 
quite a few surprises, including an 
unexpected alliance between Iraqi 

Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
and Iran-backed Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF) — and Ammar al-
Hakim’s party later joined.”

He added: “Just two days after 
the alliance formed, it crumbled 
due to differences between the dif-
ferent parties leading [the] PMF.”

Chaos has been sustained 
throughout the preliminary period.

“The alliances have been chang-
ing on a daily basis during the reg-
istration for alliances [with] the 
Iraqi Electoral Commission but, 
as the deadline approached, the 
alliances, most notably the one  
between Haider al-Abadi and PMF, 
fell apart,” said Hawez.

This leaves Abadi in a less secure 
position than had been predicted.

Nuri al-Maliki, the former prime 
minister, rather than allying with 
Abadi, as was expected, will run for 
elections in his State of Law coali-
tion, Hawez said.

Muqtada al-Sadr, a man who 
once led a sectarian Shia militia 
that acted brutally and caused trou-
ble for the American occupiers of 
Iraq, argues Hawez, “is set to form 
an alliance with secular and liberal 
parties, including Iraqi Communist 

Party.” This is a notable develop-
ment.

Analysts said Sadr, formerly a 
firebrand, could become a moder-
ating, cross-sectarian figure. The 
prospect of these elections has not 
proven this point but it has placed 
Sadr further from religious poli-
tics than many expected his back-
ground would allow. Ironically, 
Sadr, a former militia leader, criti-
cised Abadi’s initial decision to ally 
with the PMF as potentially sectar-
ian.

Because of recent events, Abadi is 
looking less moderate. His decision 
to ally with the PMF seemed rash 
and ill-judged and is likely to en-
flame sectarian tensions in a coun-
try where Shia militias and rogue 
elements within the armed forces 

have committed war crimes under 
the cover of the anti-ISIS campaign.

Hawez noted that those develop-
ments “have made many question 
Prime Minister Abadi and his seri-
ousness about combating corrup-
tion and taking back Iraq to its old 
glorious days.”

Hawez said he believed Abadi 
“[still has] a serious chance to de-
pend on his victories against the 
Islamic State but more importantly 
on stopping (the) Kurdish move for 
statehood and successfully regain-
ing the oil-rich city of Kirkuk from 
Kurds.”

Observers should remain cau-
tious. The elections are still not 
near and what seem like settled 
truths can change very rapidly.

Michael Knights, a fellow at 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, said: “The key thing 
to remember about pre-electoral 
coalitions is that they don’t mean 
a lot. All the action happens after 
the election, behind closed doors, 
when the lists can recombine to 
ratify the next prime minister.”

“The story was all about Prime 
Minister Abadi and how he wanted 
to present himself in the election 

— head of Dawa or independent of 
Dawa. He couldn’t get the first, so 
he settled for the second,” Knights 
said.

Knights noted that the linking 
of Abadi to the PMF “immediately 
raised red flags everywhere — in-
ternationally and inside Iraq — and 
was not necessary (as they can just 
do it after the election if they still 
want to).”

Hawez said two factors would de-
termine whether Abadi will be able 
to remain prime minister.

“First, how [many] votes he and 
his coalition will get versus Maliki 
and PMU (acronym for the PMF) 
coalitions and how much he will be 
able to form a strong alliance post-
election with… Muqtada al-Sadr 
and Ammar al-Hakim and other 
Sunni and Kurdish parties,” said 
Hawez.

In the post-election coalition 
negotiations, Abadi may be able to 
rely on his war record and political 
skill but his temporary dalliance 
with the PMF may make many, in 
Iraq and around the world, ques-
tion his judgment.

James Snell is a British journalist.

I
raqis are still debating 
whether the country was 
better off prior to the 2003 
US-led invasion that toppled 
Saddam Hussein, when the 
country was less free but 
arguably more stable.

Some argue that having strong 
leaders kept the country safer for 
decades while democracy has 
opened Pandora’s box and exposed 
Iraq to a sectarian civil war as well 
as terrorism, leaving little room for 
enjoying gained freedoms. Oth-
ers say the price of freedom and 
democracy was worth it and that 
the present is better than the rose-
tinted view of the past.

Both views appear to be based 
on the wrong assumption that 
there is an actual democracy in 
Iraq. This assumption has led to 
prescribing the wrong fixes for 
Iraq’s continuous woes.

Those who blame the country’s 
ills on democracy have no clear 
alternative: They can’t turn back 
time nor raise the dead. We are 
where we are today because of the 
mistakes of the past. They must 
look to the future if they want to 

see better days.
There are many “strong men” 

today claiming to know what’s 

best for the country, so who gets 
to decide who will lead and how? 
There is no road map on how to 
violently overthrow a government 
and forever hold on to yours. Only 
one of Iraq’s post-monarchy lead-
ers lived to see his “retirement” 
days. Insurgencies may disrupt the 
lives of your opponents but they 
do not improve your own.

Those who assert that Iraq is 
democratic base their claims on 
the fact that the country has been 
having elections since 2005. Voting 
alone does not guarantee having 
a democratic process. Democracy 
must reflect the will of the winning 
majority without overriding the 
rights and freedoms of electoral 
losers. The fact that majority rule is 
better than minority rule does not 
mean that the former should be 
non-inclusive. Elections may have 
winners and losers but democracy 
is not a zero-sum game.

All of that is assuming that hav-
ing — as well as running in — elec-
tions was free and fair. Many Sunni 
Arabs who boycotted previous 
elections in Iraq did so because the 
candidates that they would have 
voted for were against the US occu-
pation and thus were not going to 
run in 2005. This led some voters 

to distrust the political system that 
has resulted.

Subsequently, with the rise of 
displaced Sunni Arabs as a result 
of the insurgency in their areas, 
many voters did not get the chance 
to cast their ballot even when they 
wanted to. That problem remains 
stronger than ever today and Sunni 
Arabs have been joined by Turk-
men and other minorities whose 
lives have yet to return to normal-
cy following the rise and fall of the 
Islamic State, which had sought to 
hijack the Sunni cause.

The Kurdish minority, which has 
long complained of discrimina-
tion at the hands of Arab rulers, is 
finding itself accused of abusing 
minorities in the areas controlled 
by the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG). In fact, many Kurds 
are looking for alternatives to the 
two dominant parties there, albeit 
with difficulties as those two par-
ties control the KGR’s peshmerga 
and allow little room for fair com-
petition.

The KRG vote on Kurdistan 
independence, which was backed 
by a majority of Kurds, was seen by 
many as undemocratic because it 
did not give Iraqis elsewhere a say 
on whether the country as a whole 

should break up.
The ethnic and sectarian ten-

sions have led many Iraqis to give 
their votes to parties that match 
more their backgrounds instead 
of voting for candidates based on 
their election manifestos or politi-
cal agendas.

Many members of the Shia com-
munity, who, too, have complained 
of discrimination prior to 2003, 
have yet to find utopia despite be-
ing ruled by Shia-led governments 
for more than a decade. With the 
rise of the strength of Iran-backed 
Shia militias, other communities 
are questioning their country’s in-
dependence, let alone democracy.

Iraqis across ethnic and sectarian 
lines have been questioning the 
transparency of elections, amid al-
legations of irregularities, fraud or 
bias in the voting system and those 
who oversee it.

The only way forward for Iraq 
is to take more steps towards an 
all-inclusive democracy, based 
on free and fair elections that all 
the components of the population 
trust. Only then can Iraqis begin 
to seriously address the country’s 
problems. We have not reached 
there yet but we definitely should 
not be going back.
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Changing 
alliances. 
Iraqi Prime 
Minister 
Haider 
al-Abadi 
(C) meeting 
with Prime 
Minister 
of Iraq’s 
Kurdistan 
Regional 
Government 
(KRG) 
Nechirvan 
Barzani 
(2nd L) in 
Baghdad, on 
January 20. 
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Iraq’s alliances uncertain ahead of elections

Iraq’s politics are 
fragmented, with 
more than 100 parties 
likely to field 
candidates in the 
upcoming elections.
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