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ABSTRACT 

GEZER, ŞÜKRİYE GÖKÇE. SOCIETAL SECURITY IN THE MIDDLE EAST: THE 

CASE OF BA’THIST IRAQ (1968-2003), PHD THESIS, Istanbul, 2018. 

This thesis explores two general research agenda in the field of Security Studies. First, 

the state-centrism and Euro-centric conceptualizations of Security Studies are 

problematized in the context of security analysis in the Middle East. Second, the potential 

explanatory power of societal security framework offered by the Copenhagen School of 

Security Studies is explored as a non-state-centered security analysis framework in the 

region, which can set an example for the study of security in other regions as well. With 

a theoretical twist, sectoral analysis is integrated to societal security framework and 

applied to the case of Ba’thist Iraq between the periods of 1968 and 2003 as a test case. 

From these two research agendas, this study has two general arguments. In terms of 

conceptualizations, it argues that theoretical approaches in the Middle East Security 

Studies fell short of providing a non-state centered explanation for the underlying societal 

dynamics of security issues. However, understanding the societal dynamics of security 

with reference to its actors, referent objects and threats is crucial for a comprehensive 

security analysis in the region. In terms of analytical approach, this thesis argues that 

societal security framework with a sectoral approach provides a well-focused explanation 

to the security dynamics in cases like Iraq. Accordingly, this study offers an alternative 

explanation for the security issues in Iraq as a non-Western case study from a society-

centered perspective. The domestic security issues in Ba’thist Iraq are analyzed under five 

sectors of security relevant to the case study; political, military, religious, cultural and 

economic. Within these sectors, actors and referent objects of security is identified as well 

as the threats emanating from state-society relations.  

Keywords: Societal Security, Copenhagen School, Security Sectors, Iraq, Ba’th Party in 

Iraq 
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ÖZET 

GEZER, ŞÜKRİYE GÖKÇE. ORTADOĞUDA TOPLUMSAL GÜVENLİK: BAAS 

DÖNEMİ IRAK ÖRNEĞİ (1968-2003), DOKTORA TEZİ, İstanbul, 2018. 

Bu tezde Güvenlik Çalışmaları alanında iki genel araştırma konusu ele alınmaktadır. İlk 

olarak Güvenlik Çalışmalarının devlet merkezli ve Batı odaklı kavramları Batı dışındaki 

örnek olayların güvenlik analizi bağlamında sorunsallaştırılmaktadır. İkinci olarak da 

Kopenhag Okulunun öne sürdüğü toplumsal güvenlik kuramının Avrupa dışındaki örnek 

olayları bağlamında devlet dışı aktörleri merkezine alan güvenlik analizi konusundaki 

açıklayıcı potansiyeli değerlendirilmiştir. Kuramsal bir katkı olarak sektörel güvenlik 

analizi toplumsal güvenlik kuramına dahil edilmiş ve 1968-2003 yılları arasında Baas 

dönemi Irak örneğine uygulanmıştır. Bu iki araştırma alanı altında bu çalışma iki genel 

sav öne sürmektedir. Kavramsallaştırma bağlamında, Orta Doğu Güvenlik Çalışmalarının 

kuramsal yaklaşımları güvenlik sorunlarının altında yatan toplumsal dinamikleri 

açıklayan ve devlet dışı aktörleri konu alan kuramsal bir yaklaşım geliştiremediği öne 

sürülmektedir. Öte yandan, toplumsal güvenlik dinamiklerini ve güvenliğin toplumsal 

aktörlerini, referans nesnelerini ve tehdit unsurlarını anlamak bölgede kapsamlı bir 

güvenlik analizi için önem teşkil etmektedir. Analitik bakış açısından ise sektörel bir 

yaklaşımla ele alınan toplumsal güvenlik kuramı Irak gibi örnek olaylardaki güvenlik 

dinamiklerini anlamak için güçlü bir teorik alt yapı sağlamaktadır. Bu argümanlar 

dahilinde bu çalışma Batı dışı bir örnek olay olarak Irak özelinde güvenlik sorunlarının 

analizi için toplum merkezli alternatif bir bakış açısı önermektedir. Baas dönemi Irak’taki 

yerel güvenlik sorunları örnek olayla bağlantılı olan beş farklı güvenlik sektörü 

bağlamında incelenmiştir. Bu sektörler politik, askeri, dini, kültürel ve ekonomik 

sektörler olarak ele alınmaktadır. Bu sektörler, güvenlik aktörleri, referans nesneleri ve 

devlet-toplum ilişkisi yapısının bir sonucu olarak ortaya çıkan tehditleri bağlamında 

incelenmektedir. 

Anahtar kelimeler: Toplumsal Güvenlik, Kopenhag Okulu, Güvenlik Sektörleri, Irak, 

Irak Baas Partisi  
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INTRODUCTION 

After the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, 35 years of the Ba’th Party rule ended and Iraqi 

people in the streets were celebrating the day as the beginning of a new era in Iraq’s 

history. In July 2003, the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) created the Iraqi 

Governing Council. The 25 members of group were made up of 13 Shi’a, 5 Sunnis, 5 

Kurds, 1 Turkmen, and 1 Assyrian Christian. Later, the Interim Government was 

established in January 2004 by the UN Special Envoy, which marked beginning of 

rebuilding process in the post-invasion Iraq. This government was also envisioned to be 

a representative of the ethnic and religious diversity within the Iraqi society. A Sunni 

president, a Shi’a prime minister, a Kurd as the spokesperson of the Government and the 

primary posts of ministries were allocated among the various societal groups in Iraq.1 The 

ethnic and religious composition of this new government received diverse reactions from 

the international community, some calling this a project of ‘neo-colonialism’ imposed by 

the US2 while it was also claimed that the new state would be built on the promise of the 

acknowledgement of diversity in power sharing in post-Ba’thist Iraq as the U.S. president 

Bush declared.3  

The limitations of power vested in the transitional state institutions and the legal 

framework of the new system was a product of the project of state building created by the 

1 For the full list of governmental posts see, Coalition Provision Authority Regulation No. 10, (CPA/REG/9 
June 2004/10). 
2 “Iraq's political system under fire” BBC News, April 11, 2005, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4359559.stm. 
3 “'We will persevere,'” The Guardian, May 25, 2004, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/may/25/usa.iraq4. 
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member countries of coalition forces. Two general themes dominated the process of 

reconstruction of Iraq: a quota system for the institutionalization process and a relentless 

de-Ba’thification of the public sphere.4 The ethnic and religious identity of the members 

of this government became the primary denominator rather than reinforcing the idea of 

citizenship. From this framework, the rise of identity politics became inevitable. At the 

time of writing, from the urban centers to the rural parts of the country, the combination 

of a long history of societal grievances and conflict along with the traumatic experiences 

of societal groups from ISIS to corruption or to economic crisis is still haunting Iraq after 

15 years since the end of the Ba’th regime.5 

The central strategy that shaped the post-invasion reconstruction Iraq was based on de-

Ba’thification of Iraq and eradicating Saddam’s legacy in the hearts and minds of Iraqi 

people. This roadmap seemed to be the perfect formula as the remedy for decades long 

political and societal problems in Iraq.6 However, looking at the ongoing problems of 

power sharing in the Iraqi state and societal problems, the strategy for reconstructing Iraq 

from the ashes of Ba’th period became open to scrutiny. What went wrong in Iraq after 

2003? Why has identity issues been persistent in the country even after the introduction 

of federalization in governance system? Why has unity through diversity never been 

achieved? These questions are still open to debate although serious academic investment 

has been done with no definitive answer. Because since 2003, the Iraqi society have been 

‘fighting’ its way out of the societal disparities to reverse the historical path of conflicts 

that has prevented an environment for societal cohesion and peaceful relations among the 

parts. Identity politics is still at the heart of every political process within a system where 

disparities are yet to be solved. While pluralism was expected to be the new norm in the 

                                                 

4 Rajiv Chandrasekaran, Imperial Life in the Emerald City: Inside Iraq’s Green Zone (NY: Vintage Books, 
2007). 
5 Miranda Sissons and Abdulrazzaq al-Saiedi, “Iraq's de-Baathification still haunts the country,” Al Jazeera, 
March 12, 2013, https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2013/03/201331055338463426.html.  
6 Coalition Provision Authority Regulation No.1 (CPA/ORD/16 May 2003/01). 
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post-2003 period, communitization of Iraqi society thrived as the driving force of the 

societal dynamics, resulting in high levels of societal polarization.7   

Under the light of these contextual problems yet to be answered, this research is an 

attempt to understand the dynamics of societal security in Ba’thist Iraq that shaped the 

country’s fate in post-2003 period significantly. Societal security theory is contextualized 

with reference to state-society relations in Iraq in order to identify the actors and referent 

objects of security. Sectoral approach to security is utilized in order to present a 

comprehensive assessment of threats to societal security and responses to these threats by 

societal actors. With this perspective, this research seeks to explore two overarching 

questions: 

1) What are the dynamics of state-society relations in Iraq that sit beyond the existing 

theories on state-society relations? How these dynamics have transformed through 

different political transformations since the modern foundations of Iraq? What is the 

societal security agenda in this relationship? 

2) What are the societal (in)securities that shaped identity politics and societal 

opposition in Iraq during Ba’thist period? How does the societal security dynamics 

in Ba’thist Iraq so deeply nested in the ‘collective memories’ of Iraqi society affected 

the societal dynamics in post-2003 period?  

                                                 

7 Communitization means the transfer of authority to societal communities. It has been portrayed as a 
positive transformation of governance with state delegating its role of policy making to community. 
However, in the Iraqi context, communitization became a tool of governance by the Coalition powers in 
negotiating the power sharing mechanisms in post-2003 period, which meant the integration of identity-
based group leadership and tribal structures as the political partner for transition rather than trying to 
establish a cohesive holistic representation for the new order in the country. In the Iraqi case, such 
decentralization of governance had a negative impact on the Iraqi society and resulted in polarization as 
well asymmetrical power sharing. For a discussion on the potential problems of this approach in Iraq see, 
Arthur Quesnay, “Communitisation of Iraqi Society After 2003: Impacts on the political and institutional 
system?” Institute for Research and Debate on Governance, December, 2014, http://www.institut-
gouvernance.org/docs/irg_-_gic_-_irak_communitisation_after_2003_en.pdf; Harith Hasan Al-Qarawee, 
“Iraq’s Sectarian Crisis: A Legacy of Exclusion,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2014, 
https://carnegie-mec.org/publications/55372. 
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In order to provide answers to these questions, this research follows two steps; it starts 

with a theoretical approach and followed by a case-oriented analysis. The theoretical part 

firstly explores the nature of state, society and state-society relations in Iraq with a critical 

reference to the existing literature on these concepts and is followed by a theoretical 

discussion on the constructivist turn in security studies. From this discussion, societal 

security theory is analyzed with reference to its role within the security studies literature. 

In the case-oriented part of the research, a sectoral approach to societal security is utilized 

in analyzing societal security dynamics in Ba’thist Iraq in order to examine perceived 

and actual threats to societal security from the perspective of each societal group in Iraqi 

society.  

Why Ba’thist Iraq? 

Iraqi society, today approximately 38 million, is ethnically and religiously diverse society 

with majority Shi’a Muslims, and Sunni Muslims, Kurds and Turkmens as the major 

religious and ethnic minority groups along with a higher number of diverse smaller 

groups.8 Historically, the societal divisions in Iraq is reflected in the geographical 

concentration of these groups in specific regions within the borders and this hardened the 

boundaries between the societal groups. The societal diversity in Iraq meets the historic 

geographical boundaries between these groups where majority Shi’a population located 

in South, while Kurds and Turkmen groups manly residing in the Northern part of the 

country. At the center, the capital of the country Baghdad is home for Sunni population 

though not majority along with the mix of other societal groups, making up a highly 

                                                 

8 Ethnologue database reports 16 different languages with multiple dialects spoken in Iraq; World Atlas 
reports 4 major ethnic groups in the country; in terms of religion, while the Iraqi constitution recognize 4 
main religious beliefs, the religious diversity is much more with the addition of multiple denominations in 
each religion. For the full list of documented ethnicities, languages and denominations and the sources for 
these lists, see Appendix A.  
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heterogeneous demographic.9 These pseudo boundaries among societal groups are 

reflected in every aspect of political, economic, cultural and religious institutionalization 

of the societal values. 

Since the independence of Iraq in 1932 after the First World War, the country’s history 

is rather a history of competition for power among societal groups rather than harmony 

and unity. This competition has been the one of the root causes of political and structural 

instability that created multiple crises bringing the country to the edge of chaos. While 

the political instability that raveled for decades came to a halt with the rise of Ba’th party 

to power in 1968, Iraq drifted into 35 years long authoritarianism until the U.S. incursion 

in 2003. The reasons behind the perseverance of the conflictual nature of Iraqi society has 

been approached from various academic perspectives but this research that a societal 

security perspective is crucial in order to understand the reasons behind this persistence.  

The 35 years of the Ba’th Party rule in Iraq deepened the societal tensions as a result of 

the discriminatory institutionalization of the Ba’thist image favoring the interests of 

particular societal group, Sunni Muslims and later more selectively, Sunni Muslims with 

certain tribal affiliations.10 The history of Iraq is largely represented by the political 

transformations from monarchy to republic and to one party period of Ba’th Party, while 

the voices of these distinct societal groups are analyzed through sectarianism and ethnic 

nationalism. While such narratives explored the underlying reasons of societal conflict, 

the societal security approach complemented by process-tracing and sectoral approach 

adopted in this research has not get attention of the studies and commentaries on Iraq. 

The following section lays out the conceptual and methodological framework of this 

research. 

                                                 

9 Sherko Kirmanj, Identity and Nation in Iraq (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2013), 5. 
10 Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Peter Sluglett, “Sunnis and Shi’is revisited; sectarianism and ethnicity in 
authoritarian Iraq,” in The Modern Middle East in Historical Perspective: Essays in Honour of Albert 
Hourani, ed. John P. Spagnolo (Reading, Ithaca Press, 1992), 285. 
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Methodology of the research: 

Societal security framework to comprehend the Ba’thist Iraq11 

Today it is a well-established claim in social sciences that state boundaries do not coincide 

with the societal one.12 However, this simple idea has manifested itself through various 

forms specific to each country. The issue has been treated from the perspective of 

globalization, conflict and many other research areas that seeks to answer the problems 

of the contemporary world. One of the critical aspects of studying society should be the 

careful treatment of the concept of identity. There are many examples of scholarship on 

the Middle East that falls into the trap of reifying the identities in the region and make 

generalizations.13 Some of the most prevalent arguments made about the Middle East are 

the unstopping foreign interventions in the region either physical or through political 

means, or culturalist perspectives that denies the possibilities of establishment of 

democratic norms in the countries which falls into the notorious category of social science 

scholarship labeled as ‘orientalism’.14 While it is not possible to make generalizations on 

this issue, there is a significant problem that prevails in the IR scholarship and Middle 

East as an area study in terms of the problem of contextual analysis.15 The sociological 

approach to issues at hand has not been a resourceful field on this matter. However, 

                                                 

11 For a more extensive discussion on societal security theory see, Chapter 2. 
12 For a detailed discussion on the study of borders in social sciences see, Michèle Lamont and Virág 
Molnár, “The Study of Boundaries in the Social Sciences,” Annual Review of Sociology 28 (2002): 167-
195. 
13 For a compact analysis of Orientalist discourse in the Middle East scholarship as well as Edward Said’s 
criticism see, Fred Halliday, “Orientalism and Its Critics,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 20, 
no. 2 (1993): 145-163. 
14 Samuel L. Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations thesis or works of scholars such as Elie Kedouri and 
Bernard Lewis are well known examples for such perspectives. For a comparative account about 
perspectives on democracy in the Middle East see, Mehran Kamrava, “The Middle East’s Democracy 
Deficit in Comparative Perspective,” Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 6 (2007): 189-
213. 
15 Raymond Hinnebusch, “Toward a Historical Sociology of State Formation in the Middle East,” Middle 
East Critique 19, no. 3 (2010):  201-216. 
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societal security offers a good framework for analyzing societal dynamics in cases like 

Ba’thist Iraq where security is a central element that shape the processes of identity 

construction and transformation as well as the nature of state-society relations. 

Societal security is defined as “the ability of a society to persist in its essential character 

under changing conditions and possible or actual threats.”16 The agenda of societal 

(in)security is shaped through the possible and actual threats. While the absence of threat 

is the ideal state of security for societies, the ways societies cope with or respond to threats 

to their security in order to survive offer an interesting area of inquiry. As the 

characteristics or the underlying values or norms that construct raison d’etre of each 

society is unique to itself, the process that lead to societal insecurity and the society’s 

response to increase its security offers a contextual richness.  

In this research, the process of (in)securitization of society through state-society relations 

and societal response to the threats in Ba’thist Iraq is analyzed from a societal perspective. 

The level of analysis in this inquiry is the society and relevant groups in society. The state 

is included in the analysis based on the argument that state in Ba’thist Iraq is a reflection 

of societal dynamics.  Here society is taken as the referent object of security as proposed 

by Buzan and others, but also society is considered as the actor that provide security for 

its own in multiple scenarios. In order to establish a practical methodological framework, 

sectoral approach to security is applied to understand the dynamics of societal security. 

After the theoretical framework is established a test case will be used in order to prove its 

utility.  

The societal security in Iraq during the Ba’th period (1968-2003) is chosen as the test 

case. There are two general reasons for this decision. First, the dynamics of Iraqi society 

is so complex that we can observe multi-layered insecurity patterns among the societal 

                                                 

16 Ole Waever, Barry Buzan, Morten Kelstrup and Pierre Lemaitre, Identity, Migration and the New 
Security Agenda in Europe (London: Pinter, 1993), 23. 
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groups in the country thus this makes it a curious case for exploring the dynamics of 

societal relations and the role of state within this complex web of social structure. Second, 

the political order that the Ba’th party in Iraq established over the course of more than 

three decades and its disastrous impacts on societal structure makes it a valid case to test 

the reliability of societal security theory in a non-western context. While the agenda of 

security studies field in the post-Cold War scholarship expanded beyond the state and 

military security concerns, the relationship between the society and security remains as 

an underexplored phenomenon in the field. Societal Security theory provides a good 

framework for how to approach this relationship. However, societal security theory does 

not provide a well-developed methodology to apply in cases where the relationship 

patterns are very complex and unstable. Before closing the introductory part, the 

methodology utilized in this study is introduced the next section in order to set the scene 

for theoretical and conceptual discussion in the following two chapters. 

Using Process Tracing and Sectoral Analysis for Studying Societal Security in 

Ba’thist Iraq 

The case analysis in this research is shaped around two methodological frameworks. The 

method of process tracing as a qualitative research methodology is utilized in order to 

shape the historical narrative of the processed that led to societal insecurity in the Ba’thist 

Iraq between the years of 1968 and the fall of the regime in 2003. Process tracing method 

provides a clear-cut definition of the causal mechanisms in between a social phenomenon 

that is considered as an outcome of single or multiple independent variables.17 These 

causal mechanisms enable a deeper understanding of the processes that lead to the 

outcome with detailed explanations.  

                                                 

17 Derek Beach and Rasmus Brun Pedersen, Process-Tracing Methods: Foundations and Guidelines (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013). 
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Sectoral security analysis is used in order to trace the (in)security problems in Ba’thist 

Iraq. Sectoral analysis also provides the analytical structure to identify the actor, referent 

objects and the agenda of societal security. The overall preliminary assumption presented 

in this research is that as a result of the continuous threats to societal identities through 

multiple forms and venues, societal (in)security becomes a constant force in determining 

the relationship among societal groups. In a hierarchical society as in Ba’thist Iraq, the 

capacity of one or multiple groups (based on the hierarchical position) to generate threat 

towards other groups defines the conditions of societal (in)security. Accordingly, sectoral 

analysis of security is utilized as the methodology for identifying the actors, referent 

objects and the agenda of societal security in Iraqi case by compartmentalizing the 

security issues in multiple areas where threat perception was present among Iraqis during 

this period. 

Process Tracing and Historical Perspective: Contextualizing Societal Processes 

George and Bennett defined that, the process-tracing is essentially “a method attempts to 

identify the intervening causal process—the causal chain and causal mechanism—

between an independent variable (or variables) and the outcome of the dependent 

variable.”18 Process tracing is a frequently used tool in security studies both in qualitative 

and quantitative as well as mixed studies.19 Also, process-tracing is considered as an 

appropriate method for historical analysis for it requires a sense of historicizing by 

exploring the chain of causality between events and concepts.20  

In its basic formula the causality relationship between two social events is documented 

18 Alexander George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), 206. 
19 For a survey of the method of process-tracing in security studies see, Nina Tannenwald “Process Tracing 
and Security Studies,” Security Studies 24, no. 2 (2015): 219-227. 
20 Vincent Pouliot, International Security in Practice: The Politics of NATO–Russia Diplomacy (NY: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 76. 



10 

through tracing how one factor causes another. A typical formulation would be like “X 

causes Y” in a methodological language. The traditional approach to causal mechanisms 

in social sciences focuses on causes and outcomes as the variables for explaining the 

reasons behind a certain social phenomenon. The main idea behind applying process-

tracing methodology in this study is to present the causal mechanisms that produce 

societal (in)security in the Iraqi case with a structured contextual analysis. However, it is 

crucial to stress at this point that my contextuality argument does not try to impose Middle 

East context as another type of creating an ‘other’. Just the opposite, the aim in this study 

is to offer an encompassing framework to open up security analysis to non-state 

perception of (in)securities.  

Beach and Pedersen identifies three variants of process-tracing methodology based on the 

conditions that “whether they are theory-centric or case-centric designs, aim to test or 

build theorized causal mechanisms and their understanding of the generality of causal 

mechanisms.”21 A summary of the variants based on the purpose of using process-tracing 

is portrayed as the figure below:22 

 

                                                 

21 Beach and Pedersen, Process-Tracing, 13. 
22 Ibid., 12. 
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Fig.1 Variants of process-tracing methods 

The main difference between the theory-centric and case-centric uses of the methodology 

lies at the ontological perspectives adopted in the analysis. Theory-testing and theory-

building process-tracing derives its motivation from the established hypotheses of a given 

theory to explain certain cases where mechanisms are not familiar to the author. Starting 

point for a case-centric exploration of causal mechanisms is the complexity of social 

phenomena that deserve a case specific understanding of what produce a certain 

outcome.23 In this study, the state of societal (in)security is explored as the outcome and 

the sectoral analysis aims at tracing the causal mechanisms the produce (in)security for 

societal groups in question rather than a mere application of societal security theory in 

order to analyze the case in hand. This reversed perspective enables an assessment of the 

potential explanatory power of societal security theory in cases such as Ba’thist Iraq. 

After all case-centered explaining-outcome type of process-tracing “is an iterative 

research strategy that aims to trace the complex conglomerate of systematic and case-

                                                 

23 Ibid., 12-13. 



12 

specific causal mechanisms that produced the outcome in question.”24 

From this methodological perspective, this study primarily tries to push the boundaries of 

security studies literature to develop more attention to the contextual dynamics of 

security. Especially in cases like Iraq, a societal perspective on security is not adaptable 

considering the established boundaries of the theory as utilized in the available case 

studies. On the other hand, the literature on the history of Iraq and its society has 

flourished especially in the post-2003 years and there are more available resources for a 

contextual analysis of societal dynamics. This was mainly because the academia became 

more interested in the way the occupation and the later developments in the country 

unfolded. Also, the availability of the country for more transparent observation due to the 

fall of the curtain that Saddam Hussein’s regime managed to keep over the country for so 

many years and of course both society and the state suffered the consequences of the 

power vacuum that is left after the fall of the totalitarian regime.  

Sectoral Approach in Security Studies and Societal Security  

The relationship between the state and the society is a complex web of institutions and 

networks from the individual to the highest authority in the state.25 In between these two 

ends, there are multiple levels and means of interaction that constitute state-society 

relations. Security is one of the central elements for explaining the nature of this 

relationship. Especially in societies like Iraq where diversification is very high and the 

complexity of state-society relations is very high as well, specific areas of interaction 

should be identified and analyzed in order to present a comprehensive picture of the 

security dynamics within this relationship.  

                                                 

24 Ibid., 19. 
25 Joel Migdal, Strong Societies, Weak States: State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in the Third 
World (NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 28-30. 
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One of the major criticisms towards societal security approach is that the framework fails 

to approach from a deconstructionist sociological angle, thus fails to comprehend the 

construction of identities that are taken for granted based on the existing threats to the 

survival of these identities.26 However, this research integrates the process of the 

evolution of societal identities to the study of societal security. Based on this concern over 

the multi-layered concerns of this topic, this research utilizes “a sectoral approach to 

security” in order to identify the most important areas of state-society relations in Ba’thist 

Iraq and the societal (in)securities that emerge out of this relationship.  

Sectoral approach to security analysis is introduced first by Barry Buzan in his book 

People, States and Fear and later developed in his collaborative works with other 

scholars, which has resulted in the identification of sectoral approach with Copenhagen 

School of Security Studies.27 In the first edition of the book, Buzan defined sectors as the 

types of threats to national security and introduced military, political, social and economic 

sectors without a clarified categorization. In the second edition of the book, Buzan put 

more emphasis to sectors and includes ecological sector by responding the developments 

in the subject of security.28 However, sectoral approach is formulized in order to study 

the components of national security and Buzan limits his level of analysis only to the 

national level.  

These works utilize the sectoral perspective in order to expand the idea of security not 

only in its political and military aspects, but also other areas where insecurities can 

emerge and become threats to national security. Later, with a constructivist twist from the 

original neo-realist security perspective, they introduced society as the referent object of 

security by itself opening way for analyzing societal security just as national security. In 

                                                 

26 Bill McSweeney, “Identity and Security: Buzan and the Copenhagen School,” Review of International 
Studies 22, no. 1 (1996): 82. 
27 Barry Buzan, People, States and Fear, 2nd Edition (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1991).  
28 Ibid., 112-145. 
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this way, threats to society can be analyzed through other sectors where security of society 

or threat to society is defined observed in practice. Societal sector of security is developed 

by Ole Waever et al. in 1993 in a collaborative work on the changing security agenda in 

Europe. Waever et al. applied Buzan’s sectoral approach in societal level of analysis and 

identified possible security sectors where threats to societal security emerges. While there 

was departure from Buzan’s initial conceptualizations in the national security analysis, 

the agenda of societal security remained limited to Buzan’s sectors.29   

These sectors are not completely exclusive from each other as Buzan argued that these 

“five sectors do not operate in isolation from each other. Each defines a focal point within 

the security problematic, and a way of ordering priorities, but all are woven together in a 

strong web of linkage.”30 This interlinked nature of this conceptualization has 

implications on how states organize itself within these sectors and interact with society 

when we conceptualize this framework in the domestic level. From this perspective, these 

sectors are conceptualized in this research as the areas where states interact with the 

societies. Along this line, in this study, these sectors are utilized both for examining how 

state society-relations is established through these sectors as well as the sources of societal 

insecurities rooted in the formulation of relations through these sectors.  

However, as the sectors proposed by these works mainly focus on the European security 

agenda, the sectors are revised related to the Iraqi case. Based on the preliminary research 

on societal security agenda in the Ba’thist Iraq, the following revisions have been made. 

Political sector is incorporated to the military sector because of the inseparable nature of 

state-military institutions in the authoritarian government structure of the Ba’thist Iraq. 

Than cultural, economic and religious threats to societal security are analyzed as the other 

sectors. As the threats to societal security emanates mostly from the nature of state-society 

                                                 

29 Waever et al., Identity, especially 42-57. 
30 Barry Buzan, Ole Waever and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (Colorado: Lynne 
Rienner, 1998). 
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relations in Ba’thist Iraq, the sectors are formulized in relation to the securitized issues of 

identity politics.31  

While, the diversification of security issues is not a novel discussion in Security Studies 

literature, the sectoral approach structures the discussions from the diversity of security 

agenda into issue-oriented perspective.32 This allows a more comprehensive analysis of 

security, but the contextual revisions are needed as the agenda of societal security does 

not always follow the line of thought proposed in the literature. In this research, the 

sectoral approach provides a useful guideline for areas where state-society relation is 

constructed while at the same time political culture and societal identities are re-

constructed around this relationship. However, with the purpose of offering a context 

sensitive discussion, the societal security sectors are revised and a new sector is 

introduced. 

Organization of the Study 

This research explores the central arguments presented in the research agenda in four 

chapters apart from the introduction and the concluding discussion. The first chapter 

following this introduction establishes the conceptual and theoretical framework of this 

study. It problematizes the conceptualizations of state, society and state-society relations 

in security studies by exploring the evolution of these concepts through an historical 

analysis. The main argument presented here is that the evolution of these concepts in 

security studies significantly lacks the contextual sensitivity that hinders the research 

universe of societal approaches in security studies. Therefore, the chapter introduces the 

state and society in its accepted forms in the literature through how European focused 

                                                 

31 The nature of threats, actors and referent objects of each sector is discussed in chapter 4.   
32 Ole Waever, “Securitizing Sectors? A Reply to Eriksson,” Cooperation and Conflict 34, no. 3 (1999): 
335. 
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experiences of (in)security has shaped the prescriptions on security analysis in the field. 

The discussion on each concept is followed by a comparative evolution of these concepts 

in the Middle East. Through this comparison, the problems of applying the dominant 

definitions of state, society and state-society relations in Security Studies to the security 

issues in non-Western contexts are identified. In addition, security dynamics in the 

Middle East are redefined within the scope of this research by offering the conceptual 

clarifications on these concepts. 

In the second chapter, the conceptualization of society as an actor and a referent object in 

security studies is discussed in line with the widening and deepening trends in security 

studies in the post-Cold War era. Then societal security theory is introduced as a society 

centered analytical framework and sector-based analytical methodology for the study of 

societal security is presented. This theoretical discussion will help us to relocate the 

society in the analytical frameworks of security studies. In general, the chapter outlines 

the theoretical and methodological framework that are used in the case study. Along with 

societal security theory, sectoral analysis approach through a case-oriented process-

tracing method is introduced to set the analytical framework of this research. 

In the following two chapters, the case of Iraq is discussed. First, the emergence of 

modern state and society as well as the construction of state-society relations in Iraq is 

explored in order to understand the societal security dynamics in the country before the 

rise of Ba’th Party to power until 1968. This background chapter assesses the societal 

security dynamics during the late Ottoman period, the British mandate, monarchical Iraq 

and the revolutionary Iraq, which ended in 1968 by the Ba’th Party. This part provides a 

background on the issue to allow the reader to follow the transformation of the societal 

security dynamics during the Ba’thist period. This historical part aims to present the 

continuities and transformations within the societal and security dynamics in Iraq that 

contributed to the rise of Ba’th Party and its evolution into a totalitarian regime. 
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In the last chapter, societal security in Ba’thist Iraq is analyzed through the sectoral 

approach to societal security dynamics as offered in this study. Political, military, 

religious, cultural and economic sectors of societal security are identified as the central 

focus of security dynamics in Iraq during the Ba’thist period until 2003. These sectors are 

analyzed through the main (in)security issues by identifying the actors, referent objects 

and threats for each sector. This analysis offers an encompassing look at how societal 

perceptions of security is shaped through Ba’thist practices that maximized insecurities. 

This chapter emphasizes the importance of societal perceptions of how state-society 

relation can reinforce insecurities in cases like Iraq.  

Finally, the importance of historical perspective and process-oriented look on the 

evolution of state-society relations from a security-oriented analysis will be discussed in 

the conclusion part. The contribution of the theoretical framework of this study is 

elaborated and how this perspective can be utilized in the post-2003 Iraq is evaluated.  
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 CHAPTER ONE 

STATE, SOCIETY AND STATE-SOCIETY RELATIONS IN 

IRAQ: A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

“If the emergence of ‘identity politics’ in Europe  

was seen as a crisis of the nation state, in ‘our  

region’ -Middle East- it can only be seen as a 

 consequence of the failure of nation-building  

to start with” Haider Saeed 33 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The analytical focus of this research is societal security. Societal groups defined as society 

in this theory are the central unit of analysis. One of the objectives of this research is to 

identify and analyze the possible reconceptualization of societal security theory based on 

the case of Ba’thist Iraq. This chapter discusses the concepts of state and society and the 

nature of state-society relations in order to present what the Iraqi case can offer as a sui 

generis case study to the existing literature on these concepts. The evolution of these 

concepts are unique experiences for each and every state and society in the world and 

subject to a historical process. The discussion here tries to contextualize the Iraqi 

experience based on comparative survey of how these concepts have evolved in the 

literature and based on which assumptions, and how we can situate the case of Iraq in 

                                                 

33 Haider Saeed, “Identity Politics and the Nation State in a Non-Western World: A Theoretical Essay with 
Reference to the Case of Iraq,” Institut Europeu de la Mediterrània Monographies 11: The Arab Transitions 
in a Changing World (2016): 185. 
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these arguments.34 

A direct application of societal security framework to Iraqi case will have two problematic 

consequences. First, approaching the Iraqi case from the lenses of a European centered 

analysis of society, which feeds the underlying assumptions of societal security theory,35 

may lead to a misrepresentation of societal dynamics in Iraq. Second, such a 

misrepresentation will most likely result in the failure to understand the actors, threats 

and referent objects or in other words, targets of societal (in)security in Ba’thist Iraq. To 

rectify the problems of the societal security theory for understanding state-society 

relations in the Middle East, it requires comparative discussion on state and society with 

reference to the evolution of these concepts in Europe. The comparative perspective will 

identify the major differences between the concepts of state and society as presented in 

the literature on European and in Middle Eastern cases and will provide a basis for 

defining societal groups, their security and threat perception as well as the issues of 

societal security with regard to Iraq. 

                                                 

34 My contextuality of the Middle East arguments especially in Security Studies in this study are largely 
inspired and benefit from Pinar Bilgin’s work on this subject. For some of the primary examples of Bilgin’s 
contributions on this subject see, Bilgin, Regional Security in the Middle East: A Critical Perspective (NY: 
Routledge, 2005); “The ‘Western-Centrism’ of Security Studies: ‘Blind Spot’ or Constitutive Practice?” 
Security Dialogue, Vol. 41:6 (2010): 615–622; “Thinking past ‘Western’ IR?” Third World Quarterly 29, 
no. 1 (2008): 5-23; “Whose ‘Middle East’? Geopolitical Inventions and Practices of Security,” 
International Relations 18, no. 1 (2004): 17–33. 
35 A brief overview of the literature on societal security reveals the abundance of case studies conducted on 
societal security in Europe. On the other hand, there are only a few examples of the application of this 
theoretical framework to non-European case studies and the available ones lack a conceptual discussion on 
the central assumptions of the theory. For an exception of this argument see, Claire Wilkinson, "The 
Copenhagen School on tour in Kyrgyzstan: Is securitization theory useable outside Europe?" Security 
Dialogue 38, no. 1 (2007): 5-25; on Societal Security in Israel see, Ronnie Olesker, “Israel’s Societal 
Security Dilemma and the Israeli-Palestinian Peace Process,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 17, no. 4 
(2011): 382-401. 
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1.2 STATE, SOCIETY AND STATE-SOCIETY RELATIONS: A 

COMPARATIVE CLARIFICATION FOR STUDYING THE 

MIDDLE EAST AS A NON-WESTERN CASE 

State is an evolving concept in the literature since its first appearances in the antiquity in 

its most primary form. A historiography of state formation would include centuries of 

wars, peace, agreements that defined and redefined what state is and how it functions.36 

The varieties in the structure and the nature of states emerge from the richness of this 

historical experience unique to the formation of each state. Still, there is no consensus 

over the definition of state and this leaves state as an ambiguous entity and a living 

concept. Today, the bedrock of state system, United Nations does not provide any criteria 

for its main functioning basis or there are no criteria for not being able to become a part 

of it other than international recognition of a territorial entity with a governing body.37 

Rather than opening up this discussion with such an exhausting background and trying to 

capture all these unique experiences of state building and state formation, this study 

explores the dynamics of state as a modern reality, the modern state.  

With reference to the historical discussions on the emergence of modern state, the 

discussion here aims to lay out characteristics that define the modern state as generally 

36 For an early historiography on state see, Franz Oppenheimer, The State: Its History and Development
Viewed Sociologically (New York, Vanguard Press, 1926); and for a collection of more contemporary views 
on state from a sociological perspective see, George Steinmetz, State/Culture: State-Formation After the
Cultural Turn (NY: Cornell University Press, 1999). 
37 The United Nations Charter mentions statehood in Article 4 as “Membership in the United Nations is 
open to all other peace-loving states which accept the obligations contained in the present Charter and, in 
the judgment of the Organization, are able and willing to carry out these obligations” (emphasis added). As 
Chen argues, the decision-makers have followed a number of criteria and have given a wide variety of 
meanings to the term based on the political context of membership applications. Primarily, “they have 
applied a traditional definition of states in international law which regards an entity as a state if it possesses 
(a) a permanent population; (b) a defined territory; (c) government; and (d) capacity to enter into relations
with other states,” based on the definition of Montevideo Convention of 1933 that has transformed into the
legal definitions of statehood in time. See Chen Frederick Tse-shyang. "The Meaning of States in the
Membership Provisions of the United Nations Charter." Ind. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 12 (2001): 25-51 for a
comprehensive survey of UN membership provisions based on the practices of decision-makers.
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narrated in social sciences and also how these characteristics can be assessed through the 

Middle East experience within the rapid transition from the imperial rule to nation state.38 

This discussion is followed by an assessment of the similarities and the differences of the 

transition process in the Middle East to the European cases.39 In this way, it will be 

possible to offer a better-grounded perspective about the state in the Middle East, and to 

reach a better understanding about the societies and the dynamics of state-society 

relations in the region. This discussion also contributes to clarify the theoretical 

framework of societal security in the region. After all, what state means and how it 

functions are two of the most crucial factors that determines how security and insecurity 

of society is defined along with the societal dynamics that determine the nature of state 

and its relation with its polity.40 Because, the traditional role ascribed to states is to 

provide protection to its society within its boundary from external threats which defines 

an interdependent relationship between state and society, in other words reifying the role 

of states as the security provider and society as the legitimizing force for authority.41 Still, 

states can become the source of threat to society in cases where the interests of the states 

and societies are in conflict. In such cases, the interdependency between state and society 

is disrupted especially in the Middle East context where the boundaries between state and 

society is being contested continuously. 

                                                 

38 Roger Owen, State, Power and Politics in the Making of the Modern Middle East (NY: Routledge, 1992) 
especially chapter 1, 5-22; Eva Bellin, "The Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East: 
Exceptionalism in Comparative Perspective." Comparative Politics 36, no. 2 (2004): 139-57; Clement 
Moore Henry and Robert Springborg, Globalization and the Politics of Development in the Middle East 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
39 This comparison is not designed to stress the incompatibilities of the state in the Middle East but to 
emphasize the necessity of a context-sensitive assessment of state formation and state building processes 
in the region. Indeed, the author acknowledges that the roots of the problems in state-society relations is 
not limited to this problem but is a consequence of long term structural and ideological problems that has 
created a pattern distorted relationship between state and society.  
40 Barry Buzan refers to the centrality of state-society relations to the perceptions on security in his book, 
People, States and Fear, but from a national security-centered perspective, 21-35. 
41 This perspective is reflected in the traditional understanding of state society relations and foundational 
assumptions on the role of state as the security provider. See, Thazha Varkey Paul, “States, Security 
Function, and the New Global Forces,” in The Nation-State in Question, eds. T.V. Paul et al. (NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2003), 139-165. 
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1.3 THE IDEA OF THE ‘MODERN’ STATE AND POST-

COLONIAL ASSESSMENTS 

1.3.1 Classical Approaches to State 

Scholars writing on the meanings of the modern state usually define states through 

“approaches” to modern states rather than giving precise definitions.42 These works have 

a variety of origin both in terms of their field (International Relations, Sociology, and 

Anthropology etc.) and in terms of their theoretical perspectives (realist, liberal, 

institutionalist, Marxist etc.). Taking diversity rather than unitary notion of society only 

as a source of legitimacy for state at its center, the sociological perspective adopted in 

this research mainly focus on the micro level interactions among social groups within the 

process of state building and a macro level that analyzes how societal dynamics function 

in relation with state-society relations and resulting security problems.  

In this part, the idea of state is elaborated with reference to its conceptualization in 

dominant Western literature and marginal Middle Eastern one. Here, rather than 

addressing each state approach, it is more effective to lay out common references made 

to state in different perspectives that are relevant to a study of societal security framework. 

Therefore, the discussion below addresses central must-have features of states and its 

relation with societal dynamics through its institutional mechanisms.  

In his seminal work, the Modern State, Christopher Pierson outlines nine features that are 

present in most comprehensive accounts on the modern state that can serve as reference 

point for evaluating “what should the state be and what should it do?” These features are;  

(1) (monopoly) control of the means of violence,  

                                                 

42 Stephen D. Krasner, “Approaches to the State: Alternative Conceptions and Historical Dynamics,” 
Comparative Politics 16, no. 2 (Jan., 1984): 223-246. 
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(2) territoriality,  

(3) sovereignty,  

(4) constitutionality,  

(5) impersonal power,  

(6) the public bureaucracy,  

(7) authority/legitimacy, 

(8) citizenship and  

(9) taxation.43  

As seen in these characteristics of modern states, it is an idea as much as a physical reality. 

Beside the necessity of a territorial foundation, each feature points to a different function 

of state performed via its institutions which are relevant to how societal identities are 

constructed and reproduced, while in many instances create insecurities both in state and 

societal levels. Therefore, it is possible to talk about state in its territorial as well as 

institutional and ideational basis which is more linked to its relations with the society. 

Territorial, Institutional and Ideational Foundations of State 

Territorial definition for a state refers to the basic reality of its presence: the recognized 

borders of the state as an entity, hence sovereignty. Territoriality in International 

Relations also assumes societies as fixed entities within the territorial boundaries of state 

thus making state a ‘container’ of society.44 Weberian definition of states on the other 

hand emphasize the institutional basis of states by underlining governance. In this 

manner, states are defined as “the administrative apparatus where administration means 

the extraction of resources, control and coercion, and maintenance of political, legal and 

                                                 

43 For a detailed discussion of each of these characteristics, see Christopher Pierson, The Modern State, 2nd 
Edition (London: Routledge, 2004), 5-26. 
44 John Agnew, “The Territorial Trap: The Geographical Assumptions of International Relations Theory,” 
Review of International Political Economy 1, No. 1 (Spring, 1994): 53-80. 
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normative order in society”.45 States perform this function through governance 

mechanisms, which shapes its relations with society with its hierarchical structure that 

penetrates the society from different levels.  

However, these definitions are not clear enough to answer how states emerge in certain 

forms depending on the difference of context. According to the liberal theory on state 

formation, state is a construction as the result of a simple barter between society and the 

ruling elite and it is a product of participatory system.46 What makes up this ruling elite 

becomes the government that holds the control over state mechanisms that provide order 

in society based on the terms included in the agreement, in other words constitution and 

legal frameworks. To understand the principle functions and raison d’état of the states, 

one will focus on this legal framework and if there changes in it through time, when and 

why. The idea of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s conceptualization of “Social Contract” 

provides a good starting point to lay out the foundational dynamics of state and society.47 

The initiation of such a construction start with a necessity for individuals to create a legal 

framework that regulate their relationship with other individuals in a specific territory. 

This territory is also a historical matter as Rousseau points out, the whole structure that 

define what state is determined by a territorial boundary and a societal one. The relation 

between this territorial reality that defines the physical existence of a state and the social 

reality that defines how state-society relation is established manifests itself along with the 

changes in both.48 Therefore, as state boundary changes, its societal configuration 

transforms into a new structure. 

                                                 

45 Karen Barkey and Sunita Parikh, “Comparative Perspectives on the State,” Annual Review of Sociology 
17 (1991): 524.  
46 Matthias Vom Hau, “State Theory: Four analytical Traditions” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Transformations of the State, eds. Stephen Leibfried et al. (NY: Oxford University Press, 2015), 133.  
47 Jean Jacques Rousseau, “The Social contract,” trans. by Jonathan Bennett (2010), 
http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/rousseau1762.pdf. 
48 John Agnew, “Borders on the mind: re-framing border thinking,” Ethics & Global Politics 1, no. 4 (2008): 
181. 



25 

While the state can be defined as the overall structure that encompass state structure and 

society, the political structure that shape the states define the way that states exert its 

regulative and extractive functions. With its regulative role, governments draw the limits 

of state presence in social life under the legal framework that is created ideally with the 

consent of society. The dependence of the state on its internal and external security is an 

important concern in establishing its institutions.49 If the rule of law is established and 

consolidation of state is achieved in relation to the society, the institutional apparatus of 

states adjust to a more amicable structure. However, if the instability persists states 

integrate more coercive roles to its regulative capacity. 

How states behave on these two sides of the spectrum is of course a historical matter. As 

Bobbitt argues, the nation-state of our time is a continuation of a long history of state 

transformation first from a feudal princely state into kingly state, then into a territorial 

state, later into state-nation. Nation-states are the final product of this process that took 

more than 400 years of human history.50 While this historical evolution transformed the 

elementary functions of states and the nature of state-society relations, the raison d’état 

also changed. This process witnessed the expansion of state in terms of territory, its 

societal boundary, and in terms of its functions, which reinforced the centrality of state 

both in domestic and international system. With wars and technological development, 

both expectations and requirements of the concept stretched either by governance or by 

the society. However, it is really critical to keep in mind that the application variation 

from location to location first depending on the dynamics of state formation (the type of 

government, the capacities of the state in terms of fiscal and legal terms and the structure 

of the society) and on later evolution of governance mechanisms and political culture, 

type of authority and legal framework that establish state’s relation with society. The 
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diversity of state formation is parallel to diversity of governance.51 Structures of state-

society relations was a product of the variance in the unique combination of such 

dynamics.  

One of the central aims of states is to establish and consolidate its regulative role over 

society in order to secure order in its territory.52 This social control is achieved through 

state’s regulative power and this is ideally organized through the legal framework that is 

created through the social contract. The amount of power granted to state depends on the 

scale of extraction/distribution balance as population grants more power to states in return 

for security against growing threats. However, this conceptualization has changed over 

time. The notion of justice and the role of state as the provider of justice is as important 

as security. Indeed, the ability of states to provide justice to its citizens is a matter of 

identity security.53 As the definition of threats expanded overtime, the necessity for a 

more powerful state increased resulting in the expansion of state domination. In its 

stretched definition, states are responsible for providing security against economic, social, 

territorial and other plurality of threats. This brings the question of the coherence of 

governance mechanisms and effectiveness of it.  

The history of modern state in Europe is dated to the transition period from Empires 

whose territories reach beyond the continent to emergence of Kingdoms. After the fall of 

the Roman Empire, Kingdoms dominated Europe which consolidated allegiance of 

neighboring estates and this smaller units of rule laid the foundation of modern state 

system in Europe.54 However, the regulative role of these kingdoms based on loose 

relation with society mostly based on shelter vs. protection. This in return required the 
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consolidation of society within the boundaries of states. In its essence, this was creating 

a model of state that achieved the consolidation of religiously homogeneous groups under 

a state structure, which also defined the foundations of modern state.55 Before the 

establishment of the Westphalian order, the functions of state and the use of power by the 

state is minimized because the terms of the original barter between individuals and states 

limited the role of the state. This process is often referred as the emergence of modern 

state. Still, some scholars argue that, the modern state as we understand today is a product 

of 19th century as they labeled the Westphalian state as the ‘absolutist state’.56  

This second perspective regards the Westphalian state as absolutist state rather than 

labeling a modern one because while Westphalia peace was crucial for the emergence of 

state based on territoriality, the inner dynamics of these states lacked necessary conditions 

for the establishment of state society relations in its modern sense.57 The absolutist state 

is an early form of modern states with limited characteristics we seek in modern states; 

namely monopoly on the means of violence, territoriality, sovereignty, bureaucracy and 

taxation. While the Westphalian state showed a great amount of improvement in these 

functions, still each characteristic was in an early phase and not completed its evolution. 

None of these rules of existence were mature enough to perceive states in a bottom up 

understanding as the modern state presented a strong link with its people to consolidate 

all its functions, but the Westphalian state was conceptualized through its existence with 

regard to other states, paying less attention how state-society relations should be built. 

This contention is an important asset for us to conceptualize the Middle Eastern states to 

make judgement about whether or how far it is modern. Because this aspect of state 

conceptualizing is revealing about the nature of its society and state-society relation as 
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well.  

Apart from the physical and institutional base of the state, Barry Buzan adds the idea of 

the state to understand the ideational existence of states.58 Regardless of its form of 

governance, states exist in interdependence with society. The key to survival for any state 

form, not only the government which adheres to a temporal ownership, is the acceptance 

from the society of the idea of the state, which is also called as legitimacy.59 When society 

loses its ideological attachment to state as citizens the functioning and survival of state is 

not achievable. Therefore, the nature of state-society relation in a country is central for 

its ideational existence. Whether societies act in conformity or in reaction to the 

established rules of states vis-à-vis their societies is defined by the nature of this 

relationship and whether the state rule is consolidated or not.60 

Theories on the emergence of states are discussed because these theories point to 

historical processes that reach beyond geographical differences. However, the process of 

state-formation in the Middle East does not follow similar path with the Western 

examples partly as a result of the absence of consolidation over defined territory or on the 

composition of representational bodies of the state. Then, it is more convenient to stress 

the contextual differences of state formation with attention to specific form of state 

building mechanisms following the state formation.  

The state formation and its consolidation in the Middle East was a different experience 

than what we observe in the West. First because what triggered these processes was the 

policy of Britain and France as an external actor with certain interests and agenda for the 
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future of their zones of influence in the region.61 The length of British and French rule in 

the region caused certain fallbacks in the process of consolidation.  

Another difference that is stressed out in the literature was the artificiality of state building 

process after state formation to a certain extent and lack of legitimacy building in the 

post-war state formation period.62 This resulted in the lack of long process of 

consolidation of state system and state-society relations unlike how the same process 

happened in Europe in general. As Migdal stressed out, the long and problematic period 

of power transfer to indigenous populations in mandate countries resulted in the weakness 

of these states63 

1.3.2 Understanding State in the Post-Ottoman Middle East 

If we take Pierson’s eight characteristics for defining the modern state, we can partially 

date the emergence of modern state institutionalization in the Middle East to the Tanzimat 

reforms in the early 19th century by the Ottoman Empire.64 During this period, 

institutional as well as the ideational foundations of the state transformed to a great extent 

with the introduction of economic, military, social and legal reforms.65 While the early 
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modernization process focused on increasing state capacity and ability to rule, the notion 

of representative politics gained increasing importance in reform agenda that was 

materialized with constitutional reforms.66 However, the structural change that enabled 

the formation of ‘nation-states’ in the Middle East was the post-war establishment of 

mandate system imposed by Britain and France as the victors of the First World War. A 

dominant alternative approach to state in the Middle East falls within the literature on the 

post-colonial state diverging from the idea of how modern state evolved in the West.  

State formation in the Middle East and the Post-Colonial Argument 

State formation process in Europe matured through decades of wars and reconstruction 

that enabled domestic elements in state formation to evolve and mature through 

consolidation of rule.67 In the Middle East, the formation of nation-states was triggered 

with post-1918 transition from empire to state in the early 20th century within a very short 

period of time.68 Also, this transition process was shaped under the provision of Britain 

and France with a very limited autonomous local and domestic forces necessary for 

consolidation of newly established states.69 This contextual difference is very critical for 

comparing state formation in the West and in the Middle East. The contestation of state 

borders through regional crises in the Middle East is a recurrent phenomenon in the 

history of the region. There are different arguments on the credibility of nation-state 
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borders in the Middle East.70 The foundations of modern states in the Middle East is the 

main focus to understand the possible underlying reasons for this instability. The history 

of modern state formation in the region that materialized in the post-war transformations 

of political and societal structures has been considered as the reason for the contemporary 

regional problems and such narratives are popular in the presentations of current issues 

in the Middle East.71 While the link between the early experiences of state formation and 

societal transformation should not be ignored, we should be cautious about not to fall into 

a deterministic position.  

The long period of Ottoman rule in the Middle East left its political and societal legacy 

in a number of significant ways. While the idea of state remained marginally dominating 

because of the dynamics of imperial rule over distant territories, emergence of elite class 

and transformation of societal structure was dominated by the competition for power over 

governing mechanisms.72 Two main structural changes were introduced in Ottoman 

Middle East along these lines during the 19th century and the early 20th century. First 

structural change was introduced by Tanzimat reforms which above anything was an 

attempt to centralize the governance in the Empire. One immediate result of this 

centralization was the extension of central bureaucracy and related to this governance. 

This resulted in introduction of modern state institutions through reforms especially in 
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bureaucracy, military and education.73 On the other hand, the old tradition of relation 

between the local notables and the center where the importance of local power 

mechanisms was sometimes more important than the interest of the Empire. The tribal 

and nomadic structure of Mesopotamian population was always a risk for the Ottoman 

rulers as the allegiance of these groups were not predictable and ungovernable. With the 

introduction of centralized governance, with structural reforms, the empire tried to change 

this relative independence with the appointment of powerful figures that would lead 

reforms in many areas such as land, military, education and infrastructure.74 

The fall of the Ottoman Empire after the First World War surfaced the already ongoing 

problems of authority in the Middle East. The reforms and increasing role of Ottoman 

bureaucrats in the region could not prevent the weakening of Ottoman rule and its ability 

to create sustainable relations with the local population. During the war, the easy access 

of the external powers, especially British empire, to the allegiance of regional leaders 

enabled the fragmentation of society against Ottomans. The spirit of independence from 

the Ottoman rule and the rise of Arab ethnonational ideology resulted in a large scale 

revolt against the Ottomans with the leadership of Hashemite family whose spiritual 

importance for Arabs and Muslims enabled them to appeal support from local 

populations.75 However, the war did not bring the immediate creation of nation-states in 

the region. Instead, the long period of British and French rule dominated the post-imperial 

restructuring of the region into creation of the state-system.  

The Mandates rule after the war created virtual states with the image of the colonial 

powers and under the influence of the dominant groups or elites representing the interest 
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of them. These were not well developed modern states because of the lack of proper state-

society relations and falls in the category of more an absolutist one. This was a natural 

result of the externally imposed not consolidated rules through the most developed parts 

of the post-Ottoman Arab region. Because of this, the absolutism of the new state under 

the name of the monarchy both in Iraq and Syria antagonized the claims of the local 

notables and the intellectuals where ideological awareness was increasing. But above 

these structural changes that eventually realized after the second world war was the idea 

of Arab unity that dominated how local powers imagined the region after the first world 

war.  

A critical example of such imagination was apparent within the McMahon-Hussein 

correspondences where Hussein, Sharif of Mecca did not dream a fragmented Arab 

society as he pointed to Arab majority populations and he based his territorial demands 

on this claim.76 Just the opposite his claims on the Arab land leaned towards a unified 

region under his rule. Still the ambiguity of borders among societies did not prevent 

division of the region into different states. But the imagination of Arab region as a whole 

became a recurrent theme in regional politics in the following decades after the foundation 

of territorial states. 

 The period of state formation in the Middle East after the First World War spans from 

1932 with the independence of Kingdom of Iraq under King Faisal through 1970’s with 

the consolidation of Yemen. The long-term dominance of external powers during these 

political processes, its accompanying societal transformations created a disrupted process 

of state formation without state consolidation or sustainable governance mechanisms.77 

The interests of the external powers were primarily of military and economic concern and 

the concentration of power in the hands of authoritarian leadership created deep 
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legitimacy problems in the region. Instead, the state building period after the 

independence was dominated for a long time by the power competition among different 

elite groups and ideological movements without grassroot participation.78 The impacts of 

this problematic state formation period have its roots in today’s crises in the region.  

Still, a historicized narration of the early phases of modern state system in the Middle 

East is necessary to understand the unique experience. A combination of the arguments 

of historicity and contextuality with a non-deterministic perspective can be found in the 

epistemological contributions of post-colonial literature. While post-colonialism emerged 

as a critical perspective on the determinism in International Relations scholarship, the 

contributions of studies under this field focused on the problematization of West-oriented 

production of knowledge and the claim on the universality of concepts.79 With a new 

outlook for reading the history of the non-Western regions 80 

Foreign occupation after the First World War did not automatically created colonization 

in the region. On the contrary there were only three major colonies in the region Aden 

(British), Libya (Italian) and Algeria (French). In the post-Ottoman territories of Iraq, 

Syria and the rest of zones of influence in the region, mandates were established by the 

British and French, which eventually turned into territorial states.81 The idea behind the 

establishments of mandates instead of colonies was that the design was to be temporary. 
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However, the structural framework imposed by the mandate rule defined the nature of the 

newly established nation-states. The British and French governments applied different 

governing methods in their mandates and this deeply affected the creation of domestic 

political rule in these states. The most important difference was that the British opted for 

indirect rule in Iraq and delegated the essential responsibilities of governance at the 

national level without sacrificing its controlling power over the societal actors while the 

French had to apply a form of direct rule in its mandates, which resulted in deeper 

penetration of Syrian institutions by the French political and cultural influence.82   

Based on the structures established on the terms of the mandates, state building in the 

Middle East, or more specifically, the post-Ottoman regions after the First World War 

was an exogenous process controlled by the occupying British and French 

administrations.83 The images of newly constructed states reflected the strategies of 

control by these powers and failed to produce stable democratic governance mechanisms. 

From this perspective, the post-colonial experience and the birth of territorial states in the 

Middle East has a complex web of underlying causes that ties most countries in the region 

towards a revolutionary phase during the 19th and 20th century emerging from societal 

dynamics transformed into structural changes. Hanna Batatu sharply outlines this 

transition and its results in the Middle East from a sociological perspective: 

“To this process, which is still at work, is related in one way or another a series 

of large facts: among others, the advance in the Arab world of the West's 

power and capital; the incipient imitation of modern techniques; the diffusion 

of elements of Western culture; the improvement of health standards and the 

swift rise in the rates of population growth; the British, French, and Italian 
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conquests; the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire and the severance of 

several of its Arab provinces from their natural trading regions; the settlement 

of French, Spanish, and Italian colons in Algeria, Morocco, and Libya, and of 

European and Oriental Jews in Palestine; the setting up of dependent 

monarchies, republics, and shaykhdoms with new standing armies and new 

administrative machines; the exploitation of the region's oil resources and the 

sudden explosion in the Arabian Peninsula of the "epidemic of oil money.”84 

From the combination of these elements specific to the Middle East post-war restructuring 

process defined the type institutionalization of state and its respective societies. Still the 

main element missing in this design was the consolidation of these transformations among 

the ‘citizens’ of these newly formed states. The problems of nation building and societal 

cohesion dominated the early period of independence. In the Middle East, states emerged 

from similar needs as Europe but with sui generis characteristics. Imperial experiences 

from the legacy of Ottoman Empire in the region as a whole and following mandate rules 

by the British and French in the Fertile Crescent determined the course of state formation 

and creation of modern state mechanisms.85 It should be reminded that the region 

remained as the periphery of the Ottoman Empire still with strategic trade routes and 

historical importance, and what shaped the transformation of governance structures and 

development was the decisions made by the Sublime Porte. Before the World War I, the 

region experienced the struggles of the central government both in terms of power politics 

at the center and the ideological clashes that expanded through the Empire. While the 

Empire created its ties with the local population through local notables, their socio-

political status was dependent on who dominated the politics at the center. 
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In the Middle East the process of state formation was a top-down process without the 

interdependent transformation of state and society. In Iraq, the constitutional monarchy 

that was established after the First World War was a British design rather than a domestic 

evolution.86  Instead, the modernization in the Ottoman period was state-centered and the 

society only indirectly benefited from the implications of institutional reform.87 Since the 

societal transformation were not initiated, the society had to adapt to the state reforms and 

benefited from it where accessible. This was a major problem that distorted the formation 

of legitimate and stable state institutions but there was no significant societal opposition 

to challenge this arbitrary process. The society itself was remote from the statehood in 

terms of participation to governance both because of the traditional role that the society 

played and because of class-based relationships rooted in the societal structure. Beyond 

that, the idea of nationhood let alone citizenship was not achieved which jeopardized the 

state-building mechanisms to a large extent. This is a major difference of state-building 

process in the Middle East and in Europe.88 The role of societal integration and cohesion 

within these newly established systems determined whether legitimacy could be 

established or not.89 This point is clarified in the following section from the perspective 

of evolution of society, the idea of nationhood and the limited understanding of 

citizenship. 
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1.4 SOCIETY IN THE MIDDLE EAST: BETWEEN DIVERSITY 

AND UNITY 

1.4.1 Formation of Societies and the Role of Societal Groups 

In its contemporary understanding, society has been defined as “any aggregate of 

individual human beings who interact in a systematic way, so as to determine criteria of 

membership,”90 or as a term to describe “a level of organization of groups that is relatively 

self-contained.”91 In the European context, understanding of society evolved in parallel 

to our earlier discussion of the evolution of modern state. Society as used in this study 

includes different levels of relationship patterns from society within the boundaries of a 

state as a whole to particular identity groups within society, which can exceed beyond 

state borders. The acknowledgement of the existence of these different levels create the 

basis of a societal security understanding as well.  

Diversity is the central element in defining societies. Still, in order to provide clear 

definitions and typologies for societies, social sciences have offered definitions based on 

their central concern over the dynamics of human collectivities. Anthropologists defined 

societies based on their modes of sustenance and categorized societies such as hunter-

gatherer, pastoral, agricultural or industrial societies.92 Political scientists on the other 

hand categorized different types of societies based on the structures of groups within the 

society.93 They start with smaller scale societies like bands, tribes, chiefdoms to the most 

extended form, nations. In this categorization, the organizing principle defines the scale 
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and the extent of the bonds that create societies. From the sociological perspective, three 

main theoretical strands, namely symbolic interactionist, functionalist and conflict theory, 

explain the underlying forces that shape societies and the changes from different point of 

views.94  

Any discussion over what society is inevitably touches to the issue of identity. As the 

cluster of multiple identities make up society, it is important to understand how identities 

are constructed within societies and by which means. With regard to venues of identity 

construction, societal institutions are considered as the arena where identities emerge and 

constructed in time by responding general structural changes.95 In a social environment, 

identities are constructed through social institutions that become a framework for the 

requirements to be identified with that identity.96 The prominent social categories referred 

in this study include ethnic and religious identities, and the political identities that is 

shaped around these two identity traits. In the Iraqi case, these different identity categories 

overlap with each other and create a complex web of identity dynamics, which make it 

hard to distinguish the problems in it. This is because, collective identity construction is 

a process of prioritizing one identity from the multiple roles that the individuals play in 

their lives, one identity that satisfy the urge to be a part of the whole. 97 Still, to observe 

each social category is crucial to understand the societal dynamics and its security aspects, 

which constitute the case-specific part of this study. 

Societies emerge and transform based on the changes occurring within the web of 

interactions among different groups in communication with the structural changes.98 
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Thus, it is a continuous process as it is in the nature of these interactions. At the center of 

this process lies the global evolution of political systems and structural changes both 

geographical and political. With any major historical change on a global scale such as, 

industrialization, democratization and other changes, the essence of what hold societies 

together transforms. This result in the emergence of new forms of socialization and 

collective identity.99 This adaptive form of social life enables the reproduction of societies 

through changes. This might be considered as an explanation to why so many societies 

(not only territorial, but also societies based on specific meanings such as ethnicity, 

religion and so on) have been able to survive in a drastically changing world. Today the 

concepts such as states and nation are challenged under the force of globalization 

argument, but societies persist regardless of the increasing ambiguity of boundaries.  

The definitions of society as presented point to a commonality among individuals that 

makeup the society. This connection is not necessarily a physical one but the sense of 

being connected through a variety of social institutions such as culture, values, language, 

ethnicity and other similar ones is necessary. Many sociologists necessitate interaction 

among members in a society and language barrier and geographical disconnectedness 

would easily dismantle societies.100 Therefore, in order to consider societies an 

constructed entities as proposed by the argument of imagined communities, we need to 

take objective characteristics such as language and geography into consideration.101 The 

use of a single official language in linguistically heterogeneous countries is a move 

towards assimilating groups with different languages into a unified system in public 

sphere to breakdown disconnectedness within nations. In many cases, linguistic 

nationalism is alive and create conflict of interest among different groups in a single 
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country.102 Therefore, at the national level, language can act as the most trivial 

characteristic that divide societies among states and within them. The basic tenets societal 

evolution has undergone particular ways up to their historical evolution. Societies in the 

West have sub-societies that live up to the boundaries emerging from cultural, religious, 

geographical and linguistic differences. However, to some extent societies in Europe has 

been affected by the similar historical milestones.  

In terms of security, what is crucial for societies within societal security perspective is 

the survival of their identity based on the conditions that have been prioritized by its 

members. When defining existential threats to societies, we should address how threats 

are perceived and how societies react. This requires a contextual perspective towards 

threats to societal security as otherwise the discussion leads towards an existentialist 

attitude. This is considered as a serious problem because it enables the reification of 

identities according to which the societies are represented as fixed entities.103 We can find 

the traces of such perspectives in the clash of civilization argument offered by Huntington 

and its current practices of populist politics on a global scale.  

The representation of identity politics in the Middle East has been dominated by enforced 

dichotomies of good and evil because of generalized narratives on the lack of harmony 

among diverse societal groups in the region. However, the reproduction of such 

representations of societal conflicts based on the incompatibility for coexistence result in 

the reified definition of societal concerns and actions. We should acknowledge that the 

historical construction as well as contextual uniqueness of societal relationships and the 
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structural formations around them make identities are too fluid to generalize. In addition, 

what trigger the black and white imagination of Middle East societies are usually imposed 

categorization of societal dynamics that create distorted perspectives on the dynamics of 

identity politics. Some of these misrepresentations should be discussed in order to 

understand the societal dynamics that produce certain insecurities and relationship 

dynamics.  

1.4.2 The Problem of the ‘Artificial’: Societies and Division in the 

Middle East 

The evolution of society in the Middle East present a more different history which fails 

to fit into the above-mentioned stages of societal evolution. In the region, the societal 

transformation is late because of the late introduction of events that triggered 

transformation and it follows a different path. 

Making an analysis confined to either of these perspectives would be misleading while 

studying the origins of modern society in different contexts. For example, if we take 

industrialization at the necessary condition for the emergence of modern societies, Middle 

Eastern societies would fall into pre-modern category which is all but correct. Neither 

industrialization is a mature process in the region nor do the agricultural societies have 

similar features those of the feudal Europe. However, simply excluding the Middle 

Eastern societies from this societal evolution would be misleading especially because 

other social transformations led to revolutionary societal dynamics in the region. 

Urbanization and intellectual movements are the main driving forces that transformed the 

societies in the region that laid the foundations of new imaginations of who these people 

are along with the political transformations mentioned earlier.  

Each and every point made in these lines require a deep analysis and their unique 

experience in each country in the region that went through these changes, but for the 
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purpose of an introductory part it suffices to say that beyond the external penetrations and 

elite manipulation, what transformed the Middle East societies was a bottom up change 

that resulted in and accompanied by structural ones. As discussed before, the problem of 

artificiality should not be overstated; rather we should acknowledge that the exogenous 

nature of state formation process and the following phases of legitimacy building deeply 

affected the nature of society’s attachment to the state, either ideologically or structurally 

from a citizenship perspective.104  

Among these changes, urbanization is an encompassing element that shifted societal 

dynamics towards a more diversified public sphere. This in turn challenged the power 

structure and role of elites as a result of multiplied actors began to expand their influence 

in societal institutions. To give an example, Hannah Batatu portrays the Iraqi society 

defined by diversity, not only in ethnic, linguistic and religious identities but also with 

their diversity in legal customs, and economic relations. The urban and rural difference 

drew boundaries within the Iraqi society as a whole while these boundaries were present 

among the communities who are themselves societies of Iraq.105 The transformation from 

urban and rural under the Ottoman rule into the same difference after the establishment 

of Monarchy than nation state presents a very complex process for all parts of the society.  

Like all social transformations, the legacy of the past practices was not completely 

abandoned, most significantly within class-based relations, indeed when the nation-state 

stepped in from above, this complex web of societal relations became even more complex. 

With the introduction of the image of a nation both identity and institutional wise, all 

these societal groups tried to reestablish their roles within this new framework. The 

transition from being the periphery of the empire into a nation state with centralized 

governance mechanisms, societal connections among groups had to be reformulated 
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under new power structure of the society.  

When we look at the social movements of the early 20th century Middle East, the idea of 

unity was sought in somewhere else than the state.106 The main reason was that states 

were not a part of the imaginations of Arab people, rather societal identities defined the 

nature of the movements. Considering the heterogeneity of the societies in question, the 

stress on the ethnic and/or religious identities have become a recurrent theme.107 The Arab 

nationalism that preceded the state formation in the post-World War I period that was led 

by Michel Aflaq, Sati al-Husri aimed at integration through linguistic-cultural bonds 

among the Arab people while Afghani’s religious and moral based nationalism put 

religion as the integrating factor among societies of the region.108 Arab nationalism 

imagined Arab society beyond territorial realities that surfaced in time with the 

penetrations from the post war settlement schemes in the region. The regional appeal of 

Arab nationalism as an alternative to the imagination of society under the Ottoman rule 

was a strong force in shaping the post-war identity construction in Iraq as well. On the 

other hand, the fact that the majority of people in Iraq (Kurds and Shi’a) did not find Arab 

nationalist sentiment appealing.109 

At the beginning, the reason behind the variant of Arab centered ideological integration 

projects was that the borders were already too blurred under Ottoman rule and in reality, 

boundaries among social groups were mostly solely linguistic (even dialectic) or 

geographical. For example, when trade routes advanced among the urban centers of the 

empire, rather cosmopolitan populations became dominating in these centers. People in 

such places adopted multiple languages and got accustomed to multiple cultures and 
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religious practices. State system in the region was felt to be redundant because of this 

interconnectedness among societies. Still, this is not to claim that the otherwise did not 

exist. Indeed, remote groups existed in different parts of the Empire, such as Kurds and 

Druze people. However, the domination of collective imagination of Arab identity was a 

result of the lack of intellectual awareness among other groups to challenge this uniform 

ideology. 

Nevertheless, the dominant societal imagination in the region followed a Pan-Arab path 

with the transition from the Ottoman trans-societal identity to the regional Arab 

identity.110 The Post-War makeup of the region by the victors of the war fundamentally 

challenged the idea of Arab unity. Sykes-Picot agreement and the resulting demarcations 

of borders of a divided fertile crescent triggered new forms of identity building processes 

that radicalized Arab society and other societal groups in the region in time. Still, Arab 

nationalism was not supported by the larger society in Iraq because considering the non-

Arab elements in society such as Kurds and Turkmens, but also the primacy of the 

religious identity rather than ethnic Arab identity among the Shi’a population. While the 

perception towards the Arab nationalist idea was as such from the societal side, the 

domination of Arab-nationalist sentiment among the powerful Sunni Arab population and 

their monopolization of power especially after the 1958 revolution led by the military 

resulted in the domination of Arab nationalist discourse in state institutions and the 

relation between state and society.  

1.5 STATE-SOCIETY RELATIONS  

The historical exploration of state-society relations is closely related to the emergence 

and early stages of European states and new perspectives has been developed with the 
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growing number of developing states.111 In this research, state-society relations in Iraq as 

a non-Western case study is conceptualized based on the argument that state and society 

are parts of the myriad of institutional networks established from the state formation and 

state building process. Therefore, there is a departure from the hierarchical (Weberian) 

conceptualization of this relationship in this research. Instead, society is treated as an 

agent by itself separate from the state and does not necessarily evolves and transforms 

with reference to the state. This argument essentially resonates Joel Migdal’s state-in-

society approach, where he introduces the integrated evolution of states within the societal 

dynamics rather than as a separate entity. 112 

Giving the society a voice in the construction of the rules of interaction between state and 

society requires a clarification of how society as an agent shapes the boundaries of state 

and its capacity to rule. In parallel to the emphasis made on the process and social 

construction in this study, the contextual dynamics of state-society relations comprise a 

crucial element in the analysis of societal security. Under the light of the discussion on 

the formation of state and society in the Middle East in the previous sections, state-society 

relations in the region should be contextualized by addressing the unique elements that 

has been shaping the nature of the interaction between the states and societies in the 

region.  

1.5.1 The State-Society Relations in the Middle East as a Non-Western 

Context 

The cultural elements and introduction of the concepts has varying up to the geographies. 
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There are certain patterns that distinguish state and society in Europe and in the Middle 

East because of different historical experiences through which states and societies emerge 

and evolve, the relation between state and society should be assessed from a 

contextualized and historicized perspective. In this part, the evolution of this relation in 

its generally observed current form is presented with this contextual perspective in mind. 

Then the institutions through which state and society interact is introduced for a guided 

analysis of this relation. This exercise aims to show that because of the differences in the 

nature of state-society relations in Europe and in the Middle East and as a result, the 

interests, security understanding and threat perception is largely different in each case. 

The following chapter on societal security elaborates more on this difference that require 

a reconceptualization of security understanding and societal security perspective. 

Theory of Social Contract, the Liberal State and State-Society Relations  

In its earliest forms of organization, traced back to the transition from hunter-gatherer 

social life into agrarian one with strong dependence on land, states were simply structured 

organizations managing collective affairs and the relations of security and resources. In 

addition, the link between state and society was not built around rights and duties but 

based on territory as the property of the ruler. The relationship of this era was built around 

the simple version of barter between state and society based on protection of land (and 

the subject who utilize it) in return for resource extracted from the land. What added up 

to this early form as a result of the evolution of social life with increasing number of 

collectivities and the changing nature of power over these collectivities and this make up 

the authority.  

While the source of authority in the Medieval Europe was the land ownership, religion 

became the dominating source of legitimacy with the increasing influence of Church both 

as a unifying and diverging source of authority. The relation between the church and the 

state made confessional differences a matter of political identity as the competition 
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between religious and political authority resulted in long years of war in Europe. The 

emergence of modern state corresponds with the decline of exclusive religious source of 

authority with the Reformation movement of 16th century following centuries of wars 

fought for dominating the church and territory. Reformation was the initial step towards 

a new conception of what society is and how it interacts with the state because it was a 

significant more towards elevating ordinary people’s role in creating imagined collective 

identities. At the same time, while Reformation did not result in sudden abandonment of 

divine rule idea, as the following centuries of wars in the name of religion somehow 

forced people to seek for other sources for raison d’état. This process was accompanied 

by increasing role of print capitalism and use of vernacular languages that enabled the 

rise of (linguistic) nationalisms deliberately used by rulers to incite secular sentimental 

attachment to their states.113 This period of structural revolutions reached its peak with 

the French Revolution (1789) following the century of Enlightenment, a period when 

ideas that empowered the individual vis-à-vis their rulers gained wide audiences. Social 

contract concept was one of such ideas, but the development of it to its modern European 

form came with the Industrial Revolution in the 19th century. 

The Industrial Revolution marked the end of the agrarian society as the dominating form 

of social relationships and although took decades to affect, it was truly revolutionary in 

the way it fundamentally changed the interaction between European society and their 

states. With increasing number of large factories in urban centers created a swift and mass 

urbanization movement, the life in these urban centers completely changed how people 

identify themselves within their collectivity. The source of identity in rural life was the 

immediate environment but in urban centers, people defined themselves with large set of 

collectivities with different sources such as class. Also, higher levels of productivity led 

to a search for new sources of raw materials, new consumption patterns, and a revolution 
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in transportation that allowed raw materials and finished products to be moved quickly 

around the world. The creation of a wealthy industrial middle class and a huge industrial 

working class (or proletariat) substantially transformed traditional social relationships 

and nature of state-society relations.  

The developmental benefits of industrial revolution and the growth of capitalist economy 

made states more dependent to society for the functioning of the economic and political 

systems. For example, the politics of welfare state emerged for the maintenance of large 

middle class in industrial urban centers where social inequalities also became an issue.114 

States adopted the role of service provider from pensions to healthcare or provisions for 

maintaining minimum living conditions. So, the standards of political performance 

changed while society began to influence the state to a greater scale. The interaction 

between state and society evolved from a strictly hierarchical structure and became more 

diversified and pluralistic. This process has been a result of first growing population, 

which requires complex governing mechanisms and the rise of civil society.  

Today, the majority of statements, reports, academic works in the West prioritizes 

economic development/growth, reducing unemployment and social inequality while 

discussing the problems of state-society relations. While the problems such as social 

polarization, discrimination has not been eradicated completely, individual and 

citizenship rights are taken for granted and they are not discussed as a part of fundamental 

issues of state-society relations. This fact has transformed the nature of social contract 

between state and society in the West. Human rights are considered as inalienable rights 

for individuals and states are expected to respect and protect these rights. On the other 

hand, such perspectives are reflected also in the study of state-society relations in other 

parts of the world and it results in the ignorance of more acute problems in the way state 
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and society interacts with each other. The Middle East has not been an exception to this 

line of thinking. While, the above-mentioned issues are central problems in the region, 

the solutions to them as proposed by Western perspectives does not match the realities of 

Middle East societies as the fundamentals of state-society relations is very different than 

that of the West. Therefore, a more case-oriented approach should be taken when 

discussing the state-society relations in the Middle East. 

The State-Society Relations in the Middle East 

The discussion on state-society relations in the West is relevant for this study in two 

aspects. First, the Western conceptualization of state-society is important to understand 

why and how post-World War I Middle East is imagined by Western powers under which 

conditions. State formation, state building, construction of societies are very late 

phenomena in the Middle East happening in the first half of the 20th century. In most 

cases, especially in the post-Ottoman territories in the region, societies that represent 

collective identities and national boundaries did not exist. While the region witnessed a 

transition, which initiated with state formation establishing physical boundaries 

thoroughly, state building that was to establish sustainable relations with the society did 

not exist or it was partly fulfilled the European model of state and state-society relations. 

On the other hand, the mandate experience became a process where the external powers 

exert their imagination of state and society while ensuring the utilization of local 

resources to its maximum potential. As the state formation and state building in the region 

went hand in hand with the dynamics of colonial politics, the influence of external powers 

on the characteristics of these structures was prevalent in the early decades of these states.  

This political problem was also accompanied by the lack of understanding the societal 

dynamics in the region, which resulted in problematic demarcation of territorial 

boundaries in the region. The recent border challenges with the increasing influence of 

the transnational terrorism sparked a renewed discussion over the legitimacy of the 
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borders that divided not only the states but also the inhabitants. Rather, the 

institutionalization of the mandate rule addressed the possible scenarios where societal 

problems might surface. For example, French tried to apply a divide and rule policy for 

the population in the mandate Syria by creating small ‘states’ of ethnic and religious 

groups.115 On the other hand, the British in Iraq installed monarchical rule where Faisal 

tried to create a uniform Iraqi identity out of diversity.116 The imposed nature of these 

strategic moves towards societal engineering influenced  Why there was such a big 

disparity between European and Middle Eastern experiences of the evolution of state 

society relations requires a glance to how evolution of this relation as narrated above in 

the European case was experienced in the Middle East.  

The historiography of society in the Middle East is dominated by the Ottoman period 

whose rule lasted for more than five centuries in the Fertile Crescent until its dissolution 

with the First World War. The societal fabric in the region was defined by 

multiculturalism with the religious, ethnic and linguistic diversity. In terms of habitation, 

sedentism and nomadism went hand in hand while the rise of urban centers like Baghdad 

escalated the growth of internal migration to such centers and gradually eroded nomadic 

groups though they did not completely vanish.117 On the other hand, the persistence of 

traditional identities and communities along with the fragmented nature of the society 

halted the creation of a collective identity among Iraqis. Especially this was true with the 

persistence of tribalism, which provided tribes and tribal confederations a highly localized 

power mechanisms and collective consciousness. The identity differences among tribal 

groups and the concentration of different groups in specific locations reinforced the sense 

                                                 

115 Daniel Neep, Occupying Syria under the French Mandate: Insurgency, Space and State Formation (NY: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 30-31. 
116 Kirmanj, Identity and Nation in Iraq, especially Chapter 3 where he explores Faisal’s vision of Iraqi 
identity. 
117 Hosham Dawood, “The ‘State-ization’ of the Tribe and the Tribalization of the State: the Case of Iraq,” 
in Tribes and Power: Nationalism and Ethnicity in the Middle East, ed. Faleh Jabar and Hosham Dawood 
(London: Saqi Books, 2003), 113-114. 



52 

of societal fragmentation as these newly established states inherited the already 

fragmented structure of the Ottoman Empire. An important exception to this was 

observed in the centers such as Baghdad or Damascus where central bureaucracy attracted 

different groups in urban centers. Still, these cities formed into smaller projections of 

larger societal structures as concentration of specific groups in different parts of the cities 

presented.  

The absence of mass mobilizing movements as in Europe resulted in the persistence of 

traditional societal structures. While, ideological and religious movements contested the 

unifying political role of the church in Europe and resulted in the revolutionary 

movements that triggered nation-state formations, in the Middle East the power of the 

Empire was not contested neither ideologically nor politically. Of course, the challenges 

to the Ottoman rule was present but there were no collective movements that would bring 

political change. On the other hand, the formation of new economic models and modes 

of production that would result in the creation of more homogenous economic classes 

beyond the fragments of ethnic and religious diversity was absent in the Middle East.118 

Societal change was mainly limited to political reforms and revolved around the urban 

elite. The state structures were highly decentralized and powerful social groups in this 

region acted as the extensions of the central rule. As the societal fabric was highly 

fragmented, the control of these lands relied on the effectiveness of these local forces. 

The religious, ethnic and linguistic diversity in Mesopotamia persisted and when the 

Ottoman Empire introduced political and military modernization, the moves were 

towards centralization of governance system for better control of these territories by the 

Ottoman state.  

The societal patterns in the region during the aforementioned period did not overlap 
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today’s societal dynamics within the nation-state structure. While the existence trans-

border communities and the overarching Arab identity is still present. A clear example of 

this can be seen in long-term ethnic and religious conflicts in the region that span across 

borders. During the Ottoman rule, the municipal borders were only functional 

demarcations for practical reasons and mainly based on geographical characteristics of 

the region in order to establish operable governance mechanisms, but more or less 

matched the concentration of large identity groups. For example, Mosul, Baghdad and 

Basra were separated under the wilayah system during the Ottoman rule which consisted 

majority Kurds, Sunnis and Shi’is respectively.119  

When the new states were carved from the former Ottoman territories in the Middle East, 

state building and state formation processes had significant contradictory components. 

British and French authorities created these states based on their mutual agreements on 

the zone of influence to be established in the region and based on bargains with the not-

so-local groups (considering that Hashemites were the primary ally for them during these 

processes) which ultimately resulted in legitimacy crises from the beginning.120 These 

new states were ignorant the concerns and demands of various societal groups, also the 

newly established structures were exclusive by nature because of the absence of any 

consolidation and legitimacy mechanisms.  

Therefore, the post-independence state formation and construction of state-society 

relations in the Middle East countries were exclusive to a great extent, only involved the 

bureaucratic elements remaining from the Ottoman rule.121 Which resulted in the failure 

of creating democratic mechanisms that would foster the emergence of civil society. The 

imagined communities of the Middle East were artificial by creation, which to a certain 

extent can be observed in any nation-state regardless of any part of the world, but the 
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absence of long-term consolidation or legitimization resulted in the persistence of 

fragmented society and political power became the byproduct of societal competition for 

power. 

1.5.2 Models of State-Society Relations  

From this complex account of state-society relations in different political cultures, we 

need to draw some patterns for creating an analytical tool. The establishment of state-

society relations has its foundations in the structural conditions within which state and 

society is constructed, and the resulting type of governance model that create the 

boundary between the state and society. In each construct, the resulting equation denotes 

a role for state and society that would shape the nature of this relation. As a result, the 

extent to which society controls that state or vice versa is defined and sustained as the 

political structure. While state and society as concepts have been subjected to long 

debates over their fluidity and ambiguity, certain patterns of relationship between the two 

can be extracted from these discussions. This overall helps to explain the core dynamics 

of state-society relations in different cases.  

Among others, two scholars influenced my thinking on state-society relations because of 

their comparative modeling of state-society relations and their insights on the 

implications of this relationship on security understanding. Barry Buzan uses the 

minimal-maximum state spectrum emphasizing the security concerns of the state on the 

national level.122 This perspective can be related to Joel Migdal’s conceptualization of 

weak and strong states.123 However, these two arguments bear essential differences as 

well. While both conceptualizations are state-centered perspectives and its relative 

position vis-à-vis society, the implications of these arguments on how society is 

                                                 

122 Buzan, People, States and Fear, 21-24 
123 Migdal, Strong Societies, Weak States, 24-33. 



55 

constructed and transform is profound. In this part, these concepts are discussed to draw 

a portrait of state-society relations in the Middle East by comparing it to the European 

understanding.  

Talking about the transition from the state of nature where individuals are not bound to 

any rules into state-society structure, achieving security is the primary concern for 

individuals and it is achieved only by sacrificing their freedom to an ‘acceptable’ level. 

This is the foundational principle in creation of the bilateral relation between state and 

society although what is considered as ‘acceptable’ is a very ambiguous term, but a good 

start. The extent to which freedoms are sacrificed is initially a calculated reality 

depending on the levels of threats that society wants to be secured from. While this also 

defines the primary function of states, the nature of threats is very relevant for the 

evolution of the relationship between the two.  

From a security centered and state-oriented perspective, Barry Buzan distinguishes two 

models for state society relations; minimal and the maximal state. Minimal conception of 

state represents the view that state is dependent on the society from which it seeks consent 

for its action and remains marginal in terms of its powers towards its citizens. This 

perspective draws closer to a Lockean understanding of state-society relations where state 

is not bigger than the sum of its parts and should be responsive to the demands of society. 

In terms of security, individual or societal security is largely prioritized in 

conceptualizations of national and international security.  

At the other end of the spectrum, maximal state is a separate force that governs through 

its own interest other than that of society. The boundary between the state and the society 

is not clear due to high penetration of state mechanisms in people’s lives. The fact that 

state has its own interest, not necessarily in line with societal or individual interests, 

results in the lack of communication between individual and societal demands which is 

subordinated under the state agenda. Buzan claims that in this model national security is 
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prioritized over the lower levels as state interests are highly attached to regional or 

international security environment. As such states gives minimal concern to societal 

demands and minimalize the risk of internal conflict with expanded presence of its control 

mechanisms, its relation with society is based on obedience rather legitimacy.  

Still, Buzan acknowledges the expansionist nature of state even in its minimal form 

because as soon as an external crisis appears to threaten the position of state in the 

international arena, states take internal precautions in order to minimize the spillover 

effect of such crises. Therefore, while this conceptualization of state society relations 

provides an analytical tool for understanding how states can act upon the argument of 

‘doing the right thing for the common good’. In cases where states have the ultimate 

power to define and act upon a common good are the maximal type, while it is expected 

in a minimal state situation that the common good is a part of the social contract between 

state and society. However, even in its minimal form it is quite possible that states create 

their own agenda especially when it comes to regional and international issues. 

State in this formulation does not have a uniform structure just as society. Buzan 

elaborates that state is a combination of its physical (territorial and institutional) and 

abstract base (the idea of state), its relation to society is not limited to its actions, rather 

its correspondence with society’s mind is a central part of its raison d’état. This argument 

leads us to consider how state and society is constructed with relation to each other. While 

the most accepted state form today is nation-states, the term state-nation is used by many 

scholars to explain the cases where state precedes the idea of nation as can be seen in 

many post-colonial states of 20th century.  

We also need to acknowledge that threat is mostly not one sided. Looking at the cases of 

political instability, internal conflict or civil war, the reasons and implications of any such 

event to higher levels of security (regional and/or international) or lower (individual) is 

obvious. Still, in cases where domestic security problems become threatening for the 
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survival of the whole society or at least a specific part of it, the patterns of state behavior 

materialized through state institutions is very much telling about the routes of conflict.  

Under the lights of the discussion over the nature of state, society and state-society 

relations, it is clear that the contextuality of how these concepts are constructed is of 

primary importance. The society and the state are constructions from the combination of 

the conditions that enable the establishment of these entities. While in some cases 

societies create states in others the states try to draw the boundaries of their societies and 

define the laws and regulations that shape their relationship with society as well as 

ascribing an identity based on the idea of loyalty and patriotism. In the Middle East, most 

notably the post-colonial lands of the Mesopotamia, state formation in the post-Ottoman 

territories follow the second pattern.  

The population in Iraq before the foundation of Iraqi state under the British protectorate 

was not a unified entity but rather a mosaic of fragmented parts that comprised of distinct 

ethnic, religious and linguistic social groups. The boundaries of the new state were drawn 

because of a post-war agreement, which was based upon the Sykes-Picot plan. With the 

foundation of state and its institutions after the war the construction of Iraqi nation was a 

part of state-building project. While the monarchical rule tried to acknowledge the 

diversity within the Iraqi society, the public perception that the state was ruled by an 

external power distorted the process of consolidation of power.   
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 CHAPTER TWO 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: SOCIETY IN SECURITY 

STUDIES AND SOCIETAL SECURITY THEORY  

A historiography on the evolution of security studies as an academic field and a complete 

mapping of the debates around the most important question of the field ‘what is security?’ 

is beyond the scope of this study. It requires a glance back to the early years of the Cold 

War and its hand in hand evolution with strategic studies. A significant number of 

prominent scholars have provided such analyses of the field over the last decades.124 

However, as this study is primarily based on rethinking the concepts of the field, it is 

necessary to briefly talk about the academic developments that have enabled bringing 

society to the center in studying security. This process is a part of a trend in the field that 

has been labeled as broadening and widening of security studies with the changing agenda 

of security studies in the post-Cold War era and this chapter begins with a discussion 

around this development. After that, societal security concept and sectoral approach to 

security analysis is introduced. The actors, referent objects of societal security are defined 

and the threats to societal security are identified through the sector-based analysis. The 

theoretical discussion will continue on which implications from this process of widening 
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and broadening we can trace in studies on Middle East security. 

The main purpose in this part is to outline how the literature on security studies have 

evolved beyond the traditional definitions of security and traditional perspectives on the 

centrality of Western knowledge production. The debates on the applicability of theories 

defined within the frame of European experience is ongoing but it is an undeniable fact 

that the globalization has had a huge impact on knowledge production and sharing 

knowledge across the world that there is a growing global perspective in academia. Still, 

when it comes to the issue of security the problems addressed here goes beyond the 

geospatial realities of the field. It has also political implications. Producing knowledge in 

security studies is a highly interactive issue with its close relation to policy making.  

Here, the discussion on defining security serves two purposes: First, to address the non-

state actors in defining what is secure and what is threat as perceived. Second, identifying 

the actors who provide security under what material and ideological conditions. Both 

aspects will turn back to the general discussion detailed throughout this study which is 

how to integrate a non-state centric, non-statist and sociologically driven understanding 

of security both in defining what is security and who provides security. Furthermore, a 

perspective on non-Western conceptualization of security will be discussed with 

reference to the development of security problems in the Middle East and the study of it. 

2.1  THE AGENDA OF POST-COLD WAR SECURITY STUDIES 

2.1.1 Debates on Defining Security 

Different schools of international relations theory conceptualize security in different ways 

based on the worldview they present. Realists see security as a derivative of power, more 

power more security. Idealists see security as a consequence of peace. Buzan argues for 
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a concept of security that would lie between the extremes of power and peace.125 And 

between these extremes, states tend to lean towards acquiring more power for security 

because of the fact that they have the resource to do so. On the other hand, other actors 

(mostly the ones who do not have the resource to accumulate power) tend to emphasize 

the absence of threat to survive peacefully. Between these two extremes, security is 

defined either as being powerful enough to survive against threats or eliminating the 

sources of threats in order to live in peace.  

Within the academic discussions on security, “what is security?” is the most challenging 

question we face when trying to identify the determinants of a situation that we observe 

as having a security aspect in it. There are certain elements in security situations that link 

that situation to a security perspective drawing from which actors are involved. The 

questions that Baldwin poses act as identifiers for such cases.126 The question of ‘security 

for whom?’ helps us to identify the actor who is threatened and needs to be protected. In 

one sense this points to the classical definition of security; existing without the influence 

of any threat. Studies on the referent object of security expanded much from the classical 

security frameworks that centers its analysis on state level and national security. Today 

the referent object of security includes not only state and international level units but sub-

national units spanning from societies, human collectivities and individuals. This 

diversification did not change the basic questions that Baldwin asked because they serve 

to define the elements of a security issue. However, there is a major gap in his article (and 

in security studies generally) as he does not address the question of ‘security by whom?’ 

The actors of security, or in other words the provider of security has to be questioned in 

order to emancipate security from state centric perspectives. 

Along with the discussions on the eradication of state as the sole referent object of 
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security, its central role as the security provider has been scrutinized as a result of the rise 

of non-state and sub-state actors as providers of security. At the same time, according to 

Spitzer, “there is a current shift towards the commoditization and privatization of security, 

which coincides with a loss of state control over the provision of protection.”127 Still, who 

is the provider of security depends on the security issue at a specific context and how 

actors achieve the role of provider. On the one hand, Powell argues that “decisions about 

who should protect, facilitate and provide are made on a policy level, and informed by 

political theory. This is determined by one’s theory of rights, not the concept of 

security.”128 On the other hand, in many conflict situations especially in non-Westerns 

contexts, security actors emerge out of need and opportunities, not by legal 

empowerment.  

The broadening and widening of security studies emerged as a movement in late 1980’s 

to expand the scope of security analysis, but the security provider remained as the state 

in most of these new directions. For example, even critical security studies managed to 

address this question while remained barren to provide a solid analytical framework for 

hybrid analysis of both the referent object of security and the security provider. Such 

framework challenges the assumption of state as the only legitimate security provider 

without limitation to who is in the need of protection from threat. Even when such entities 

are brought into question, their link to state is essential.129 But how do we analyze 

situations where state does not have the capacity or the willing to provide security for 

certain actors? Or could a state, which has to be responsible to protect the citizens, return 

into a threat for them? Security studies literature ignored this question let alone provide 
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an approach.  

As Buzan argues security is essentially a binary concept. There is not an easy way to put 

the security of a unit on a graded scale so as to define whether it is secure or not.130 This 

is why “speech act” concept is much used by scholars in order to define first the issue and 

how subjects and the referent objects of security define that situation.131 This is why the 

concept of securitization has become a popular concept to define security issues. A close 

look at how securitization occurs and by whom help defining the position of security actor 

and its object.  

However, limiting the identification or the definition of threat to speech act might be 

misleading in situations where there is a significant asymmetry between the actors who 

poses the threat and the referent objects (who is threatened). This is crucial in situations 

where the roles that are attributed to the actors within the security situation is We can 

build an analogy with War studies where the consequent actions of each side in a way 

make up the whole process of war itself. It is the process of action-reaction that matters 

for the evolution of security issue and the solution to it. This is why I claim that in order 

to provide a more comprehensive understanding of security, we need to look beyond the 

questions of “security for whom?” and provide answer for the question of “security by 

whom?” This is essential in situations where conventional arguments provided by the 

literature is not giving proper answers. For decades, the definition of security remained 

constrained by the definition of threat but which and how actors act upon a threat still 

remains as an important question mark. However, the developments in security studies 

literature after the Cold War offered new insights about the new actors and referent 

objects as well as new threats and responses by enlarging the security understanding. 

These developments are discussed in the new section as a part of the broadening and 
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deepening in security studies. 

2.2 BROADENING/WIDENING AND DEEPENING IN SECURITY 

STUDIES  

At the end of the Cold War, the question of ‘on which side you are?’ and the answer to it 

became much more complicated than simple dichotomies of the Cold War, primarily 

believing in and fighting for communism or liberal democracy. The Cold War as such did 

not have a conventional conflict pattern that preceded it. The World Wars were primarily 

among the nation states and their ideological dynamics did not match that of the Cold 

War. However, the fall of communism with the collapse of Soviet Union and the end of 

the global rivalry between the US and the Soviet Union surfaced new conflict patterns 

that actually were not alien but suppressed for a long time. The encompassing identities 

of the Cold War period were replaced by more particular ones as the being a part of 

smaller collectivities became much more relevant in the aftermath of the Cold War. This 

particularization of identity surfaced many issues that were not of concern in security 

studies. Ethnicity, religion, gender, class and other such identities came to fore creating 

an environment of new societal dynamics where reconsolidation was necessary in many 

cases both in post-Soviet space and other regions such as Middle East. While in almost 

all parts of the world identity had always been a source of conflict, the sociological 

analysis was not a part of conventional academic exercise.132 This was because military 

and political security dominated the academic thinking until the end of the Cold War.133 

Not surprisingly first identity crises erupted in Eastern Europe where existing societal 
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conflicts unleashed serious societal insecurities.134 While debates on the definition of 

security was not a novel thing at the end of the Cold War, the impact of this new thinking 

flourished in the field once the domination of Cold War thinking in the academia had 

declined.    

Apart from the developments in the academic field of security, the practice of security 

changed a lot. The most important necessity to depart from the now classical notion of 

the Westphalian state the sole provider of security to its citizen emerged from the 

challenges that states face in multiple ways today. First, and maybe the most important 

one is that there have emerged alternative non-state actors that have the ability and the 

willing to provide security for individuals who have conflict of interest with their 

governments that utilize their monopoly on coercive power against society.135 This is a 

result of the transformed nature of contemporary conflicts, where multiplicity of non-state 

actors in inter or intra-state conflicts has become a vulnerability for the centrality of state 

as the holder of monopoly on power.  

As a response to the changing nature of (in)security issues at hand around the globe, a 

number of scholars started the discussions around how to reconceptualize security to 

make the study of security more relevant to such developments.136 Copenhagen School 

includes some of the most prominent scholars elaborating on this issue and their 

contribution for a wider and deeper understanding of security. Huysman explains the 
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starting point for understanding the agenda of Copenhagen School with its central 

question: “how to move security studies beyond a narrow agenda which focuses on 

military relations between states while avoiding ending up with an all-embracing, inflated 

concept dealing with all kinds of threats to the existence, well-being or development of 

individuals, social groups, nations and mankind?”137 

Copenhagen School of security studies conceptualizes security via securitization and this 

emancipates the concept of security from its state centric conceptualization. The widening 

of referent objects of security and its actors has been challenged by many scholars, who 

criticize this widening move as a departure from the essential meaning of security which 

requires a narrow conceptualization. Buzan et al. criticizes this challenge against their 

security framework: “If we place the survival of collective units and principles—the 

politics of existential threat—as the defining core of security studies, we have the basis 

for applying security analysis to a variety of sectors without losing the essential quality 

of the concept.”138 They claim to offer to establish a framework for understanding who 

can securitize what and under what conditions. They say that there are two general views 

of security, that of wideners and that of traditionalists. Economic, societal and 

environmental sectors are primarily non-traditional sectors.  

The widening move in security sturdies has been an inevitable consequence of the 

changing nature of security issues globally. The decline of military security especially in 

the West and the increasing influence of non-military threats on states and societies 

created the incentives for expanding the analytical agenda of security studies. Wide 

instead of narrow understanding of security became a necessity for analyzing security as 

a concept and as an experience. Societal security theory is a part of this evolution. With 

the expansion of the scope of security analysis, society is considered both as an actor and 
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a referent object. This research aims to utilize societal security theory within a historical 

exploration of the dynamics of security problems in Ba’thist Iraq. The next section defines 

the main arguments of the societal security theory and offers a critical assessment of the 

uses of this perspective in the literature.  

2.3 SOCIETAL SECURITY THEORY AND SECTORAL 

APPROACH TO SECURITY 

2.3.1 Societal Security Theory and the Problem of Agency  

With recognition of Buzan’s considerable contribution to the so-called ‘widening’ of 

international security studies, some scholars nonetheless argued that it was not enough 

simply to introduce more sectors of state security. Security studies scholarship was 

beginning to move away from its preoccupation with military issues, but not as yet from 

its state-centric focus. What was needed, therefore, were other referent objects of security. 

That security should also be ‘deepened,’ manifested itself in a re-focusing on the 

individual through to the global level.”139 

They were concerned that ‘nation’ and ‘state’ do not mean the same thing in a majority 

of countries around the world and that ‘national security’ is becoming an increasingly 

irrelevant framework with which to study post-Cold War developments in Europe. 

Instead, they proposed the term ‘societal security’’ and a focus on the insecurities of 

societies, understood as national, ethnic, or religious communities.140 Further to this 

essential contribution of the societal perspective to security, the fact that society and state 

often are in conflict based in cases where state becomes a reflection of intra-societal 
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conflicts in a country. This means that while states often threaten their society or a part 

of it through sectors that represent the viable routes for threat imposition, states can 

perform as such resulting from the identity conflicts within the society. In such cases an 

identity group dominate state mechanisms and reinforce threat against subordinate 

groups. When a specific group grasp means of power through state, societal enmities are 

reproduced in a larger scale.  

Societal security is essentially the security of society and the insecurity of a society is 

defined by threats to its survival as a society.141 At the center of this definition lies the 

concept of identity which has been considered as equal to the concept of sovereignty of a 

state, which is central to its survival. All societies contain a myriad of social groups with 

their unique identity. While it is possible to talk about different levels of societal identity 

from occupational or other elements of socio-economic status, societal identity as the 

referent object in this study is one that is not only robust enough in construction, and 

comprehensive enough in its reproduction. It is also broad enough in the quality of 

identity it carries, to enable it to compete with the territorial state as a political organizing 

principle. A societal identity is able to reproduce itself independently of the state and even 

in opposition to the state's organizational principle. As Waever et al. acknowledges, 

“ethno-national and religious identities have acquired particular prominence compared to 

other social groups because of their historical association with the development of the 

modern state.”142 In another work, societal groups as the referent objects are defined 

limited to largescale collective identities that can function independent of the state, such 

as ethno-national and religious groups.143 This reference to the ability to function 

independent of the state is important for identifying societal groups that are relevant for 

societal security analysis. In the Iraqi case during the Ba’thist period, the fact that state 
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became the main source of threat against the ethno-national and religious groups within 

the society and the agency acquired by these groups to confront directly to the state proves 

that the identity of these groups are independent from the boundaries of state control.  

However, claiming that a society is under threat requires more than the identification of 

these threats. As identities and society are products of a long process of construction and 

transformation, identifying current threats to a society is not enough to understand the 

underlying dynamics of that threat. Societal security literature has been inadequate to 

create an analytical framework for the study of the sources of threat, the threats 

themselves or how societies respond to these threats.144 In order to give the proper agency 

to societal groups in societies, we should observe how societal groups cope with the 

threats they perceive from an outside force, be it the state, another society or a 

transnational group that pose threat to the survival mechanisms of societies. 

This study is primarily a theoretical exercise for proposing a new framework for studying 

societal security. At its center lies the reformulation of the sectoral approach as proposed 

by Buzan into a new understanding under the umbrella of societal security rather than 

national security. This requires not only a shift in focus in explaining security by whom 

and security for whom questions and also reconceptualizing the threat perceptions and 

threats by sectors. In this sense, this discussion is also different than what Ole Weaver et 

al. presents in their book. Their societal security perspective does not provide a systematic 

perspective on dynamics of societal security and on purpose their analytical tool is only 

applicable to the European context. 

The relationship between the concept of security, as the most state centered concept that 

has been formulated in the traditional literature both in International Relations and 

Security Studies, and the concept of society, whose relations with state has not been 
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reevaluated enough in new contexts, became a particularly problematic one as the 

political problems of the post-Cold War era required new definitions and perspectives. 

Critical security studies began to think about the meanings of security as one of the most 

state centric concepts in IR and challenged the state as the only referent object of security. 

Societal security argument emerged from these attempts to emancipate security 

conceptualizations and opened further discussion of non-state agents in shaping both the 

definitions of security and the security agenda in different layers of the system. 

In this part, societal security perspective will be presented in a three-tiered approach. 

First, the definitions of societal security will be presented and these definitions will be 

assessed through their possible application in a non-European societal context. In the 

second part, the dimensions of societal security are discussed in order to draw the 

methodological foundations of the dissertation while studying the Iraqi society within this 

framework. Here the possible demarcations of identity boundaries will be defined in 

terms of the identity expressions of identity groups in Iraqi society.  

Defining Societal Security and its Contextuality145 

Introduced by the Copenhagen School, Societal Security brought society to the center of 

theoretical and methodological scope of Security Studies. While conventional Security 

studies take national and military aspects of security as the starting point, societal security 

argues for society as the referent object of security by itself rather than merely as 

analytical tool to articulate on state security at the top. The inclusion of society as a 

referent object was not present in Barry Buzan’s initial formulation of security sectors 
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elaborated in his book People, States and Fear. It was in a later attempt by Waever et al. 

that theorized society as being a referent object that can be affected by all five sectors of 

security formulations. While the latter does not reject Buzan’s theorizing on 5 sectors, it 

was a totally different formulation for studying security in the society level.146 

The contributions of constructivist perspectives in security studies enabled the widening 

(Buzan’s sectors are the best example) and deepening (Waever’s societal perspective) 

process in the research agenda as the conventional security understanding could not 

respond to evolving non-military and non-state threats. While the neo-realist security 

perspective maintained that states are threatened by societies, the constructivist scholars 

argued that states threatens societies as well and thus societies should be the referent 

object in security studies. Still taking societies at the center does not mean that states are 

irrelevant in security contexts, indeed state-society relations often projected in this 

literature as state represents or provide the means for security of at least one competing 

identity in societies in conflict. This duality is crucial to understand the dynamics of 

security from the perspective of both state and society.  

Problematizing society in term of identity and security is the central merit of societal 

security perspective. Societies are accepted as multiple identity units either with fixed 

boundaries or constituted by social interaction as argued by Anthony Giddens.147 Weaver 

on the other hand differentiates between societies and social groups, the latter being the 

main referent object limiting the scope of societal security arguments to the domestic 

level. However, not all social groups are a part of a security projection. Waever include 

“politically significant ethno national and religious entities” and societal security means 

the ability of these entities to survive under different and changing conditions.148 Here the 

term “politically significant” should be discussed as the reference goes back to 
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politicization and securitization of identity that is a part of a larger discussion of 

Copenhagen School. 

Since its emergence with the Second World War, Security Studies has evolved in 

response to changing nature of international politics. Societal security as a concept is 

introduced by Buzan et al. as a part of the debates mainly categorized under the 

Copenhagen School.149 Later the concept is developed in a widely acknowledged book 

by Buzan e. al. as a part of five security sectors approach as a part of a new understanding 

in security studies.150 Societal security can be described as the following: 

“The state is based on the possession of a fixed territory and formal membership 

with an administrative body, whereas society on the contrary is about 

identity, and the way in which communities and individuals identify and 

perceive themselves. Societal insecurity, therefore, emerges when 

communities feel that their identity is being targeted or threatened”.151 

As a follow up definition, Buzan argues that “the organizing concept in the societal sector 

is identity. Societal insecurity exists when communities of whatever kind define a 

development or potentiality as a threat to their survival as a community”.152 Societal 

security was a part of this widening step in security studies and has been used and 

challenged in by many scholars. However, the concept of societal security originally 

introduced for European societies and context by Waever. The concept of societal security 

is necessitated by the inability of conventional security understanding to explain the 

different formulations of security in society from the state security. To compensate for 

the incompatibility of thinking about security only in state level, societal security includes 

different levels (in this study, different identities) within society and the security 
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understanding among them (the case of ethnic and religious minorities in the Middle East 

provides an ideal example for such thinking). Most important contributions by scholars 

in this field focus on the European challenges towards societal security and thus the 

conceptualization of concepts is integrated into the European context.  

Waever offered a new terminology of securitization in order to explain the changing 

dynamics of identity within societies.153 The securitization approach to security claims 

that societal communities argue within themselves as to what constitutes a threat to their 

community. Buzan et al. outlines three types of possible threats for societal security as 

such: Migration, Horizontal competition and Vertical competition. These three processes 

are explained as such: 

 Migration causes a change of population balance as a result of an influx of people 

into a society with a different identity.  

 Horizontal competition entails a transformation in the identity of a society due to 

the overriding cultural and linguistic influence from a neighboring culture 

 Vertical competition occurs from integration into a wider cultural definition, or 

disintegration into smaller cultural units. This includes nationalist movements within a 

society and state-oriented assimilationist policies as well.154 

These three main areas make this concept applicable to different cases with different 

contexts. While European and Middle Eastern societies have commonalities such as 

overarching identities or identities that exceed boundaries, one of the most significant 

differences between the two is visible in vertical competition type of societal security 

threats.155 Vertical competition is the most ideal type to apply in the Kurdish case as it 
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describes assimilation as a threat to social security by threatening an identity within a 

society. Although, the explanations offered for these societal security problems are 

formulated for the European context, Middle Eastern societies, especially the ones that 

are fragmented like the Iraqi case offers a unique context for the application of these 

categorizations. Such perspective will provide a rich content both in contextual and 

theoretical terms. 

One of the few scholars who write on ethnic conflicts and societal security, Paul Roe 

elaborates on Horizontal and Vertical Societal security problems clarifying the analytical 

value of these arguments. According to Roe, a societal security structure should present 

the intentions of all identities in a society and understanding of security of their identity 

by these groups.156 Intentional security threats to identity is present mostly in vertical 

competition examples but also it can be hard to identify the horizontal and vertical nature 

of a given societal security problem without asking basic questions.  

On the other hand, identifying the threats in societies is a debatable issue in security 

studies literature which is addressed within the discussions of relevancy of society as a 

referent object. To clarify the societal security dynamics in a given context, any study 

dealing with societal security should ask the following questions: “What is security for A 

and/or B?” (A and B describes hypothetical two identities in a society that are in 

competition. While in most cases one of them is dominant identity and the other is 

minority, this is not a necessary condition for competition), “What are the threats for A 

and B’s identity, in other words what creates ‘insecurity’ for these groups?” and “What 

means do A and B have to achieve the state of being secure?”. Especially the second 

question opens up a new discussion of societal security dilemma that is also a useful 

analytical tool to track the process of securitization of identities in societies. 
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Who we are can change depending on the strategic choices of individuals. For example, 

if giving up identity claims about Kurdish identity allows a Kurd to achieve social 

mobility, he/she can choose so. However, in another phase of his life expressing Kurdish 

identity can be a source of societal security.  

The state of insecurity of an identity refers to that identity, not all the individuals that can 

fall into this category. Being in that category is up to individual’s self-conceptualization 

within the societal reality. There is a high possibility of mobility among different 

identities which turns us to the point that identity can be an objective category, but being 

in the influence zone of this category depends on an individual’s choice. In this 

perspective, identities are not fixed and objective societal realities but identity as an actor 

within the formula of societal relations in fact a fixed unit of analysis for an objective 

inquiry. 

McSweeney’s individualist criticism takes the concept of societal security apart from its 

essential operational motivation. We need to discuss the relative understanding of security 

and threats posed via material means (such as laws regulations armed forces so on) 

towards a specific identity group. Therefore, to discuss societal security perception we 

need to focus on how threats are directed towards and identity and why? Once identity is 

formed it becomes a category beyond the influence of individual unless there is a mass 

exodus from that identity or a complete abandoning it as a result of a social contract.157 

Some identities might actually be inherited but as a social category the meaning of an 

identity may change depending on the structural differences. Collective identity is not out 

there, waiting to be discovered. What is `out there' is identity discourse on the part of 

political leaders, intellectuals and countless others, who engage in the process of 

constructing, negotiating, manipulating or affirming a response to the demand at times 
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urgent, mostly absent for a collective image. Even in times of crisis, this is never more 

than a provisional and fluid image of ourselves as we want to be, limited by the facts of 

history.158 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, Iraqi history went through significant 

transformations that have direct influence over the different layers of relationships among 

ethno-national and religious identity groups in the country. While there was not an idea 

or the reality of an Iraqi state at the beginning of this century, within the first two decades, 

Iraq was constructed as a nation-state, at least the official discourse tried to achieve a 

sense of collectivity based on the supra-Iraqi identity. After this big structural change, the 

history of the country witnessed the beginning of an endless cycle of domestic 

transformations that represented similar processes with different components and 

outcomes. These transformations were political but reflected the complex societal 

structure and fragile balance in the relationship among different identity groups. In all 

these processes, the dominant identity group tried to consolidate its dominance over 

sociopolitical structures and as a result just in order to achieve state and regime security, 

societal security has been sacrificed and the identities are redefined under the influence 

of political changes.  

In each structural change (sociopolitical changes driven from mainly political 

transformations) that I will discuss in this part, this process repeats itself but creating 

different outcomes as a result in terms of what each identity means within the newly 

established system. Although the identities that we take for granted and accept the 

existence in this territory, we need to go back in time to understand the meanings of these 

identities in specific political contexts that is unique to each political period. In other 

words, throughout the history where these identities have specific meaning in the political 
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realities of these people. This also emancipates the inquiry from fixing identities, which 

has been one of the major criticisms towards societal security framework. In order to 

understand the societal security dynamics of Iraq a revisiting to periods of structural 

political changes is necessary.  

Studying identity in Iraq requires a systematic approach to how identity groups 

constructed and reconstructed their identity as a response to structural shifts in different 

time periods. The methodology for an examination of societal transformation requires a 

specific approach to how identity groups are formed and how a societal definition of 

identity changes along with the balances of societal security. The components of identity 

should be identified and examined throughout these time periods marking significant 

political transformations which makes these periods relevant for analyzing the societal 

changes. In this study, political, economic, military, religious and cultural institutions act 

as the motor of the large structural changes shifting as a response to changing state-society 

relations and how societal security is formulated among different identity groups. These 

components act as the means of identity manifestation as the reflections of societal 

structure and societal security balance among these groups reveal themselves within these 

institutions determining the fate of an identity group in Iraq. 

2.3.2 A Critical Reassessment of Societal Security Approach 

Since its original formulation appeared in Buzan’s seminal work on national security, 

societal security approach has gone through multiple redefinitions and faced criticisms 

primarily regarding its shaky grounds of what constitutes a societal insecurity or how to 

achieve societal security.159 Especially regional studies on societal security that offer 
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cross-case comparisons on the component of societal security complained about the over 

stretched conceptualization of security in this approach. Societal security is a highly 

contextual concept and there is not a single study that can identify a sets of societal 

security problem that can be applicable in multiple cases. Instead, most studies has tried 

to construct methodologies or conceptual frameworks to study societal security. This 

approach is relevant considering the fluid nature of the subject.  

2.3.3 Security Sectors and Societal Security 

Apart from the central question of what is security, the next step in security requires 

clarifications on the conditions of being secure. These conditions are relative to each 

security issue in question, but also limited to certain areas in relation with how the referent 

object define its own security. Buzan et al. proposes a sectoral approach to security in 

order to frame the sources of threats to national security at the state level. These sectors 

are military, political, economic, societal and environmental. However, the sectoral 

approach has been expanded by consequent security literature as new sources of threat 

has been identified in security studies.  

In this research, a theoretical twist is introduced in order to adapt society as the subject 

and the referent object of security by integrating the sectoral approach to societal security. 

To do so, in parallel to the societal security approach, society is treated as the referent 

object of security in order to address the question of “security by whom?” State is treated 

as the actor who poses threat to society based on the contextual construction of the 

relationship between the (in)securities of the Iraqi society and the reaction of societal 

actors against these threats. Within this framework, the boundaries between the state and 

society is questioned along with the traditional patterns of state-society relations 

(hierarchical Weberian understanding of state-society dichotomy). Therefore, society is 

given primacy in terms of defining how (in)securities emerge in the Iraqi case. This 
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contextual approach requires a redefinition of threats from a sector-oriented perspective 

also offered by Buzan. Originally, the sectors of security are defined as the following: 

Military security: concerns the two-level interplay of the armed offensive and 
defensive capabilities of states and state’s perceptions of each other’s 
intentions.  

Political security: concerns the organizational stability of states, systems of 
government and ideologies that give them legitimacy.  

Economic security: concerns access to the resources, finance and markets 
necessary to sustain acceptable levels of welfare and state power.  

Societal security: concerns the sustainability within acceptable conditions for 
evolution of traditional patterns of language culture and religious and 
national identity and custom.  

Environmental security: concerns the maintenance of the local and planetary 
biosphere as the essential support system.160  

While this compartmentalization offers an analytical clarification for each area of security 

problems, they should not be considered as isolated from each other.161 Central to each 

sector are the questions of “What is the referent object of security?”, and “what are the 

necessary conditions for security?” Buzan et al. makes clear that sectors give the answer 

to the second question. Conditions are relevant to how threat is understood by the referent 

object, this is why sectors should be reformulated in accordance with the referent object 

in question. 

One way, as Buzan argues, is to see them as identifying specific types of interaction. 

Societal sector is about relationships of collective identity.162 However, it is the Waever 

that claimed the possibility of replacing the central role of state in all these sectors with 

other referent objects, hence societal security.163 “If a multi-sectoral approach to security 
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was to be fully meaningful, referent objects other than the state had to be allowed into the 

picture.”164  In any case, sectors do not operate independently, they are interlinked. The 

purpose behind them is to simply reduce complexity. “Each is looking at the whole, but 

is seeing only one dimension of its reality.” However, the cases of societal insecurity such 

as Iraq show that one area of security can become too complex to understand 

singlehandedly.  

In the case of security, the key is the pursuit of freedom from threat. When put in 

international system, it is about the ability of states and societies to maintain their identity 

and their functional integrity. However, states and societies are sometimes not in harmony 

in seeking security. The bottom line is survival, but it also reasonably includes a 

substantial range of concerns about the conditions of existence.  Especially when societal 

boundaries do not match the political boundaries.165 Insecurity reflects a combination of 

threats and vulnerabilities (maybe fear of threat).166 States, based on their capabilities 

reduce their insecurity either by reducing their vulnerability or by preventing or lessening 

the threats. Societies in similar situations try to respond to threats as states do especially 

when their states do not perform its essential role towards the society. 

In his arguments, Buzan calls for an integrative security approach even though his initial 

analysis concentrates on the state level.167 The inclusion of sub-state dynamics of security 

to national security opens up the discussion of how important these sectors in studying 

security. This is why a societal approach to security should also include the 

interdependent dynamics of other sectors in conceptualizations of the sense of insecurity 

and the definition of threats as well as the responses to them, material or non-material. In 

short, there are two significant components of security analysis: the issue of level of 
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analysis and the issue of threat which is touched upon but not adapted to different levels 

of analysis in sectoral approach.  

Societal security threats can be defined as the changes in societal structure that would 

influence the conditions of survival of identities in general. Roe also cautions about the 

natural changes that can change the conditions and the identities within a natural and 

cohesive process.168 In such cases, change should not be considered as threat. At this state, 

we can go back to the difference between horizontal-vertical competition concept. The 

intentionality element in vertical competitions should be present in order to identify a 

direct threat to identities. These include assimilationist projects and other attempts that 

threaten the means of reproduction of identity. The terminology used in the literature of 

such conflicts include “cultural cleansing” and “culturecide” which occurs as a result of 

forced assimilation and destruction of cultural symbols.169  

Roe also states that external invasion of a country does not necessarily pose a threat to 

societal identities as it can also produce a more democratic environment for coexistence 

of all identities. However, in some cases this is just the opposite. The case of U.S. invasion 

of Iraq for example altered the societal equilibrium within Iraqi society so deeply that the 

transformations within the society created new imbalances among different identities that 

resulted in new societal security threats. The resulting power vacuum in the country after 

the removal of the regime from the power contributed to this process as well.  

As a response to security threats to identities, social groups adopt two strategies to 

increase security. First, they can securitize their identity at the state level in order to put 

the problems in political agenda. Alternatively, in more unresolvable contexts or in case 

of inability to transfer the solutions to the state level, they can defend themselves via non-
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state means. Intrastate ethnic conflicts are relevant examples to such strategies. 

Threats by sectors 

Military threats are the most crucial threat for states, and for society it is also the major 

threat factor when targeted by the state. Especially in states with authoritarian tendencies 

tend to use military or political force against the society in order to maintain order. In 

cases such as Iraq, where socio-political base of the state relies on the power mechanisms 

within society, state violence by military means is not an uncommon phenomenon. In 

many cases in the Middle East Army itself has been the source of political identity and 

power and military and political sectors have become intermingled so much that military 

force and its internal and external use became identical to state existence in mind. Buzan 

partly address this issue from the perspective of weak and strong states. For him, strong 

states tend to use military force less as it has a great potential for domestic consent for its 

rule and turn the system into more authoritarian. On the other hand, weak states can resort 

to military force more easily as they are not concerned about the possibilities of domestic 

unrest, just the opposite they are afraid that any foreign intrusion might be welcomed by 

a part of its society.170  

Political threats are categorized by Buzan as threats aimed at the organizational stability 

of the state. In terms of societal security political threats involve both the associational 

skills of the society and the representation of its own interests in political institutions of 

states, both in mind and in practice. Political threats on state level is highly linked to 

societal reflections of threats as they mostly arise from within the society. Interestingly, 

in Iraq both domestic and external dynamics of identity politics has been a threat to 

political stability of the country. As the Iraqi state was acutely weak over decades the 
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means of instability became rooted in all state and societal institutions.  

Internal societal threats are symptomatic of weak states.171 Societal security is the weakest 

area of national security as formulated by Buzan, but later the development of society 

into a referent object added on this argument significantly. One of the main problems with 

societal security is that securitization of a societal issue or the identity of a threat is a 

complex process. In many cases, societal threats emanating from state action does not 

have its presence in the political agenda or the actions are concealed by words. It is in the 

nature of political violence against a society that most of the time words do not match the 

deeds. Assimilation is never named by the political leaders as assimilation or socio-

political or economic discrimination is most of the time is not accepted as formal policy 

label by politicians. Therefore, what is central for societal security is the actions that state 

take vis-à-vis society as the primary source of societal insecurity is almost always state 

itself when societal security issues is internal to societal dynamics rather than an external 

influence as observed in large scale migration. But in the Middle East migration has never 

been as vital as societal discrimination to different scales against certain societal groups. 

The main source of societal insecurity in the region stems from such internal dynamics in 

the post-state building period.  

In this research, societal security in Iraq will be analyzed through definitions of identities 

within political, cultural, religious, economic and military structures of state and its 

influence on society. These aspects of social identity represent identities in the way that 

they are able to manifest themselves in societies. For each identity group, there is a 

specific formulation of these aspects that determines their relationship with other identity 

groups. They also represent how societal security balance is established and how threats 

to identities emerge from the manifestations of identities in these identity components.  
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Political institutions are inevitably at the center of identity manifestation because identity 

groups depend on a political structure that defines their state of being in a society. Political 

definition of an identity group also defines the capacity of one group to ensure its survival 

in a society. In the Iraqi case, political roles attached to an identity determined the 

capacities of an identity group to control the society at large. Before the establishment of 

modern Iraqi state, the control over political institutions enabled the identity groups to 

control other identity components. While the simplicity of political structures of the 

Ottoman and Mandate periods allowed for a top down definition in which terms identity 

groups would be a part of political power, the political sphere became more and more 

complex after the introduction of modern state system with growing ability of political 

representation. Still in any form, the identity groups tried to establish their domination 

over political institutions to control other components of identity because the strong 

central state system from the beginning allowed specific groups to control the societal 

dynamics mostly through illegitimate and coercive practices.  

Culture and educational institutions are of course a vital aspect of an identity to ensure its 

survival. In all societal structures, education is the most important institution that enables 

the creation and reproduction of an identity. Be it a group identity or national identity, 

education is the first and foremost area of a societal design. Nationalism and state building 

theories have formulated the survivability of a system based on the ability to reproduce 

the official ideology that establishes the societal structure based on a specific identity for 

the state and in return for the identity groups present in a societal habitat. While the 

consolidation of a national identity has been vital for the continuation of a societal system 

designed around a specific formulation among identity groups, the educational and 

cultural institutions have been used for indoctrination in many cases (not limited to 

Middle East) of a dominant identity group and for the legitimization of a specific societal 

structure that manifest itself mainly within the political structure. When educational and 

cultural institutions are unavailable or forbidden to an identity group, the survival of this 
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group becomes threatened by a dominant group that controls these institutions.  

The third component is very central to understand the societal relations in the Middle 

Eastern cases. Military has been the most important area for reinforcing a specific societal 

structure as it is very open for manipulations by the dominant identity groups. In the Iraqi 

case, the coercive methods of consolidation by the state and the reactions from the 

subordinate groups have manifested themselves mostly through armed conflict. This is 

why either the domination of one identity in military institutions and presence of para-

military groups representing an identity group is not an unusual phenomenon in the 

Middle East.  

The economic structure of Iraqi society is another important component of societal 

structure mainly because the societal transformations especially in the last decades of 

Ottoman rule and during the process of state building, the class system especially among 

the subordinate groups determined the societal relations before ethno-nationalist or 

sectarian claims began to dominate the relations among identity groups. The tribal 

structure and agricultural economic system enabled a class based economic structure 

where in group identities were defined through economic power allocations. Big 

landlords, aghas in the peripheries of the urban centers of Iraqi provinces controlled the 

in-group relations and became the access point to the centers.172 With the establishment 

of modern state and integration to regional and world economy and with the increasing 

volume of trade after the beginning of increasing British involvement in late 1890s the 

class-based system began to deteriorate and transformed. This economic transformation 

created an intellectual awakening among groups and started the formation of an 

intellectual elite class representing the claims for identities or redefined the ideological 

stance of these intellectual groups. Also natural resources and their geographical location 
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have been a source of identity conflict. 

Religion is the last component included in the study of societal security in the Iraqi case. 

The use of this component might be relevant for specific cases but the religiously defined 

identities and the use of religion by the state created insecurities among identity groups 

in Iraq when we consider the numerically dominant but subordinate in all other 

institutions Shi’a population in Iraq. The Sunni dominant nation-building process in the 

country marginalized Shi’a groups in state institutions. Also, this continued after the 

establishment of Iraqi state with the use of religion by especially Ba’th party under 

Saddam adds up to the existing societal fractions among different sects with the 

domination of Sunni Arab identity in all state apparatus. As Sunni Arab population have 

never been the majority identity group in Iraq but dominated the political and intellectual 

life, the stress on religious identity was paramount to increase the legitimacy and 

consolidation of power although never fully successful. 

The societal dynamics in Iraq has resembled earthquake faults that have been ready to 

surface with high pressure resulting in disastrous societal conflicts. The main reason for 

this unstable societal structure is the unbalanced and coercive domination of single 

identity over all the components of identity outlined above. While the domination of 

Sunni Arab identity over time was not just a coincidence, the results of the persistent form 

of societal structure based on Sunni Arab control was challenged whenever possible. 

From the Shi’a to Kurds these identity groups have tried to topple down the existing 

political system to end this imbalanced situation. These challenges have been the 

inevitable result of unconsolidated power of one group over the others and coercive grip 

over all societal structures around an official ideology that was ignored the possible 

negative results. Societal security dilemmas arose from these insecurities of non-Arab 

and non-Sunni identity groups in Sunni-Arab dominant society of Iraq and in order to 

respond to the threats towards the survival of their identity, these groups challenged to 

dominant identity group whenever possible.  
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 CHAPTER THREE 

BEFORE BA’TH: BUILDING STATE AND SOCIETY AND THE 

ROOTS OF SOCIETAL INSECURITY IN IRAQ  

3.1 THE MAKING OF IRAQ AND SOCIETAL SECURITY  

Since the beginning of the 20th century, Iraqi history went through significant 

transformations that have direct influence over the different layers of relationships among 

various identity groups in the country. While there was not a unified political entity in 

what corresponds to today’s Iraqi boundaries at the beginning of the 20th century, the 

Ottoman defeat in the First World War transformed the whole structure of power in the 

region. First established as a British mandate in 1920, Iraq became an independent 

country in 1932 under a monarchy with the continuing protection of the British Empire. 

In 1958, the opposition to the monarchy and British protectorate resulted in a military 

coup and the republic of Iraq was established under military rule. However, military itself 

could not consolidate its power to dominate politics and the civilian rule won over after 

a series of coups and civilian rule trials until 1968. The post 1968 politics in Iraq carried 

the conflictual history into a new phase that deepened the societal (in)securities that had 

been cultivated by the long-term socio-political instability.  

Iraqi society is made up of multiple identity groups and these groups have different layers 

of identities that defined their role in the society. These layers include ethnic, religious, 

individuals’ social base such as clans or tribes, and their occupations that define their 
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social role.173 Also the identities as listed here should not be taken for granted. Just as in 

any part of the world, identity is fluid which makes one’s sense of belonging subjected to 

change, whether change is imposed from the outside or it is a self-acclaimed change.174 

Identities in Iraq are not fixed and stable and has been subjected to change. 

Added to this complex societal structure other societal dynamics defined the early 

development of state-society relations in Iraq. There are three significant counter-forces 

in society that defined the societal dynamics in early modern Iraq and any reading should 

include these in their analysis. The first and the foremost one is the societal structure of 

the Iraqi society that has been dominated by the dilemma between urbanization and 

tribalism. With the rise of urban economics and growing bureaucratic class the urban flux 

challenged the social fabric that had been dominated by traditionalist tribal lifestyle. 

Tribalism in Iraq regulated social, political and economic relations and this hierarchical 

structure was reflected in state’s tools for penetrating society.175 The second one is the 

dilemma between Iraqi nationalism and Arab nationalism. Especially during the post-war 

nation and state building process after the independence, these two ideologies became the 

source of instability. While Iraqi nationalism appeared to be an inclusive project for the 

mixed structure of society, Arab nationalism that won over the other was by definition an 

exclusionist ideology considering the presence of non-Arab communities such as Kurds 

and Turkomans in the society. The third one is the economic structure that reflected itself 

in the class system that manifested itself as a problem with the growing urban middle 

class. This middle class did not resemble its European counterparts whose emergence was 
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an outcome of the Industrial Revolution and largely dominated by the quick 

overexpansion of state with its bureaucratic institutions, military being the dominating 

one.176 Within this diversity and multi-layered structures of society, Arab Sunnis, the 

dominant identity group, tried to consolidate its dominance over sociopolitical structures 

and as a result just in order to achieve state and regime security, societal security has been 

sacrificed and the societal groups continuously tried to re-position themselves under the 

influence of political changes.  

During the first 50 years of modern Iraqi history an environment of instability dominated 

politics and society. When the Arab Socialist Ba'th Party, ASBP (Hizb Al-Baath Al-'Arabi 

Al-Ishtiraki fi Al-'Iraq) came to power in 1968, the state, society and the relation between 

the two transformed dramatically. However, ASBP managed to remain in power until its 

demise in 2003 with American occupation in Iraq, which makes it a curious case as to 

what and how the party did to stay in power while at the same time the societal insecurities 

in Iraqi society became deeper. This part starts delving into the dynamics of state and 

society in Iraq in order to understand the societal security dynamics that preceded the 

Ba’th rule in Iraq. The timeline in this chapter starts with the late Ottoman rule in 

Baghdad, Mosul and Basra which make up today’s Iraq, and is a survey of societal 

security dynamics in Iraq until 1968 when Ba’th came to power. The analysis throughout 

this period captures the emergence of Iraqi society and its insecurities through the lenses 

of societal groups and their relationship with the state.  
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3.2 LATE OTTOMAN RULE IN BAGHDAD, BASRA AND MOSUL 

(1840-1918) 

The Ottoman rule in the region that corresponds in today’s Iraq started with the conquest 

of Mosul in early 16th century followed by the capture of Baghdad and Basra. These three 

provinces were included in the Ottoman governance system as separate vilayets.177 These 

provinces were considered as important because of their frontier with Iran, which is 

supported by the extent of military presence in and around Baghdad especially.178 It is 

important to note that the borders of these vilayets, as titled in the Ottoman governance 

system, were not stable and were subjected to continuous or temporary changes as a result 

of clashes with neighboring Iran but these three provinces created the basis of post-war 

demarcation of Iraq by the British. The distance between Baghdad and İstanbul as 

portrayed by Ebubekir Ceylan tells a lot about the reach of center in local problems at 

that time. 

In the classical period, the distance between Istanbul and Baghdad took 197 days to 

traverse during military mobilizations. However, for non-military or civilian purposes the 

same route was much shorter to travel. In the second half of the nineteenth century, thanks 

to the steamer services, one could travel from İstanbul to Baghdad or vice versa in only 

35–40 days. There is no doubt that the time spent in traveling to Baghdad prevented the 

Sublime Porte from intervening in provincial politics when necessary. For example, when 

one of the leading tribal sheikhs, Sufuk al-Faris, opposed Ali Rıza Pasha in 1834, the 

Porte decided to send Agah Efendi to investigate the situation in the province. However, 

when Agah Efendi arrived in Baghdad the problem had already been resolved.179 
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Although the distance between the center and these three provinces proved to be a 

disadvantage for establishing sustainable control over governance mechanisms, the 

Ottoman State transformed and adapted its ruling mechanisms to the changing societal 

and regional dynamics. From mid-19th century on, reforms under Tanzimat period aimed 

at creating functioning and unified governance that would help the center increase its 

influence over the society. This process created certain insecurities among the diverse 

social groups in multiple aspects of social life. The analysis below addresses these 

problems.  

3.2.1 State-Society Relations in Ottoman Iraq 

Society in these three provinces had typical characteristics of the region at that time. On 

the one hand there was a rich diversity of ethnic, linguistic and religious identities and on 

the other social dynamics such as nomadism, sedentarism, tribalism and urban growth 

went hand in hand blending the diversity at different levels. Still as also the map below 

shows population concentration was prominent in all three provinces, except Baghdad’s 

urban center. As it was the heart of economic, political and social activity Baghdad’s 

neighborhoods were more mixed.180 On the other hand, while Basra was more dependent 

on Baghdad for administration, Mosul was different in this sense as the Mamluk rule did 

not extend to this province. Jalili family with Sunni Arab origin ruled the province but 

shared power with some prominent Kurdish tribes such as Baban family while Turkmen 

and Christian communities were present as well.181 With the exception of Mamluk 

domination over power, social dynamics functioned dominantly under tribal lifestyle 

where hierarchical relations among societal classes and identity groups were regulated 

under tribal mechanisms. Still, in the urban centers most notably in Baghdad waves of 
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urban migration and increase in the urban population created a challenge for the 

traditional codes of tribal social structure. While tribal parts of the society retained its 

isolated and concentrated social relations mostly defined with traditionally defined rules, 

the expansion of urban lifestyle was quite different. Hanna Batatu explains this urban-

rural difference as such: “In many ways they were very different from each other. The 

life of the urban Arabs was on the whole governed by Islamic and Ottoman laws, that of 

the tribal Arabs by Islamically tinged ancient tribal customs. Some of the urban Arabs, in 

particular the educated stratum, had come under the influence of Turkish—and in Shi’a 

cities, Persian—culture; tribal Arabs, on the other hand, had escaped that influence 

altogether. Among urban Arabs class positions were somewhat strongly developed, 

among the more mobile of the tribesmen relations were still patriarchal in character”.182 

In terms of administration, the inability of imposing central policies of the state resulted 

in the rise of local classes with established links to Istanbul. The existence of such local 

elites that held governance mechanisms at their hand lowered the expenses for the center 

while maintaining loyalty through enabling continuity in social order in conquered 

territories. The rule of Mamluk pashas in Baghdad and Basra was a result of such policy. 

Furthermore, in Mosul area significant Sunni Muslim and Kurdish families made up the 

elite class that controlled the relationship with the center.183 As presented in the map 

below, the domination of tribal societal structure in the region created a fractured 

administrative organization. Ebubekir Ceylan argues that only after 1831, when the revolt 

of the last Mamluk pasha in Baghdad Davud Pasha was crushed by the center, could the 

Ottoman state impose its complete authority in Baghdad and Basra.184 On the other hand, 
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Çetinsaya argues that the centralization of Ottoman governance in these provinces was 

realized with a gradual change in the balance of power from local power elites to Ottoman 

officials that lasted until 1850’s.185 The initiatives for centralization of governance came 

with the Ottoman reforms in the 19th century aimed at creating a unified rule in these 

provinces. Land Law and Vilayet Law were introduced in 1958 and 1964 respectively to 

reinforce the state rule. The main purpose of these laws was to transform the most central 

governing mechanisms in these provinces (land and administration), also to strengthen 

the power mechanisms with which the state penetrated the society. Land Law reinforced 

‘state’s legal ownership’ on lands previously bound to mixed land administrations and 

raise tax revenue with better organized system and Vilayet Law aimed to reinforce a 

hierarchical administrative organization filled by Ottoman officials rather than having 

localized ruling mechanisms.186 
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Map 1. Sketch of tribal leagues and principalities in late 18th and early 19th century. 

Source: Batatu, Old Social Classes, 66. 

 

The analysis below will be organized through how identity groups (Sunni Arab, Shi’a 

Arab, non-Arab Kurds, Turkmens and other non-Muslim Minorities) were reformulated 

their status in parallel with the transformations that established new relationships and 
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created new societal structures. These changes also originated the societal security 

problems as the more the governance became centralized and involved in local politics, 

the more identity politics mattered. Within the analysis below, the weight given to each 

societal group can differ due to the intensity of societal problems faced during this period.  

3.2.2 Analysis of Societal Security Dynamics in Iraq (1830s-1918) 

Started in 1939, Tanzimat period signified important transformations in the Ottoman 

Empire. While the reforms were aimed to achieve more functional governance that would 

initiate change in the central state system in Istanbul it also aimed at reaching the 

peripheries of the Empire to increase the capacity of the Empire.187 Some of these reforms 

were the construction of irrigation canals, creating new arable lands, public works and 

land tenure.188 Moreover, he reintroduced the conscription policy to use the human 

resources in these provinces as well. However, a significant part of this tribal resettlement 

was accompanied by conscription, which became one of the major factors that led many 

Sunni tribes to convert to Shi’a belief, which offered a way to escape from the central 

policies.189 On the other hand, the Ottomans tried to revert this trend by strengthening 

control within these territories and by granting land rights to local tribes. The 

administrative reforms had direct impact over the social dynamics that had been built 

around tribal social organization that regulated the everyday life and it was hard to 

transform these dynamics.  

Common to all groups in the society tribalism is the most important societal force that 

determined the identities and resulting political and economic structures in the country. 

Tribalism card has been played by the external forces depending on their interests. 
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Ottoman Empire starting form Tanzimat tried to eliminate tribal structure to build more 

central governance system in peripheries of the Empire while later British reversed this 

position and reinforces tribal structure in order to rent the governance responsibilities of 

the Empire in the mandate when they established indirect rule in the mandate system. 

Kurds have a complex history of identity construction. While it would be expected that 

the ethnic identity of Kurds would be the central one, before nationalist awareness 

emerged among Kurds, tribal and religious identities were what identified this group. 

Before an ethnic awareness emerged among Kurds in Iraq, tribal identities and its societal 

hierarchies were the main feature of this group. Similar to that of Shi’a, religious identities 

where sheiks were considered as the leaders of communities and aghas were the owners 

of the economic production. Located mainly in the Northern part of the country (at least 

this tribal structure was well established in this zone), Kurds had been an issue of interests 

for the Ottomans and the British before the independence. On the other hand, when we 

look at the literature on Kurds in the Ottoman Empire, the accounts mainly focus on Kurds 

of Anatolia and the amount of available information about Kurdish tribes in Anatolia is 

much more than the ones in Iraqi territory. One and the most valid reason for this should 

be the proximity of administrative divisions in Empire and its capacities in each of them 

is the determinant here.  

Tribalism is not limited to the subordinate groups in the society as Arab Sunni population 

was also regulated largely by tribal system. Still Sunni Arabs became the first elite group 

in these territories from the Ottoman period mainly because of the sectarian tendencies of 

the Ottoman system that favored Sunnis and the availability of the opportunities of the 

education system. While Kurds were mostly Sunni, their remoteness to the early urban 

centers like Baghdad and the societal culture dominated by the tribal structure limited the 

number of Kurds entering into these opportunity mechanisms provided by the Ottoman 

State. The status of Sunni Arabs and their involvement in the emerging bureaucratic and 

military institutions enabled them to dominate the political structure both during the 
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Ottoman period and later on. One of the main reasons for Sunni Arabs to act so much 

protective for their status and their identity as the dominant one was the result of emerging 

dissent groups from other identity groups in time. The roots of societal threats and societal 

security dilemmas arise from this very central positioning of Sunni Arabs during the 

establishment of modern state institutions in Iraq. We see that from the moment the 

domination of Sunni Arabs was challenged by other groups, they took precautions to 

establish their roots in these systems and tries to build legitimacy either through 

manipulation of through coercion.  

Political and Societal Structure 

In the early years of 1900, a wave of reform movements influenced political directions in 

Iraq. Young Turk Movement and the government of Committee of Union and Progress 

in Istanbul started the pan-Turkish policies replacing the pan-Islamist appeal of 

Abdulhamid II in the Empire. This new ideological stance resulted in a backlash in the 

Arab territories. While there was already the domination of Turkish in the education and 

governance mechanisms, CUP expanded this policy. On the one side, with the movement, 

the influence of constitutionalism, decentralization or secularism ideas expanded to the 

young Arab intellectuals like Naji Shawkat, Hikmat Sulaiman, Hamdi al-Pachaci, Tawfiq 

al-Suwaidi (many of whom were among the first statesmen of the Iraqi state after its 

establishment) who became more and more visible in politics.190 These figures were the 

officers of the Ottoman Army and they belonged to the Sunni Arab and Kurdish families. 

They began their education at the military Rashidiyya school in Baghdad, established 

during Tanzimat period by Midhat Pasha or in Istanbul in the Harbiye (Military 

Academy). Studying at the military academies provided the only opportunities for higher 
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education for these students, since the Ottoman treasury covered the expenses.191  

Batatu explains the rise of modern ideologies among these educated men who had access 

to the state institutions (mainly the army) was an outcome of the access to education in 

modern educational institutions in Istanbul, where they were exposed to modern ideas of 

nationalism or constitutionalism.192 When they returned to their homelands, they became 

the primary advocates of such ideologies with a local nuance in it. While officers with 

Sunni Arab background dominated bureaucratic structure, there were influential figures 

with Kurdish origin such as Ismail Hakki Baban who was elected as a deputy from 

Baghdad in CUP government and became the minister of education of a government that 

promoted Turkism in the education system. Other Kurds also became a part of the Pan-

Turkish government such as Sulayman Nazif, who was the Wāli (governor) of Mosul and 

took strong measures against the rebellions by Kurdish tribes. Another was a very 

prominent intellectual, Ziya Gökalp who is now acknowledged as the founding father of 

Turkish nationalism.193 

On the other hand, with the CUP established government, whole political sphere 

transformed towards strongly centralized and oppressive policies. The first reaction to 

such attitude was claims on the autonomy by the regional elites most significantly in 

Basra where the Shi’a sectarian identity and close relationship with the neighboring semi-

independent regions of the Persian Gulf area. Sayyid Talib al-Naqib was a prominent 

figure in this line of politics who was elected to the parliament and later formed the 

opposition group to the CUP. While his enmity with the ruling party deepened, he found 

sanctuary from the British as the British forces landed near Basra at the beginning of the 

war in 1914.  

                                                 

191 Hasan Kayalı, Arabs and Young Turks: Ottomanism, Arabism, and Islamism in the Ottoman Empire, 
1908–1918 (L.A.: University of California Press, 1997). 
192 Batatu, 23. 
193 David McDowall, A Modern History of Kurds. (Revised Edition) (NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 92. 



98 

The societal dynamics of the last decades of the Ottoman Empire was dominated by the 

dichotomies and dilemmas of different ideological waves throughout the Empire. While 

Abdulhamid II’s Pan-Islamic aspirations was a response to the rising nationalist ideas 

from Europe, later Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) government tried to 

reformulate the society under Turkish nationalism. While there were some resonances of 

these thoughts in some parts of identity communities, to a larger extent people with 

distinct identities felt the exclusionist reconstruction of the society and politics. The 

limitations on the impacts of these ideologies among Kurdish population mainly 

depended on the societal structure of this group which was another crucial problem that 

the central government tries to appeal. The domination of Tribalism in today’s Iraqi 

territory is a long-acknowledged factor that affected the course of politics in this period. 

This tribal structure also reflected in different aspirations of religious and secular, 

autonomist and secessionist, pro-Turkish and pro-British, independence and unity among 

leading Kurdish groups depending on what specific period offered them for taking sides. 

These dilemmas are added to one another in time creating a very complex political and 

societal structure that would decide the future of Kurds in Iraq from the fall of an Empire 

to the rise of a new state.  

Military and Iraqi Society 

Conscription had been the central problem for the Ottoman state to impose its reign over 

the distant territories of the empire. This attempt for central control was accompanied by 

policies of conscription and reconstruction of military forces, land reforms and regional 

development programs that enabled better functioning state control over these territories. 

This transformation was based on a specific societal formulation that would strategically 

work for Ottoman benefit. As Çetinsaya argues, administrative control in Iraq required 

more extended security forces in the country as the diverse nature of the society reduced 
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the effectiveness of central authority.194 While governors from Istanbul were from 

Turkish origin, these bureaucrats naturally collaborated with Sunni Arabs in Baghdad. 

This was because both Kurdish and Shi’a population was isolated from the bureaucratic 

class Baghdad, this collaboration remained mostly limited to Sunni Arab elites.195  

Religious and Cultural Issues 

Pan-Islamist policies of Abdulhamid II were vital to understand the attempts to appeal to 

Sunni and Shi’a population as the latter showed great tendency to challenge the 

centralization program. Added to this tendency were Iranian attempts that targeted the 

Iraqi Shi’a population as because of the sectarian linkages there was already an organic 

relationship between the two neighboring community. Pan-Islamism was thought to be 

an ideal solution for gaining the loyalties of Shi’a population. Abdulhamid II reached 

Jamal al-Din Afghani, a Pan-Islamist who was expelled from Iran and came to Basra. Al-

Afghani was a Muslim Intellectual who promoted the Sunni-Shi’a unity as a part of his 

pan-Islamist advocacy.196 Abdulhamid II used his advices and himself as the propagator 

of this unity. Still the idea of such a unity did not get the result that Abdulhamid II was 

expecting because the ideas of constitutionalism and political participation attracted more 

attention and effort by the Shi’a intellectuals in Basra.  

Emine Evered claims that the reason why Shi’a families did not send their children to 

these schools was that these schools offered Ottoman Sunni education, which Shi’a 

population alienated themselves from.197 Although in areas like Basra, where the societal 
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structure was not complex with the domination of single figures like al-Naqib, the 

transformation of the system resulted in political challenges, in Baghdad these 

transformations had more complex outcomes. The authoritarian government of CUP 

extended its influence outside the political realm with the introduction of Turkification 

process that created disturbances among Arab intellectuals. While of course there were 

groups who supported these policies but to large extent they led to the creation of 

oppositional societies that emphasized the importance of keeping Arab identity. Muhazim 

al-Pachaci led the National Scientific Club in Baghdad that promoted Arab language and 

culture. However, Al-Ahd became a more significant actor in shaping the wartime politics 

in the region. 

In general, the most dominant political group in the empire was defined by religious 

orientation. Sunni Muslim identity of the central government tried to adjust the 

governance system depended on Sunni groups in the periphery of the empire. In the Arab 

provinces, this identity corresponded to Sunni Arab population. While to a limited extend 

Sunni Kurds enjoyed a powerful position when compared to other subordinate groups on 

the condition that they did not make claims on their ethnic identity, a large scale Kurdish 

nationalism did not emerge until the beginning of 20th century. Kurdish groups were 

mostly noted by their religious identities as most Kurdish families belonged to a Sufi 

order that defined their identity. When this is not possible in regions where other identity 

groups were dominant sociologically, the state either appointed Sunni Muslim governors 

and ruling class or it made specific deals with other groups based on tributary system.  

The organic ties between Iraqi Shi’a groups with Persian empire was long acknowledged 

or observed by the Ottoman state. The competition between these two Empires inevitably 

affected the polities towards these people. The presence of important sacred Shi’a places 

in Iraq mainly in Basra province made these places more important for Ottoman 
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Control.198 After centralization program was started one of the first measures taken in 

these places was to create strict control mechanisms for religious activities that included 

high level of hajj mobility. Shi’a regions of the southern Iraq enjoyed a larger level of 

autonomy for a long time and the region was long defined by Ottoman politician as the 

exile place. The rebellious nature of the Shi’a tribes was mentioned by a number of 

scholars. The geographical position of Najaf and Karbala, two Shi’a sacred place, close 

to Baghdad made these cities important for direct control by the Ottoman administration. 

While these cities were far away from Basra, which was more open to Persian and later 

external influence, the hajj mobility to these cities made them strategic for direct control. 

The fact that Ottoman army extended its presence in these cities after the reinforcement 

of the regional army shows how Ottoman Empire wanted to control this region. With the 

Sunni Arab population at the center in the societal structure, this group enjoyed being a 

part of the intellectual transformations within the empire as well. Politically the Ottoman 

Empire relied on this group as an extension of the central state power in the peripheral 

territories. Also Arabic language was the quasi-official language in the Ottoman Iraq 

while Turkish was used in governmental interactions, which dominated the public sphere 

more than ever after the Turkification efforts started with the CUP. The army, the official 

educational institutions (which were targeted to centralization program as well) were all 

dominated by Sunni Arab elites. 

This heterogeneous society was not always peaceful nor they always challenged the 

legitimacy of the state. This societal balance was first disrupted with the beginning of 

Tanzimat period when Ottoman state began to exert the dominant identity over cultural, 

educational institutions of the society. Efforts of centralization was what transformed and 

destabilized the societal structures in the Ottoman Iraq. The Ottoman state structure had 

built a specific form of governance in the tribal regions by establishing links with specific 
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groups among these tribes. While the main means of loyalty was the economic 

relationship between these subjects via taxes collected by the central government. When 

the constitutionalism with its liberal understanding of state-society relations began to be 

imposed by the Young Turk revolution, the nature of the existing relationship between 

the tribal chiefs and the state was meant to be changed for good.  

McDowall explains the different responses of specific tribes towards these 

transformations were a result of the exclusionist nature of Ottoman governance.199 While 

some tribes who were privileged with their links with Istanbul was against the demise of 

the sultan, the marginalized ones supported the revolutionary ideas and adapted to the 

new environment. In each case, Kurdish identity was not the primary factor that shaped 

societal dynamics at that time. While ethnic nationalism among Kurds was not the main 

concern in the development of demands from the Ottomans or later from the British, a 

special political structure for the Kurdish areas was always a part of the negotiations. 

However, what this special position was mainly depended on who represented Kurds. 

Turkification project of CUP government actually sparked the ethnic discourse among 

Kurds. While Abdulhamid II’s Islamist understanding of society appealed to a larger part 

of the Ottoman population, Turkification had completely different meaning for ethnic 

groups of the empire. In other words, during the Tanzimat period and CUP government, 

the Kurdish mobilization was dominated by reactions against the centralist policies of 

Istanbul. This was mainly because centralist policies meant to create new governance 

mechanisms where bureaucrats from Istanbul dominated the economic and political 

relations. Still Kurdish nationalist mobilization occurred with the beginning of Turkish 

nationalist policies of the CUP government until the beginning of the first World War.  

During the war Russian threat was very important for Istanbul government as the relations 

                                                 

199 McDowall, 2007. 



103 

between Kurds and Russian was alive for a long time. Along with Armenians, Russia 

wanted to use the Kurdish and Armenian dissident without actually meaning to give 

independence for neither of them. It should also be noted here that this relation revolved 

around tribes in Eastern Anatolia rather than Southern Kurdistan region where Russian 

influence was very weak and the Armenian issue politicized Anatolian Kurds more than 

the other regions. As McDowall reports the situation in Sulaymaniyah as total disaster 

which caused drastic decline in population due to hunger and sickness.200 When British 

forces occupied Mosul and evacuated Ottoman forces from the region in 1918, they came 

with relief supplies which resulted in easy Kurdish acceptance of British presence. 

After the First World War, two external actors had different visions about the future of 

Iraqi Kurdistan. The British was trying to establish their power over the newly established 

entity of Iraq with its colonial understanding of long-distance rule, while Mustafa 

Kemal’s Turkey was trying to hold on to the remaining strategic territories of the Ottoman 

Empire. The future of the Kurdish population in Iraq especially in the Northern part of 

the country which was also called as the Southern Kurdistan was shaped under the 

influence of these two actors during the Mandate period.201 Between these two external 

actors, there was an interplay between powerful Kurdish tribes in the region that build 

their own strategies which they thought as the best option available for them. In order to 

understand the identity dynamics of Kurds in Iraq we need to look at these two 

formulations and how the contradiction between them determined the shifting balances 

in the Iraqi society. 

By the time the First World War started, the changes in the Ottoman political system and 

its reflections on the changing societal dynamics in these provinces became apparent with 

the growing animosities between the regional power elites and the central state. Still the 
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multi layered fractures in the society became more and more problematic as the 

opportunities for challenging the only unifying force among these different groups, the 

ottoman state, opened up new ways for different groups to shift their loyalties in time. 

British Empire was the first external power to get involved in regional politics, which was 

followed by the establishment of French mandate in Syria. Up until the independence of 

Iraq in 1932, the societal forces evolved around specific strings of opposition that reveals 

much about the societal dynamics of the period. The first mass societal movement was 

the 1920 revolt against the British rule that was defined as a tribal uprising rather than a 

popular one which signaled the clash of interest between the identity groups and the 

external actor. This revolt resulted in the formation of Iraqi Army due to low British 

military capacity to control such moves. This in return resulted in the high reliance on 

Sunni Arab army officers that started the long-lasting domination in the army. Also, the 

introduction of conscription further antagonized the tribes even more by challenging the 

inner security structures of the tribal system.202 

3.3 STATE AND SOCIETY IN BRITISH IRAQ AND THE 

MONARCHY (1920-1958) 

The official British presence in Iraq began with the invasion of Basra in 1914. In four 

years until the end of the war, British forces occupied Mosul ending the Ottoman rule 

officially. The main concern of the local population was to survive the fight between the 

two empires and there was not a unified action against neither Ottoman losses nor the 

British occupation.  

The separation of Kurdish dominated areas of Northern Iraq from entire Kurdish regions 
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of the Ottoman Empire was most clearly made during the negotiations on Mosul question 

between Turkish Republic and Britain. As the negotiations were made on territorial 

boundaries, the documentations by both sides to support their claim provides good 

clarifications over how demographic structure of Mosul. However, there are reasonable 

claims that the demographic data used during these negotiations are not reliable as they 

reflected political tendencies. Dündar’s203 research on comparative analysis of 

demographic statistics used during Mosul question is enlightening because the 

classifications of identities and their representations draw the early boundaries of Kurdish 

region in Iraq. 

The differences among these statistics represent the inability of collecting a coherent data 

about the demographic composition of the province. Still, the Kurdish population in each 

district shows that the number of Kurds are more than the other ethnic groups while the 

gap is significantly more in Sulaymaniyah district. On the other hand, the tribal 

composition of these districts is much more complex because of the high number of tribes 

and sometimes their nomadic nature as well as continuous mergers among tribes under 

confederations result in inconsistent presentation. Mark Sykes presents a very detailed 

map of the Kurdish tribes of the Ottoman Empire in 1908.  Along with this mapping, he 

lists the tribes in the region and even the list presents the complex structure of Kurdish 

tribes and their religious and societal orientation.204  

3.3.1 State and Society Under British Mandate (1920-1932)  

1920 San Remo Conference confirmed British mandate in Iraq. While this decision 

legitimized British measures in the Iraqi territory, The British administrative institutions 

                                                 

203 Fuat Dündar “‘Statisquo’ British Use of Statistics in the Iraqi Kurdish Question (1919–1932)”, Crown 
Paper No 7, Brandeis University Crown Center for Middle East Studies, 2012 1-64.  
204 Sykes, Mark (1908) “Kurdish Tribes of the Ottoman Empire” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland. Vol. 38, 451-486. 



106 

had already began infusing their dominance over national politics. The confirmation of 

mandate in the conference sparked resistance among different groups especially in the 

Southern parts of the country, as the organization of rebel forces was already ongoing via 

societies formed during the last decade. Significantly however, when British government 

secured its position in Iraq, several reactionary forces began to appear among different 

groups. These groups organized under secret societies205 and generally they were against 

British occupation. They were the main inciters of the 1920 Revolt against the British 

occupation. In Mosul Sheikh Mahmoud was not satisfied for the position granted to 

Kurdish region as promised before the conference and started a resistance movement 

against the British administration. The hostility of the Shi’a in Iraq was first expressed by 

a fatwa issued in March 1920 by Ayatullah Muhammad Taqi Shirazi, a Shi’a authority, 

against British control and serving under British rule and his message was broadly 

circulated. Sunni Arab ex-Ottoman army officials also joined Shi’a revolt as their 
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presence in Syria under Faisal was becoming more problematic.206 Although the revolt 

attracted high numbers of Iraqis, the scarce resources of the rebel groups as well as high 

number of casualties in Iraqi side resulted in a quick end to the 1920 revolt.207 When the 

British Empire understood the impossibilities of direct rule after the emergence of 

country-wide revolts in 1920 against imperialism with unique collaboration among 

different groups in the society mainly Shi’a and Kurds, the indirect rule was dominated 

by the British and the Indian officers until the establishment of Monarchy under Faisal. 

As Faisal himself did not have an organic support from the society because of the 

relatively remoteness of his actions in Syria that ended up being a fiasco at the end, he 

established his rule with the support of mainly exported ex-Ottoman officers who were 

almost entirely Sunni Arabs and helped Faisal during Arab revolt in the First World War. 

After the 1920 revolt, the political structure of the state was to be decided at the Cairo 

Conference in 1921. The structure was to be a monarchy and the throne was offered to 

Faisal who fled Syria after French mandate was established. Later with the conference, 

Faisal became the King of a country where his legitimacy was nowhere to be 

consolidated, as the society could not relate itself to him at the beginning. His Sunni Arab 

identity accompanied the already hesitant perception of the other communities, mainly 

Kurds and Shi’a. Tripp points out the two themes of his rule as the King of Iraq; the 

independence from British control and integration of different communities within the 

Iraqi society (unification desire comes from urge to legitimize but reverse results at the 

end)208 The first theme was inevitably realized mostly because of the reasons exogenous 

to his rule, but the second one was not more than an illusion because of the exclusionist 

structure of the system he built from day one. One of the main reasons for this was the 

centralization of political organization of the new state in Baghdad. Both the periphery of 
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the province and the identity politics in other big provinces remained in the local level 

and did not manifest themselves in the central political hub. So the marginalization of the 

other communities was reinforced from two ends of societal and political structure. The 

central political power used also the traditional structure of land ownership by granting 

leases to local tribes in order to make sure that they keep silent.  

Another important point in the Mandate Period started with the discussions over a treaty 

between British and Iraqi state in order to legitimize the existing domination of British 

power over governance mechanisms. It was not surprising that Shi’a and Kurdish groups 

harshly opposed such an agreement which would make their marginal role in the political 

structure legitimized on paper, but also Faisal was not very enthusiastic about such an 

attempt as he himself did not wanted British to overextend their power. While the 

Electoral Law of 1922 allowed the emergence of two political parties led by Shi’a groups 

(Watani and Nahda Parties) their influence over the decision making did not go beyond 

mobilizing public resentments towards the Treaty.209 During the Mosul crisis especially, 

Shi’a mujtahids publicized their feelings against the ratification of the Treaty. Eventually 

British commissioner realized the potential fraction among the traditional religious 

leaders and the emerging generation that realized the reverse effects of the moves against 

political integration by the clerics of their community. When British offered Shi’a groups 

40 percent of seats in the Constituent Assembly (the highest political institution of Iraqi 

government under Faisal), the influence of mujtahids declined rapidly.  

Among all these problems going on in different areas of the society, the British passed 

the treaty by openly threatening the Assembly of taking extraordinary measures if the 

Treaty was rejected. Following the ratification, the new constitution was accepted which 

gave the executive great powers and also integrated powerful societal actors within the 
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decision making process. Still the provision of the Mandate officers would be privileged 

and while the king would retain his power over the legislative.  

The first major issue for the newly established Assembly was conscription. The issue was 

very important as the Military Agreements of 1924 gave the provision for the 

establishment of an Iraqi Army by 1928. However, by 1926 the existing armed forces 

were still very small in number and weak in capacity.210 The security largely depended 

on British RAF. A universal conscription would address multiple problems of the 

consolidation period. First, national armed forces were seen as the primary requirement 

for independence. Second, the peripheral disturbances and revolts gave local tribes the 

upper hand in these conflicts (especially in the Kurdish areas of the North), which eroded 

the legitimacy of the central state. Also, it was believed that with universal conscription, 

different segments of the society would integrate to the system, which as a result would 

enable the extension of the power of central state. The last aspect of the national army 

issue created big grievances among the distant groups in the society because the idea of 

a centrally controlled army automatically challenged the nature of the tribal system, which 

has its own mechanisms of providing security.  

The notorious Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of 1930 granted full independence in Iraq ending the 

mandate rule. Not only the treaty was dominated by the Sunni Arab political elite, who 

clearly disregarded the interest of marginalized groups (not necessarily minority), but also 

Kingdom of Iraq legitimized its already established political structure with this treaty. 

Independence did not create any change towards integration of different identity groups 

in the society, just the opposite; Sunni Arab elite ossified their status in the system further. 

This process was a product of disregard towards societal fractures in Iraq although clear 

signals for disloyalty by the marginalized groups were visible even before the treaty was 
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signed.  

3.3.2 Societal Security Problems in Mandate Iraq  

During the period until the end of the First World War, Kurdish society struggled with 

changing political structures that directly affected the already built quite decentralized 

relations with the central state. When ideological and bureaucratic changes directly 

challenged the societal structures in the region, it resulted in a reactionary attitude by the 

Kurdish groups. Still their reactions were not unified as already mentioned Kurdish 

society was too fragmented to organize a general mobilization for their demands. The 

mandate period created an environment for Kurds where they could found more 

opportunities to voice their demands and these demands became more and more identity 

based. Sheikh Mahmoud, son of Sheikh Said a prominent religious figure, was the 

dominant actor in politicization of Kurdish issue after the war ended. He was the head of 

Barzinji family and also sheikh of the Qadiriyya Sufi Order in Sulaymaniyah where Kurds 

dominated the population. After the British forces invaded all Iraqi territories, Sheikh 

Mahmoud established the first government of Sulaymaniyah. While Sheikh Mahmoud 

had an administrative role in the new establishment, his desire for ruling the Kurdistan as 

the King region was not welcomed by every Kurdish tribe nor by the British. At the same 

time Mosul problem was a crucial issue for British to finalize the territorial arrangements 

of the Mandate. Before the negotiations over Mosul in the League of Nations, British 

government declared Mosul to be integrated to the Iraqi state in 1920. On the other hand, 

revolts and open disagreements by Kurds and also Turcoman in Kirkuk area over 

legitimacy of Faisal pushed British for harder measures against the dissident groups. At 

the same time, the new government in Ankara pushed towards the Mosul province both 

by military involvement and by linkages within the region.211  Up until the resolution of 
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Mosul issue in 1926 in British favor, Turkish and Kurdish alliance forced British to take 

military precautions especially in the area close to Turkish border. The alliance of Kurds 

with Turks was explained as being a pragmatic decision by both sides and the fact that 

Kurds were willing to be a part of Turkish state was an open ended claim. 

The policy of British mandate regarding the Kurdish areas depended on the visions of 

two persons, Churchill and Cox.212 Documentation of their correspondence and memoirs 

show that while Churchill wanted Kurdish region as a separate political entity, Cox 

desired the unification of Kurds in Iraq mainly because of economic concerns and 

advantage of geographical structure of Kurdish region with its mountainous terrain which 

would create a buffer zone against possible Turkish offense. The complexity of tribal 

structure and resulting differences regarding the representation of different communities 

within Kurdish society surfaced a central problem for the British, which was to find a 

reliable source of regional power to ensure sustainable British rule.  

The establishment of the new system was more problematic and complex for the British. 

Although to a certain extent Kurdish people joined Shi’a and Sunni groups during the 

1920 revolts, the main problem in Mosul remained autonomy for the Kurdistan or even 

independence rather than becoming a part of the newly established state. The differences 

among Kurdish tribes in their aspirations worth noting at this stage as each powerful 

leader (most notably Sheikh Mahmoud) wanted to control the region and thus made their 

alliances accordingly.  
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3.3.3 Politics, Security and Society in Iraq after the Independence 

(1932-1958) 

After its liberation from the Ottoman rule after the British invasion, Iraq has gone through 

turbulent political transformations that have direct impact on how society evolves 

politically and economically. In each factor mentioned here we can read construction and 

transformation of identity for each group in the society. From these three factors within 

the Iraqi society, it is possible to analyze the societal security in the country not only from 

the threats emerging out of the dilemmas created by these factors, but also the methods 

of response by identity groups. Since this study takes ethnic and religious identities as the 

referent point, through the history of the Iraqi state the Kurdish identity is manifested 

through tribalism, Iraqi nationalism, separatism. Similar account is valid for the Shi’a as 

well. As the study will try to show, in many periods more than sectarianism the conflict 

between Sunni and Shi’a escalated through economic and ideological differences beyond 

the underlying religious motivations. These layers of identity become vital when 

discussing the capacities of each identity group within the societal structure.  

The administrative organization revolved around the Sunni identity which included Kurds 

but mainly dominated by Arabs who in return became “natural elite”.213 This 

centralization process inevitably excluded rural tribes and their leaders in the political 

structure which was the dominating societal structure among Shi’a. Concentrated in the 

Southern parts of the region, with significant exception of sacred cities of Najaf and 

Karbala that neighbors Baghdad.214 For Shi’a the religious hierarchies are regulating the 

society along with the tribal mechanisms. For a long time, Mujtahids were the leaders of 
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the Shi’a population and they regulate the everyday life of this group from education to 

legal issues or economic management. As the Shi’a education remained entirely religious 

one, the integration of Shi’a to emerging modern bureaucratic institutions was either 

improbable by this self-exclusion or by fatwas from religious authorities against 

secularization of state structure. This situation endured long into the independence as 

Shi’a itself perceived the secularist intrusions as a threat their identity.  

This military and Sunni Arab elite established their roots in the societal structure in the 

country very quickly as the natural extension of Sunni Arab support for these bureaucrats 

enabled them to create the image of the society from their lenses. For example, Sati al-

Husri, one of the most prominent figures of this period to the Iraqi state in the next 

decades, was an educational professional holding important posts in Syria (he was himself 

a wealthy Syrian educated in Istanbul and appointed to the region by the Empire) both 

during the Ottoman Empire and the French Mandate became one of the most important 

figures of Arab nationalism in Iraq and founded the basis of Iraqi education system from 

a very Arab nationalistic underground. The presence of ideologues such as al-Husri 

enabled the domination of Sunni Arab nationalism in the official ideology of the state that 

was beginning to take shape in this period. This nationalist and ethnic oriented 

composition of the elite resulted in the elimination of a civic identity idea for the Iraqi 

society.  

This situation in the ideological creation of Iraqi state was not different in its institutions. 

When the Iraqi military was established after the Cairo Conference in 1921 along with 

the Monarchy, it was to be under direct provisions of the British forces in the region 

(RAF). As Tarbush points out the ex-Sharifian and ex-Ottoman army officers would be 

best controlled by offering them regular posts with regular salaries. These people were 

seen as potential threat to British rule because of their nationalist aspirations that could 
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find roots in the society against British.215 We see from Tarbush’ statistic that when the 

first military coup happened 82% of 61 senior army officers were with Ottoman army 

background while they were unexceptionally all Sunnis. On the other hand, Shi’a 

conscripts were on purpose excluded from the high ranks of army and after the 

conscription was introduced, the low ranks of the army were recruited from the Shi’a 

south. 

Another vital institution that reflected the societal realities of the time was the 

composition of the first parliament. While the first parliament in 1925 had almost equal 

number of Sunni and Shi’a members, there were also four Jewish and four Christian in 

the parliament216 (their ethnic orientation is not mentioned in the book but required 

additional review).217 Still when we look at the societal orientation of the members the 

tribal interests dominated political structure in these years as popular representation was 

not available for a substantial extent.218 While the British and the monarchical control 

over government mechanisms did not allow the parliament to act as a democratic 

institution in the decision making, the composition is important to see the reflection of 

societal structure and interest groups in the political system is valuable. On the Kurdish 

side these years up until the resolution of Mosul question with the newly established 

Turkish Republic is more complicated than this.  

The northern areas of Iraq had been susceptible to external penetrations long before the 

end of the war. The Kurdish groups in the Iranian side of the border had been an issue of 

influence that expanded in other territories and Kurdish tribes. After the establishment of 
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the British mandate this influence was expected to fade but especially Turkish 

government began to penetrate the Kurdish areas by actively intervening in the disputed 

Mosul province. Because of the failure of British to hold their promises for granting 

autonomy to Kurds, the natural point of opposition for Kurds was against British control 

similar to Shi’a, the other religious community more than an ethnic awareness. Sheikh 

Mahmoud, from Kurdish origin, of Suleymania was the main actor played with British 

interests and he was appointed as the governor of Suleymania who in short time tries to 

expand his influence beyond this city and tried to eliminate other big tribes such as Barzan 

from being a part of any political negotiations. He was later toppled down by the British 

again because his expansionist tendencies. At the same time British used some supporting 

tribes against others by making them a part of military organizations in the north, the most 

notable one being Kurdish tribal revolts in the region that was brutally crushed by British 

air bombings and cooperative Kurds.219 Later the resolution of Mosul question on the 

British interest enabled the mandate government to push for greater measures against 

Kurdish revolts in the region.  

As elaborated by Marr, the discussions in the first parliament revolving around two 

strands of societal facts.220 While on the one side the nationalist, mainly urban notables, 

defended the establishment of political parties and press that would foster public inclusion 

in the politics, strong Shi’a opposition, who were largely excluded from political 

mechanisms and decision making, that fostered further alienation of Shi’a from the 

system with a certain degree of isolationism of religious leadership that closed the ways 

for political activism by fatwas.221 And the third opposition was against the monarchy 

imposed Anglo-Iraqi treaty that deepened tribal urban dilemma as the monarchy tried to 

cultivate support for the treaty by granting land rights to tribes at the expense of urban 
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political figures.222 

The presence of British rule in Iraq had negative impacts on the institutionalization of 

constitutional system which was already dominated by the unbalanced power relationship 

between the king as the executive and the parliament as the legislative branch. While 

British dominated both realms, the inability of making autonomous decision for the 

domestic actors became the reason for the failure of creating a cohesive socio-political 

structure and culture. This structure was too much infested by the tribal and elite interest 

and even after the removal of official British control after the independence the influence 

of it did not diminish. Still the power vacuum created by the removal of British 

bureaucratic presence left domestic actors with intensifying problems of economy, 

sectarianism and ethnic problems. Focused very much on their own interests in the system 

the politicians and the king found it hard to deal with these domestic problems. All the 

above this incapacity was the result of the absence of legitimacy of these political 

institutions that lacked popular representation and support from the society.  

The founding interest of the dominant Arab nationalists while reconstructing the domestic 

structures depended on the regional developments with regard to rising Arab nationalism 

and the growing discussions over Arab unity. This group dominated the ideological 

interests of the newly independent state and focused largely on these regional 

developments rather than dealing with the domestic problems. On the other hand, a group 

of social reformers in the parliament pushed for development oriented agendas to respond 

popular demands and problems. These two diverging ideas resulted in several coup 

attempts from 1936-41 that threatened the constitutional structure of the state.223 This 

period of political turmoil ended with the second invasion of British forces that started 

another problematic period that ended with the 1958 coup that radically transformed the 
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country. After the domestic problems surfaced with the first coup by General Bakr Sidqi. 

1933 Assyrian Affair that resulted in the complete elimination Iraqi Levies224 showed the 

increasing capacity of the Iraqi Army after the introduction of conscription. On the other 

hand, the renewed conscription bill resulted in tribal revolts especially in the south 

because of the reasons mentioned before the threat from expansion of state into tribal and 

religious structure among Shi’a being the primary one. 

Another significant societal problem that had a reflection on all identity groups was the 

land regulations initiated in the early years of the state. After Land Settlement Law was 

introduced in 1933, the urban migration increased a lot as the law pushed for a more 

competitive environment for land ownership in which low income peasants were not 

involved. Still as a precaution for mass migrations to urban centers by these low income 

peasants, the state introduced another law in 1933 that banned the employment of 

peasants especially in urban centers if they had depts. The agricultural system itself 

functioned with seasonal debts and this deteriorated the economic conditions in the urban 

centers where lack of enough employment opportunities already hardened economic 

integration of these people. At the same time, conscription challenged the tribal system 

more than ever expanding the army and increasing the military expenditures. So when the 

1936 military coup occurred, it diminished the consolidation of societal transformation 

especially on the economic aspect.  

Still the underlying ideological aspirations behind the coup tells a lot about the mindset 

of the military elite in the country. The rising dictatorship in Europe in the 30’s 

accompanied by the democratic socialism of the British model created a distinct 

perspective for the post-coup construction of the society. On the other hand, the country 

witnessed the transformation of the elite ideology with the increasing presence of British 
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educated reformist political figures that pushed for Iraqi first ideology leaving Arab 

nationalism aside to a great extent. One of the most significant results of this shift came 

in foreign policy as the Sadabad Pact was signed by the government in 1937 which 

signaled a great shift away from the Arab alliance.  

However, domestically Sidqi’s identity, being a Kurd but not a Kurdish nationalist, was 

an issue of contestation among the dominating Arab nationalist in the Army.225 Also he 

gained more enemies among the Arab elites that formed Ahali group because of his 

authoritarian tendencies and the lack of trust to him about the social reforms he promised. 

After the assassination of Sidqi in 1937 and subsequent resignation of Hikmet Suleiman’s 

government (a reformist from Ahali Group) resulted in the removal of leftists from 

political power and replaced again by the Arab nationalists and conservative landlords.226 

However, the clashes between left and conservatives continued for a long time creating 

more instabilities in the system.  

After what happened in 1937, regional and global problems found their ways to infiltrate 

into the domestic turbulence in Iraq. With the increasing presence of the army in politics 

after several coup attempts, the balance in the relation between the citizens and the army 

deteriorated while at the same time the clash between Arab nationalist and pro-British 

stance became very problematic in the political system. At the same time, the intensifying 

Palestinian problem and the fact than Amin al-Huseini came to Baghdad after he escaped 

Palestine pushed the King to adopt a more pro-Arab stance. The Second World War also 

surfaced the ties with the British and the anti-British opinions along with the domestic 

problems of military interventions opened the way for British to make the second invasion 

in 1941.  
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This changed a lot on the societal and state level. First, the influence of the army was 

reduced as well as the numbers. Considering the assistance from Italy and Germany to 

General al-Gaylani targeting the pro-British government, this move was justified by the 

invading forces in line with the British interest. Second, national education system, which 

was increasingly becoming nationalist, was changed. And lastly, the composition of the 

cabinet was changed and more Shi’i and Kurdish members were included in it. Within all 

these processes that targeted to the removal of Arab nationalist figures from the system, 

the left leaded by the Ahali group was encouraged to take part.  

The year 1945 experienced the liberalization of the system first by granting certificates to 

political parties and revised the electoral law. Although five parties were granted 

permission two of them survived which represented the main diverging forces in the 

society. Al-Istiqlal party represented the anti-British and Pan-Arab ideology and its Shi’a 

leader was Muhammad Mahdi Kubba. Both Sunni and Shi’a supported the party while 

there were no Kurds in the party cadre.227 The other political party was the National 

Democratic Party led by Kamil al-Chadirci from Ahali group and it represented a more 

socialist-reformist program. This party was supported by the minority groups and left 

leaning middle class. On the other hand, Communist party was present as an underground 

organization while it was organized significantly better than the other two parties.228 The 

power of the Iraqi Communist Party became contentious when almost 5000 workers of 

the Iraqi Petroleum Company started a strike incited and supported by the Communist 

party in Kirkuk. Police violently crushed the strike leaving at least 10 dead and more than 

20 wounded.229 While it was understood by the British and the monarchy that the 

Communist Party should be dealt with more carefully, the incident had another result.  

When Nuri Al-Said’s government resigned after Kirkuk incident (for the 4th time), the 
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first Shi’i Prime Minister Sayyid Salih Jabr founded the new cabinet. After his short 

tenure for almost one year he was to be followed by another Shi’i Sayyid Muhammad al-

Sadr who would last for only 5 months.230 Still Jabr managed to convince British to leave 

the country with a renewal of the notorious Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930 which ended up 

bringing more control by the British with the measures against pro-Axis tendencies within 

the society and politics. This move by the government sparked the Wathbah Uprising in 

1948 in Baghdad which was the first student led protest in the country. Both student 

branches of the Communist and other two parties joined the movement accompanied by 

the intensifies worker strikes all over the country. The level of foreign resentment became 

very apparent at the same time the rise of communist and Arab nationalist sentiment 

spread to the growing number of students in the urban centers as well as the worker and 

middle class citizens. The impact of these movements remained largely limited to the 

urban centers where the economic problems were more apparent than the rural areas. 

Within all these turbulent times, the account of Jewish Community in Iraq should not be 

skipped within the domestic arena.231 The impacts of Arab-Israeli conflict in Palestine 

inevitably spread to Iraq where the Arab nationalist sentiment was very high when the 

conflict escalated into war in 1948. Already labeled as pro-British and alienated from the 

larger segments of the society, Jewish minority began to witness pressure from other 

identity groups. The economic status of Jewish community was well established both in 

financial institutions of the state and industrial sector that was barely emerging at the 

time. When almost entire Jewish community migrated to Israel.  

During 1949, newspapers and politicians increasingly called for the expulsion of the Jews 

and expropriation of their property. In the summer of 1949, proposals for exchanging 
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populations were raised. Prime Minister Nuri al-Said proposed that 100,000 Jews would 

emigrate from Iraq, and in exchange Iraq would absorb 100,000 Palestinian refugees. 

Such suggestions simultaneously served the pan-Arabic image of Iraq, satisfied 

nationalist public opinion within Iraq, and addressed the Israeli question, a cause of 

agitation which was troubling and dangerous to the ruling elite. Proposals for the 

exchange of populations were also raised as feelers in settling the Israeli-Arab conflict 

after the end of the 1948 war in Israel.232 

When Iraqi parliament took a decision to freeze the properties of Jews in the country, the 

economic presence of the community diminished overnight. From 1950 to 1952, 112,000 

Iraqi Jews moved to Israel, leaving behind fewer than 6,000 Jews in Iraq.233 More than 

being a mere demographic change, the migration of Jewish community created a vacuum 

in the emerging economy of Iraq which was to be filled largely by the Christians and 

Shi’is. 

1950’s experienced a rapid integration to oil economy in Iraq as the international and 

domestic investments increased a lot in the post-war global economy. The high amount 

of economic input was used by Nuri Al-Said’s government for domestic development as 

high amount of money was invested in agricultural sector with dams in the North and 

irrigation systems all over the river line. However, this development lead in agriculture 

was not true for education, healthcare and industrialization areas which remained weak 

for a long time.  

Along with the unstable domestic environment, Nuri’s government took bold moves in 

foreign policy as well. Like the Sadabad pact that was considered as a move against Pan-

Arabism, Baghdad pact signed in 1955 reinforced the non-Arab alliance that Nuri Al-Said 

was supporting against the increasing influence of Nasser in the Arab World. The open 
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hostility between Nasser and Said escalated into a domestic problem as well. When the 

Suez Crisis broke out, an immediate domestic uprisings began in especially Shi’a and 

Kurdish areas because of the anti-British sentiments. Not long after the crisis, al-Said 

began to work for a federation between Iraq and Jordan as a response to the United Arab 

Republic that was established between Egypt and Syria in 1958 but it lasted only for 

months as 14th of July revolution started in the same year by Qasim and Arif ending the 

Hashemite monarchy.  

The era of monarchy can be assessed through the evolution of societal structure under the 

British influence whose legacy was long felt in the Iraqi politics and society creating 

serious instabilities in many areas in the country as a result of weak leadership and lack 

of economic resources for development. On the one hand modern state institutions were 

established during this period and oil economy began to increase economic development. 

On the other, the political structure led by the close circle of elites in the tribal and feudal 

system resulted in the alienation of the emerging middle class in the urban areas from 

political participation and decision making. As Marr concludes, the interest of the regime 

clashed with the idea of democratic ideology that would integrate Iraqi society.234  

3.4 JULY 1958 REVOLUTION AND MILITARY RULE 

From this socio-political situation, Qasim rose as the leader of military rule that started 

another period of military in politics that was to become another source of societal threat 

in Iraq for a long time. His Kurdish background proved to be both a positive and negative 

for societal development while he turned the regime into a military dictatorship shortly 

after he became the leader of the country after the revolutionary coup. The central 

decision-making committee of his free officer movement had no Kurds involved while 
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all the 14 members were from middle, lower middle and poor families which represented 

a clear opposition to the elite driven politics of the country so far. Kurdish rights were 

recognized in the general program while Arab unity was a persistent theme.235 Also, 

Qasim’s first cabinet included people from nearly all identity groups within the country 

as well as representing different ideological movements. Apparently, his cabinet was also 

a mix of different ideological currents in the country mainly drawn from nationalist and 

left, the constitution blocked democratic process in the government making cabinet a 

mere institution without any political power. Especially when it comes to military and 

power structure, Qasim and Arif was very careful not to share the control mechanisms. 

The political moves towards more integrationist political structure was necessary for 

Qasim to build legitimacy domestically. The Communist strand in the leftist movement 

was a significant issue to deal with in the wake of the Cold War and the US backed Qasim 

for his ability to control the Communists in the country.236 Qasim was able to control 

Communist party that was still illegal and powerful by granting political representation 

in the parliament.  

The economic background of the leaders of 1958 coup antagonized the old societal classes 

who were against the liberal views of Qasim in terms of political participation. With a 

clear socialist agenda, Qasim acted against the interest of the Arab elite who had been the 

primary source of political power. This resulted in the Mosul revolt in 1959 incited by the 

Arab Sunni families (especially Shamar tribe) with the help of the army officers who were 

against Qasim’s moves away from Arab nationalism. This incident was significant as this 

time Kurds and Communists helped the regime to crush this revolt by wealthy Arab Sunni 

families and there was a complete chaos in the province as there were lootings and killings 

targeting these families by these groups. After this incident, Ba’athists seeing this an 
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opportunity to topple Qasim because of his inefficient governance, this attempt failed 

while solidified Qasim’s hold on power.  

Another incident occurred in Kirkuk, an oil-rich city with a mixed demography with 

strong Turkmen and Kurdish population, during celebrations by the Communist Party for 

the anniversary of the revolution. The event resulted in conflict between Kurds and 

Turkmens and the attacks were significantly targeted to Turkmens of the city.237 While 

the government made it clear that they were against such attacks against the citizens of 

the country, first there were no precautions against such an incidents and the Communist 

party’s involvement was not questioned later.  

In 1960, Qasim made a move towards promoting political reform by licensing political 

parties. While no Arab nationalist party got license, a number of parties were able to 

emerge. The Iraqi Communist Party (the one that supports Qasim) and the National 

Democratic Party got license. Kurdistan Democratic Party was licensed along with one 

conservative the Islamic party. Qasim was determined to keep the number of parties 

limited and without any sectarian tendency. While at the first instance, the Islamic Party 

led by Shi’as and the Tahrir Party was denied license, the Islamic Party earned its right 

by appealing to court because of the powerful leader of the party.238 

The next step for Qasim was to intervene the economy and legal system. The whole legal 

structure was reformed into common and civil law and he removed the notorious Tribes 

law that privileged tribes in the system. Instead, he introduced more socialist economic 

regulations like cooperatives as a part of land reforms which actually helped large tribal 

farmers rather than peasants. 

Among all these reforms at the state level, the societal fractions began to go deeper as the 
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exclusion of Shi’is from the political system (mainly because of the religious orientations 

of the political activism among Shi’a community) resulted in more religiously motivated 

activism within the community. Two organizations come forward in emphasizing this 

tendency. The Society of Ulama was representing the old societal structure of the Shi’a 

community as the organization was controlled by prominent religious figures especially 

in holy places like Najaf. The other one Da’wa was the younger version of the previous 

one as it was organized by young clerics with more liberal views about the integration of 

Shi’a community in the modern state system.239 Da’wa leader Muhammad Bakr al-Sadr 

was to become an important figure as the opposition to militarist government and later 

Ba’athists in the years to come.  

During the decade of 1960’s Iraqi state started the longest offensive against Kurds in the 

North of Iraq. After Barzani was pardoned and returned from exile after the revolution of 

1958, he began to mobilize peshmerga forces which signaled the militarization of Kurdish 

activism from this period on. During this early phase Peshmerga forces increased their 

number as Qasim frequently made use of these forces against nationalist revolts in the 

Northern provinces especially in Mosul.240 Also the opening of Partiya Demokrat a 

Kurdistanê (Kurdistan Democratic Party – KDP) as a political party increased hopes 

among Kurds under Qasim’s rule. KDP became increasingly a party where the ideological 

composition of the higher party members was of urban intellectuals who supported 

Kurdish autonomy and anti-imperialism. Barzani on the other hand represented the old 

societal structure of the North, a highly tribalized society where Barzani could play his 

cards in his own favor as a result of land reforms that increasingly disturbed landowners 

in the Kurdish community. Still he became the first leader of KDP owing to his capacity 

to mobilize support for Kurdish cause.  
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While Kurds began to be more active part of political life after the revolution, Qasim 

started to alter his views about Kurds. The more he used them for his own fight against 

the nationalists, the more Barzani intensified his claims on Kurdish rights and autonomy. 

When Qasim failed to meet Kurdish demands, Barzani now used his forces against the 

Iraqi army. This was a battle where Qasim was advantageous due to his large scale control 

of the army, while Barzani was able to succeed against the national army because of the 

lack of willingness among army officers to forward the army to the mountainous areas of 

the North.241 During this time Fursan was organized among pro-government Kurdish 

tribes started to confront Barzani directly and at the same time began looting the Barzani 

villages.242 Until the Ba’athist coup in 1963, the conflict went on in Barzani’s favor. Still, 

the inner conflict within Kurdish community namely between Barzani and Talabani 

mounted along with Ibrahim Ahmad, whose ideas about the future of Kurds diverged 

from Barzanis. The main reason behind this split was their different sociopolitical and 

ideological background. While Barzani being a Naqshbandiyya sheikh and a tribal chief 

acted more conservatively about his views on power. On the other hand, the other two, 

especially Ibrahim Ahmad was from an urban background and they were intellectuals 

whose ideology was closer to communist party. This clash resulted in the expulsion of 

both Talabani and Ahmad from KDP as Barzani was obviously the stronger one to use 

coercion against them. He was already prepared for any kind of challenge to his monopoly 

of power over Kurdish movement as he was the one who mobilized Kurds into armed 

force in the first place. Both Talabani and Ahmad remained second to his authority, a 

pattern that is valid even today.  
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Before the coup, Kurds began to build alliances against Qasim as Barzani believed that 

either the communists or the Ba’thist would topple him down because of his relentless 

precautions against any opposition by either of them. While the communists apparently 

did not have enough power to incite such move, Kurds made deals with Ba’thists for not 

to use the weakness of the army in the North while they staged the coup in Baghdad.243 

In return, they hoped to be granted full autonomy. Indeed, after the coup the government 

made an announcement for the release of prisoners of previous conflicts with the army. 

The reason behind this Ba’th - Kurdish alliance was obvious as Barzani did not believe 

that communists were powerful enough to topple Qasim because of their regional 

establishment and he managed to get promises from them enough to trust them. 

It was obvious that on the Kurdish side, the foundations of new activism were being 

planted after Qasim pardoned Barzani to return Baghdad from exile. While Qasim was 

expecting Barzani to support him because of his inclusionary moves towards Kurdish 

identity, Barzani started to seek for his own interests as soon as he got back to the country. 

During the 60’s he managed to form a coalition with Jalal Talabani whose movement was 

more a leftist movement that was in conflict with Barzani’s conservative ideology and he 

managed to form his guerilla forces that was to become peshmerga force. Until 1963 

Ba’ath Coup, Barzani penetrated the state with continuous revolts with the greater help 

from Kurdish military officers deserted the army. Still Barzani’s forces was still weak 

and he relied on his cooperation with Iran. This growing discontent among Kurds in the 

North became a point of change with the Ba’ath was planning the 1963 Coup.  

3.4.1 1963 Coup and the Beginning of Ba’thist Era 

Phebe Marr considers 1963 Coup as the beginning of an era where “the foundations of 
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the state and its collective identity would be further eroded.”244 Indeed, the legacy of 

militarization that began in late 1930’s deepened the political instability in the country 

which resulted in further fractionalization in society. There were only two Kurds in the 

post-coup cabinet and the balance of power in the political system changed drastically 

giving the National Council of Revolutionary Command (NCRC – the core executive 

body formed by the leader officers of the coup which concentrated the decision-making 

power in their hands) the upper hand in the political structure. While the Ba’th Party tried 

to hold its grip to power by turning back again to tribal support. The problems of the Ba’th 

rule in Iraq faced two problems in this period, one from within and another from outside. 

The most important domestic problem was the situation in the Kurdish regions that began 

to deteriorate even more after the coup. The more Kurds demanded from the party the 

more offensive the state became towards Kurds. The unrest within Kurdish regions 

resulted in militarization of Kurdish areas of the North. In order to compensate for their 

inferior capacity, Kurds turned back to their counterparts in Iran that resulted in the 

expansion of Kurdish movement across Iranian border with aids and ammunition from 

Iran. The offensives by the state increased this cooperation to a larger extent and Kurds 

were successful in defending themselves with the help of these aids. Both with the failure 

of the regime to deal with Kurdish dissent and the ability of Kurds to create alliances for 

themselves beyond borders started splits in political and military wings. This was also 

partly a result of the ruthless treatment of the regime of its own citizens.  

The regional problem that Ba’thists faced was Nasser’s increasing power and ownership 

of Arab Nationalism. The rise of Ba’athism in Syria and Iraq eventually meant for Nasser 

to share his desired power over Arab community. Also Nasser alienated Iraqi Ba’th 

because of the domestic problems (especially the Kurdish problem) he did not want to 

                                                 

244 Marr, 58. 



129 

share responsibility. On the other hand, Ba’th in Syria was more radical than the Iraqi one 

as the moderates in Iraq were more powerful for some time. However, post-coup president 

Abdal Salam Arif was a strong Arab Nationalist and a loyal follower of Nasserism which 

resulted in the radicalization of Arab Nationalism and socialist economic programs in 

Iraq as well. In order to avoid the failures of earlier nationalist and military governments, 

Arif was determined to eliminate all of his opponents and avoid ideological splits in the 

ruling cadre. But his ambition was a result of the events in 1963 that made him the sole 

authority in the country.  

The rivalry between Qasim and Arif resulted in the execution of Qasim after his denial of 

Arif’s leadership after 1958 coup. In 1963 Arif needed the coalition with non-Ba’thist 

elements in the country to establish a more permanent rule which also aimed at creating 

a more heterogeneous political participation. However, as the relations with Nasser failed 

to maintain an Arab unity scheme, the conflict between Arif, a still strong Nasserist, and 

Ba’th party escalated. The failure of Ba’thist coup in Syria two months after Iraqi coup 

weakened the party in Iraq and Arif who continued to follow Nasser despite the failed 

attempt for Arab unity reformed the government by eliminating almost all Ba’thist 

elements from the cabinet. This internal conflict among the military elites in the country 

also resulted in further alienation of Shi’a from the political system as these internal 

conflicts did not harm the strong Sunni domination among the political and military elite.  
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 CHAPTER FOUR 

DYNAMICS OF SOCIETAL SECURITY IN BA’THIST IRAQ 

(1968 – 2003) 

"The poison of Sunni-Shi’a sectarianism and of Arab-Kurdish bitterness, either one of which is 

enough to kill Iraq, are today working together to tear the country apart. The division of the 

country is already being acted out in people's hearts, before it is played out on the ground at the 

cost of untold numbers of Iraqi dead. No Iraqi is immune any longer, everyone has become 

infected. Virulent strains of nationalism and sectarianism are more forces for change even the 

best elements in the Iraqi opposition pretend otherwise. Where do we Iraqis go from here?”245 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The growing popularity of Ba’th Party in Iraq in mid-1960’s is an outcome of multiple 

interconnected societal concerns over state, governance, economy and other issues that 

deeply affected every segment of the society. The rise the Ba’th Party to power was 

acclaimed to end the instability in the country that crippled any developmental scheme 

that was required to strengthen the society and the economy not to mention the state 

institutions. However, over a very short period of time, the Ba’th party regime proved 

that it was not the solution for the decades of problems. On the contrary, the societal 

demands over political rights, welfare and citizenship were challenged by the regime. 
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First, because of the increasing authoritarian and party-based policy orientation of the 

Ba’thist regime which favored Sunni-Arab domination in the overall structural 

institutions of the country. Second, as a result of the policies initiated by the party which 

polarized the societal groups and deepened the discontents among non-Sunni and non-

Arab groups in society in different levels and by different means.246 While there was a 

high number of non-Sunni and non-Arab people that were recruited in the civil service or 

within the Ba’th Party, this was mainly a product of the system or “rewards and 

punishments” created by Saddam Hussein.247 The process that resulted in the rise of the 

Ba’th party to power is analyzed here by giving priority to which threats emerged against 

which societal group during this period from a societal security perspective. 

This chapter tries to comprehend the dynamics of societal (in)security in Iraq between the 

years 1968 and 2003 based on the sectoral analysis of societal security. The socio-political 

and socio-economic engineering that the Ba’th Party initiated in order to forcefully 

consolidate its power resulted in the deepening of societal grievances.248 The Iraqi society 

was not exposed to threats by the regime from a single policy area. Rather, the regime’s 

execution of its own agenda based on societal identity reached multiple aspects of social 

life from direct state coercion to economy, education, culture and other areas that makes 

the analysis of this environment of insecurity significantly complex.  

Accordingly, this chapter offers a sectoral perspective on these societal security issues by 

compartmentalizing the threats to societal security based on five areas: political, military, 
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religious, cultural and economic. This sectoral perspective enables a better grasp of the 

nature of societal dynamics in Iraq as the ethnic and religious groups in society had 

different agenda for their respective identity vis-à-vis the Sunni-Arab core. While the 

analysis concentrates on the societal insecurities that non-Sunni Arab groups perceived 

and experienced, it is critical to acknowledge that the Sunni-Arab population is not an 

exemption in the Ba’th oppression by any means. It was agenda of societal (in)security 

that changed with respect to the societal groups in question. 

While in some cases identity groups in Iraqi society prioritized a specific claim for 

survival in their relationship with the regime (as in the case of Shi’a Arabs having mainly 

religious based identity concerns or Kurds being discriminated because of their non-Arab 

ethnicity), in other cases all non-Sunni and non-Arab societal groups were targeted based 

on structural violence against societal diversity (such as attempts for cultural 

homogenization by the center or the use of coercive actions against opposition groups). 

Therefore, this compartmentalization is necessary in order to present the particularities of 

the societal engineering of the Ba’th party based on collective identity.  

The claim here is not that societal insecurities had not existed before the Ba’th Party came 

to power. Indeed, to a great extent the acute societal turmoil was among the main reasons 

which led Ba’th to power in Iraq in 1968. Prior to the Ba’thist rule, the monarchical period 

was dominated by the tensions emanating from the presence of British control as an 

external power and rising influence of the Arab nationalist ideology. After the fall of the 

monarchy, the military dominated the course of politics with continuous coups resulting 

significant instability in the country. The Ba’th party on the other hand, managed to hold 

on to power for 35 undisrupted years which was unprecedented in Iraqi history. But at 

what cost? The Ba’thist period in Iraq deserves a specific attention due to the complexity 

of the relationship between state and society as well as between security and societal 

identities. This research looks at these 35 year in the history of Iraq from a societal 

security-oriented perspective. From this societal lens, the dynamics of state-society 
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relations and how security is perceived by both the state and the society are analyzed. 

From this analysis, this chapter seeks to comprehend the societal dynamics of security in 

Ba’thist Iraq, which has not been covered in an academic research so far.  

The analysis in this chapter is presented in the following structure. For each security issue 

or in other words for each area of societal threat (identified in the context of this study as 

political, military, religious, cultural and economic), the agenda of societal security will 

be identified and the actors and the referent objects of each area will be presented. In each 

security sector covered in this research, the dynamics of how three elements of societal 

security (threats, actors and referent objects) operated within the case of Ba’thist Iraq will 

be discussed. From this analysis, the processes that created societal (in)securities in 

Ba’thist Iraq and the reactions from the actors within the society is presented in order to 

establish the link between the nature of state-society relations and societal (in)security. 

4.2 POLITICAL DYNAMICS OF SOCIETAL SECURITY IN 

BA’THIST IRAQ 

The regime and the army were the core institutions of state formation and state building 

process after the independence of Iraq in 1932. Still, these processes were top-down, 

dominated by the bureaucratic and military elite under the control of the British 

Empire.249 The British established the parliamentary, the judiciary and a modern 

bureaucratic system, and allowed the establishment of political parties. However, the 

political sphere was dominated and strictly controlled by the British first and the 

monarchy second. The system of constitutional monarchy was created under the British 

model but could not consolidate itself within the society in terms of both quality and 
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capacity.250 The implications of this failure resulted in an unstable form of state-society 

relations. 

The 1958 revolution was a product of growing resentment within the society and 

especially among the military officers, who were the strongest bureaucratic class, about 

the reliance of the monarchy to the British agenda on regional politics. For Hanna Batatu, 

the main reason behind the revolution was this “irreconcilable conflict existed between 

the monarchy and the needs of Iraq” from the perspective of military officers.251  When 

the Ba’th Party came to power in 1968, after a decade of military rule, the success of the 

establishment of the new regime was also secured with the help of the significant portion 

of the military officers.252 Without the democratic values that would flourish liberal ideas 

within the society, Iraq was not an exception in the concentration of power in the hands 

of a leader or ‘hypermilitarization’253 that defined state-society relations under the control 

of the Ba’th regime. The political position of the regime defined the relationship between 

the state and society. This relationship was constructed upon the Ba’th Party’s intelligent 

combination of the use of violence and rewarding mechanisms at the same time. While 

from the political terminology this system was authoritarianism, what the society 

experienced during this period was labeled by Kanan Makiya as the ‘republic of fear’.254 

The type of political system established in Iraq and its transformation from the initial 

British controlled monarchy to the republic was shaped under the fear-oriented 

relationship was established in the post-independence period. Before Ba’th regime came 

to power in 1968, the army was the uncontested source of political power which caused 
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series of military coups rather than creating a sustained military rule because of the 

attraction of power among the contesting factions in the Iraqi military representing 

different interest groups.255 The transition of power from military to Ba’th party was 

indeed a bloody one as it was backed by a sector of military officers who eventually 

crushed all possible opposition both in the military and within the society.256 After the 

1968 takeover, the party absorbed all the power capacity of the military as a part of its 

governance mechanism. Above all, this relationship brought about significant insecurities 

within the society and this part tries to understand the military and political sources of 

societal insecurity in Iraq through the political oppression of Ba’th party against opposing 

societal groups in Iraq and the use of army as a tool for domestic violence against these 

groups.257  

Political and military structures in the Ba’thist Iraq should be assessed to understand the 

societal dynamics that shape the institutional image of identity politics in Iraq. Aside from 

the party structure of Ba’th, opposition and minority parties are discussed and possibilities 

for collective movements through political parties. The political and military dynamics 

of societal security has been dominated by the interplay between the state interest and 

societal interests that established a specific structure of security dynamics based on the 

parameters of societal control. The political dynamics of societal (in)securities are 

discussed in this part reflecting the oppressive regime structure and political activism 

within in Iraqi society.  
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4.2.1 Political Activism in Ba’thist Iraq and Political Actors 

While Communist Party in Iraq oldest active political party in Iraq, a significant number 

of political parties have been established from the early years of the republic. Indeed, the 

number of political parties have gone so far that today the elections are run based on 

coalitions rather than single parties.258 Still, within the period between 1958 and 2003, 

party politics was very limited and political representation of distinct voices and demands 

in society was highly restricted. Also, the notion of mass party was not a frequent case in 

the history of Iraq. The closest political establishments that achieved a sort of mass 

support was the Communist Party and the Ba’th Party. Other political establishments 

however, represented the interests of specific ideological ethnic and religious groups in 

Iraq rather than appealing the larger segments of society beyond the identity boundaries. 

These political establishments are crucial elements of societal security in Iraq because 

they were the primary agents in relationship between the state and society. The central 

political actors in Ba’thist Iraq are presented below in order to understand the power 

dynamics based on political activism and competition for power and security. 

The Rise of Ba’th Party in Iraq 

To grasp how the power shift in Iraq in 1968 shaped the societal security dynamics, it is 

critical to understand the rise of the Ba’th Party as a societal force in Iraq. Although there 

had been societal insecurities in Iraq before the Ba’th, the role of the party in the societal 

trauma that lasted for more than 30 years and the unchallenged domination of the party 
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in Iraqi politics and society prove its authenticity for a test bed. Popular views on Ba’thist 

Iraq refer to the anti-Shi’ite and anti-Kurdish stance of the party as a given factor behind 

the societal repression of the period.259 Still the impact of Ba’th Party in Iraq cannot be 

isolated to the ideological basis of the movement. As the party consolidated its control 

over the state Saddam Hussein’s departure from the Ba’thist ideology and shifting the 

party-centered structure to a leader-centered one defined the course Ba’thism in Iraq and 

as a result the dynamics of state-society relations. In all these various explanations on the 

Ba’thist phenomenon, one line of argument on the rise of Ba’th in Iraq is present; the 

ascent of the Baʿth Party, five years after its first brief interlude in power in 1963, was 

the result of a combination of historical, economic, and social factors that had led to 

instability and repeated power vacuums in the decades leading up to July 1968.260 

The Ba’th Party was founded in 1944 by Michel Aflaq, Salah ad-Din al-Bitar and Zaki 

al-Arsuzi261, three Syrian intellectuals with different ethnic and religious backgrounds. 

Aflaq was a Greek Orthodox Christian, Bitar was a Sunni Muslim and Arsuzi was an 

Alawite.262 As declared official party motto ‘unity, freedom and socialism’, uniting Arab 

nations under the leadership of the movement was central for the movement.263 However, 

it did not take long for this project to shatter under the power politics in the region. The 

Ba’th movement in the Middle East transformed significantly with the failed attempts to 

create unified Arab nation representing the true interests of all Arabs in the region.264 The 
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post-revolutionary government of Iraq did not join the short lived United Arab Republic 

(1958-61), the project initiated by Nasser and was unsustainable because national 

interests proved to be more important than Nasser’s ambitions in the region. After this 

and a short-lived government in 1963 (February-November) with the cooperation of Arab 

nationalist officers in the Iraqi army, the Ba’th party split in 1966 between Syrian and 

Iraqi dominated factions. The fracture in the party structure resulted in the transformation 

of the party ideology, more leaning towards the national interests and Arab nationalism 

without the aspiration for unity, rather based on the leadership of Iraq over the Arab 

cause.265  

The Ba’th party was the first civilian organization in Iraq that was be able to compete for 

political power after the monarchy. After the independence, military officers dominated 

politics which resulted in the demise of the monarchy. And with the rise of Ba’th Party 

in Iraq as a separate entity free from the influence of Syrian Ba’th, the party dominated 

Iraqi politics gradually to the level of totalitarian dictatorship under Saddam Hussein. 

Compared to the Ba’th, the Communist Party in Iraq was the only political party that 

could achieve widespread support from the society, but it failed to transform its support 

from the society into political leadership.266 With the concentration of power in the hands 

of the Ba’th party from 1968 onwards, the opposition parties lost their political 

significance with increasingly coercive pressures on any societal opposition under the 

Ba’th and the personalized totalitarianism of Saddam Hussein in the second phase of the 

Ba’th rule from 1979.267 However, the fact that Ba’th party was unable to cultivate 

support from all parts of the society and the coercive methods it used for support brings 

out the question of how the party managed to sustain its grip over politics for such a long 
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time.  

While the Ba’th party did not have a remarkable popular support for its claim to power in 

its first experience in 1963,268 the party became the core institution that controlled every 

aspect of the social and political life in Iraq with the consolidation of Ba’th rule in Iraq in 

1968.269 This was not only a matter of luck for the Ba’th ruling cadre. Just the opposite, 

the party managed to utilize the popular dissent against the military that dominated the 

politics for the last decade that created instability in every corner of political and societal 

structure.270 Moreover, the domination of the Ba’th party became so powerful that any 

political opposition that would infiltrate in political system was impossible.271 The role 

of military in politics diminished quite swiftly with the militarization of society by Ba’th 

via popular armed forces which became the backbone of social control of the party and 

its protector from internal enemies.272 Aside from the military, the party absorbed all civil 

society organizations that could produce collective action so there was no civil society in 

its normal meaning.273  

The organizational structure of the party aimed at enlisting citizens into the wide range 

of party membership hierarchy where individuals start from the lowest rank of being a 

‘sympathizer’ to the higher levels (Figure 1). In this structure, the main function of each 

member is to act as an organic extension of the party within the society. In addition to 

their unquestionably loyalty, members of the party have to be active agents of the national 

intelligence apparatus.274 Under the Ba’th rule, the intelligence services were divided into 

                                                 

268 The party membership was significantly lower in 1963 than the second time the Ba’th in Iraq came to 
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two categories; Mukhabarat (Party intelligence) and Al-Istikhbarat (Military 

intelligence). Party members were actively used in Mukhabarat to collect information 

about the other supporters of the party or on non-members. The organization itself had a 

very complex structure of hierarchy and granted members domestic and external 

responsibilities to spy on Iraqi citizens at home and in other countries, and foreigners in 

Iraq among others.275  

 

Figure 1 The Ba'th Party Membership Hierarchy. Source: Sassoon, 46. 

The membership was never restricted to only Sunni Arabs as there were members from 

other societal groups such as Kurds or Turkmens,276 which in many occasions became a 
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source of inner group conflict within these societal groups.277 Fear and violence in terms 

of being subjected to state repression is closely related to whether an individual is a part 

of the party organization and this became the main negative motivation for becoming a 

part of the party organization in different levels. On the other hand, reward mechanisms 

such as access to job and welfare elements were used for popular support for the party 

was not an uncommon exercise. This was especially crucial for getting support from 

Kurds. From the beginning, Ba’th party tried to fractionalize the Kurdish movement by 

approaching Jalal Talabani by rewarding his loyalty with economic and military 

incentives.278 Sami Zubaida defines this process as the authoritarian étatisation of the 

civil society.279 This fragmented management of society provided Ba’th Party with 

secured political position while it could not eliminate social resentment towards the party 

especially after Saddam Hussein applied more sophisticated methods of indoctrination 

and societal transformation.  

Along with the appointments to important positions in the civil service motivated by 

personal loyalty and co-optation, a third basis for recruitment into the public sector is 

“ethnic bargaining.” This standard involves a special sort of co-optation, based on group 

identity. Cynthia H. Enloe underlines that appointments based on ethnicity have been 

used to divide potentially threatening concentrations of power and to bind critical 

elements of the population to the state “by bonds stronger than simply fear or legalistic 

                                                 

minority groups proves that party membership is a source of conflict and insecurity. In other words, citizens 
who were not a part of party organization within the above specified levels of membership were subjected 
to state oppression and state violence more frequently. On the other hand, Ba’th party kept record of the 
ethnic composition in cities where non-Arab societal groups which are used during the Arabization process 
in 1980’s. Sassoon, Saddam Hussein’s Ba’th Party, 82 and 235. 
277 While the emergence of such conflicts was a result of polarization among different groups within 
Kurdish, Shi’a or other societal communities, the source of such conflicts was based on whether a part of 
the ethnic or religious community acted along with the divide and rule strategies of the regime. For an 
extended discussion on this issue, see section 1.2.2. 
278 McDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds, 324-27. 
279 Sami Zubaida, “The rise and fall of civil society in Iraq,” Open Security, February 2003. 
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compliance.”280 The recruitment strategy of the Ba’th Party in Iraq significantly showed 

parallels with this sort of bargaining. The definitions of state interest (mainly concerned 

about strengthening the hand of the regime in all control mechanisms) based on the Ba’th 

Party doctrine was fortified with establishing ethnic and tribal lineages of the leadership.  

Arabization was the most effective policy that the party used for controlling the society 

by eliminating the risks of possible Kurdish rebellion. Primarily aimed at economic 

restructuring of Iraqi society by reallocating the resources among the Sunni Arab 

population, Arabization policies of the Ba’th Party also aimed at reshaping the societal 

balance by infiltrating into minority-dominated parts of the country.281 The Arabization 

process worked in two ways for the benefit of the Ba’th, first by extending the party 

presence in the peripheries of Bagdad, the stronghold of Ba’th and by rewarding its 

constituency with economic benefits.  

The Ba’th Party rule in Iraq for 35 years escalated with the worsening of political, 

economic and social conditions with continuous war making by the regime. The Iran-Iraq 

war and later the invasion of Kuwait resulted in an internal turmoil with the increasing 

involvement of external powers. The ramifications of the intensified conflict with 

embargoes deepened the societal insecurities emerging from resource scarcity, highly 

deteriorating war economy with high inflation along with the regime’s active punishment 

to the Kurds in the North and Shiites in the south. Especially non-Sunni Arab groups in 

the society began to seek for precautionary action to mend insecurity issues by exploiting 

the disarray political system. For the Sunni-Arab population the party membership and 

its direct link to social welfare created the main source of insecurity for the Sunni-Arab 

population in Iraq. The Ba’th party however, managed to hold its narrow popular support 
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by creating a rhetoric based on the internal enemies that the regime itself created with its 

policies.282 All other societal groups suffered from this party centered political system 

and the background of political opposition to the Ba’th party was built around these 

insecurities.  

The Rise and Demise of the Communist Party in Iraq 

Since the literature about the political parties in Iraq mostly focused on the Ba’th, it is 

possible to have an impression that there was no other political party. However, there has 

been a remarkable number of political parties in Iraq since the independence of the 

country which enabled political mobilization within the society. Iraqi Communist Party 

was an important political actor first because of the regional and global implications of 

being in an organic relationship with the communist movement in the Post-World War II 

era, and second because of its domestic role as a representative power for Iraqi society. 

Tariq Ismael defines the role of the Communist Party in the political history of Iraq as the 

‘only voice of the masses’ and set the agenda for the other parties to follow because it had 

the power to raise the issue in public although did not have the political power to legislate 

or execute on them.283 The long presence of the Communist Party in the Middle East 

politics on a regional basis was linked to the influence of the Soviet Union on the 

expansion of the Communist Party in the region and its fall was related to the great power 

politics during the Cold War as well. 

Domestically, the Communist Party in Iraq (CPI) became the first mass party whose 

ideology transcended the dominant nationalist-liberal political movements and that 

achieve support from the low-income level strata in the society because it addressed the 
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issues of poverty and social justice.284 The CPI was very different in terms of the popular 

support it achieved in the country. As McDowall argues, the Communist Party (CP) in 

the Middle East was associated with the Kurdish movement in both Syria and Iraq, but in 

Iraq, CP was indeed a threat for the regime because of its wider appeal in the society, 

whereas Communist Party never achieved a popular support that would grant it the label 

of mass party in Syria.285 However, this support failed to become a long term political 

success for the CPI although it remained as a powerful political actor in the country 

representing a powerful oppositional force in Iraqi politics. On the other hand, the limited 

political success of the CPI would rely on the support from the state bureaucratic class. 

After the 1958 revolution, the CPI failed to get support from the military which was 

crucial for political survival in the post-revolutionary Iraq.286 During the decade of 

military regimes, communist movement in Iraq was largely crushed as a result of the 

violent purges against the leadership of the ICP.  

The reasons for the demise of the Communist Party in Iraq was not isolated from the 

regional and international influences. When the Ba’th Party held on to power in 1968, the 

socialist ideological basis of the party created a potential alliance between the Ba’thist 

and the communist. Indeed, the Ba’thists were interested in cooperation due to its attempts 

for further domestic support. However, this support was felt to be compulsory for the now 

largely fractured Communist movement. The popularity of CPI diminished after the 

recognition of Israel by the Soviet Union which enabled the Ba’th Party to appeal more 

support with its emphasis on the Arab nationalist sentiments.287 The centrality of Arabism 

in Ba’th ideology corresponded with the regional trend in similar tendency because of 

Arab-Israeli issue. While Qasim’s regime started the purge against the communists in Iraq 

began before the 1963 Ba’th coup, the Ba’thist leadership publicly declared a war against 
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all the Communists in the country and this damaged the party base significantly.288 The 

rivalry between the US and Soviet Union affected the power of the CP in the Middle East 

in general both in positive and negative terms.289 After the Ba’th Party came to power in 

1963 for a short period of time, a purge against the communist party and its members in 

the parliament, army and other bureaucratic institutions has executed, which significantly 

diminished CP’s presence in Iraqi politics to a irreparable level. After this period and later 

in the second and lasting Ba’th rule, regional parties representing Shi’a, Kurdish and 

Turkmen interests increased their role as opposition in Iraq, though not in their capacity 

to change political dynamics, but to create possibilities for collective action.  

The Political Activism among Iraqi Shiites  

After 70 years of the Sunni-Arab domination of modern state of Iraq, today Iraqi Shiites 

leads the politics in the country. This transformation came after the toppling down of the 

Ba’th regime with US invasion in 2003 and as a result of the elimination of existing state 

institutions and bureaucracy. This political transformation went hand in hand with the 

changing dynamics of the society. During the reconstruction process under the provision 

of the US, political mobilization among Shi’a community achieved great success in filling 

the power vacuum. Nonetheless, political mobilization among the Shi’a is not a recent 

phenomenon in Iraqi history. Claim for political influence and participation started in the 

early years of the independent Iraq and significant numbers of Shi’a politicians increased 

their role in the political structure with increasing numbers of governors, parliament 

members and other bureaucratic ranks.290 The Shi’a community in Iraq has a religion-

dominated societal fabric and the religious leadership has a long history dating before the 
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independence of Iraq. The fact that Shi’a holy sites are located in Najaf and Karbala 

districts in south Iraq earned the Iraqi Shi’a community a specific role in the region.291 

These sites has been central to religious education among the Shi’a with the presence of 

a prominent Hawza school in Najaf where Shi’a clerics are educated. Shia religious 

celebrations or commemorations such as Arba'een Pilgrimage292 to Karbala every year 

has made the city of Karbala a cultural, tourism and religious center.293  However, the 

political activism among the Shi’as have not been as powerful as counterparts in Iran or 

Lebanon. The structural and socio-economic reasons are discussed below.   

Rodger Shanahan categorizes the contemporary political dynamics among Shi’a 

communities in the Middle East by three models. First wing of political representation is 

the Iranian model under the clerical political leadership. The second model represents the 

non-clerical leadership that is present in Lebanon and the third is the “participation in 

secular parties advocating radical changes to the political and economic status quo, often 

represented by leftist groups such as the communist party.”294 Although there has been a 

strong religious ulema class that regulates social life, the fact politicization of Shi’a 

community under the Ba’th regime was a gradual process. For a long time in Iraq’s 

modern history, the political organizations representing Shi’a population was not present 

or appealing for the Shi’a population.295 In Iraq, the political dynamics of Shi’a 
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community is very heterogeneous and there have been examples from all three models. 

However, it is an undeniable fact that the Iraqi Shi’a predominantly relied on the 

traditional societal structure that is shaped around the religious hierarchy. Still, we should 

be cautious in using these models in the current state of Shi’a politics in the Middle East 

in the post-2003 period. The political gains by the Shi’a community in Iraq transformed 

the movement significantly.  

Religion has been the most significant element of the relations within the state and there 

was an isolation of Shi’i community from the politicization trends in Iraqi society after 

the fall of the monarchy. While there were politicians with Shi’a origin, these political 

figures did not create a political movement that would shape political activism among the 

Shi’as. Al-Da'wah al-Islamiyah (the Islamic Call, Da’wa Party) is the oldest political 

organization among the Shi’ites of Iraq and Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr was the leader of 

the party. The party was established in late 1950’s as a response to the rise of the 

Communist Party as the major oppositional force in Iraqi politics.296 He was a widely 

acknowledged intellectual and became the leader of Da’wa Party with the aim of 

organizing believers to seize power and establish an Islamic regime in Iraq.297 

The critical milestone for the political activism among the Shi’a community in Iraq was 

the 1979 revolution in Iran, which changed the Shah regime into an Islamic Republic 

ruled by the religious teachings of the Shi’a. The societal repercussions of this move were 

the immediate conflict escalation by the Saddam regime under the fear of a spillover in 

Iraq that would create a societal backlash among the southern Shi’a community. Although 

the political organization of Iraqi Shi’a was not successful, the religious and symbolic ties 

with the Iranian state was not something that Saddam would overlook.298 However, the 
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influence of Da’wa Party suffered from this potential threat perspective by the regime and 

Baqir al-Sadr was executed by the regime in 1980. 

With regard to political threats targeting the Shi’a population, the strategies of the regime 

were ambiguous but systematic. On the one hand, the attachment to the religious societal 

order among the Shi’a of Iraq was the main reason of the failure to create a mass 

opposition movement against the Ba’th regime; the regime did not recognize the 

increasing activism. On the other hand, the Shi’a political movements in Iraq were never 

defined by separationist ideas or alliance with Iranian counterparts by the religious or 

intellectual leaders, the discourse of these movements was mainly shaped by the religious 

claims on identity. In the eyes of the regime, Shi’a community in Iraq was defined by its 

Arabness and religious sectarianism was not a part of Saddam’s societal engineering, but 

until 1991 social uprisings that radicalized the social control of the party. Accordingly, 

any kind of political unrest or opposition under the leadership of Shi’a intellectuals was 

brutally crushed by the regime.299  

Political Activism and Militarization of Kurdish Movement  

Today, the Kurdish region in the Northern Iraq emerged as a regional political actor that 

enjoys a great deal of autonomy from the central government in Baghdad. The Kurdish 

political movement and its evolution as a main opposition power against the Ba’thist 

regime dates back to the regional rise of Kurdish movement. During the same period Iran-

Iraq dispute over Shatt al-Arab region in the Gulf created the environment for greater 

Iranian support for Kurdish dissident. Barzani compensated the splits in the Kurdish 

movement by using Iranian support to build up his military capacity. On the other hand, 

Iraqi government escalated military attacks towards Kurds that created tragic outcomes. 
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When the agreement was reached in 1970 between the Iraqi government and Kurds, the 

war cost over 60.000 casualties and 3000 destroyed villages creating a mass resettlement 

of Kurdish population. Then Saddam negotiated with Mustafa Barzani the conditions of 

a peace agreement, which notoriously collapsed in a short time.  

The March 1970 Peace Accord was a significant shift in government’s stance in dealing 

with the Kurdish dissent. The conditions laid out by Barzani covered only cultural and 

political matters that demanded more participation in the central politics and local 

regulations that would enable a more Kurdish centered administration. There was no 

popular demand about the legitimization of Peshmerga forces while the government made 

clear that Barzani would halt his efforts in building up his own army in the north. The 

conditions of the agreement as offered by Kurds covered a wide range of issues from 

cultural rights to provisions that would provide greater autonomy in the Kurdish region 

and more participation in the central political system in Baghdad.300 The most disputed 

issue in the long term (meaning only one year) was the disputed areas in the Kurdish 

region that was not recognized by the government as Kurdish majority but promised a 
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census to draw clearer boundaries for the application of the Accord. Especially in Kirkuk 

Barzani blamed government for resettling Arabs to the province in order to change the 

balance of population to Arabs favor. While the high percentage of Turkoman population 

in the province, there was a large community of Faili (also referred as Feyli) Kurds who 

arguably had an Iranian origin for the government and Shite religious orientation. The 

government expelled 50.000 of them from Iraq in late 1970’s.301 

From 1972 onwards, the failure of the Accord was sealed with the Soviet-Iraqi Friendship 

Agreement that brought Shah back in the game. Barzani used his pro-American network 

to build up his arsenal and clashed began especially in the disputed areas later in the same 

year. Additionally, the recognition of Kurds as an actor by the US and Iran moved Barzani 

away from negotiating with the government. On the other hand, from 1974 onwards the 

Ba’th party used splits among Kurds to deal with Barzani’s increasing power.  

In 1974, the central government started a wave of development program in the Kurdish 

region with the support of Kurdish leaders who were against Barzani’s policies. One of 

the most important part of this investment was spent in oil sector by increasing the 

industrial oil production capacity in the region and also the government invested in 

infrastructure.302 At the same time, the government continued to use militia groups such 

as Fursan against Peshmerga and allowed local aghas and sheikhs to benefit from 

loosened land regulations in return while Arabization was increasing in mixed Kurdish, 

Arab, and Turkmen provinces such as Sinjar, Khanaqin, and Kirkuk.303  

In the meantime, opposition to Barzani’s ownership to KDP became more politicized with 
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the establishment of Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) by Talabani and later in 1978, 

the Islamic Movement of Iraqi Kurdistan by Sheikh Othman Abd al-Aziz, a respected 

religious figure who was close to the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood movement.304 The 

emergence of three politicized fractions among Kurds challenged the idea of a unified 

Kurdish opposition against the Ba’ath Party. The central aim regarding the status of Kurds 

in Iraq was similar in all these separate movements but their ideologies and method 

differed significantly, which made them vulnerable to manipulation by the government 

and external actors. Considering the relative power of these Kurdish groups compared to 

that of central government, Barzani’s reliance on Iran and the United States and other’s 

cooperation with the Ba’th Party was understandable. This was because the scarcity of 

material resources during the politicization and militarization of Kurdish movement 

pushed the Kurdish actors seek search for alternative opportunity mechanisms and Iran 

as well as the U.S. were willing to cooperate with the Kurds in order to weaken the 

regime’s grip over the northern territory.305 The societal security implications of such path 

became evident as these fault line deepened with the escalation of conflict between Iran 

and Iraq. While the state considered the assistance of foreign powers to the Kurdish cause 

not only politically but also with military resources as a threat to regime security and 

intrusion to domestic politics, the Kurdish actors acted upon the available opportunities 

based on the threats emanating from state action. 

KDP and PUK that represented the Kurdish population just to give examples. With the 

exception of the Communist Party in Iraq, all the other parties acted as the representatives 

of their communal interests. There was no other nationwide political party that would 

alter the Ba’th regime or the increasingly repressive state control over the society. 
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Although there were representatives from other parties in Iraqi parliament, the role of 

other parties diminished first because of the domination of the Ba’th members in the 

ministerial positions, and second the extraordinary measures that defined the Ba’th rule 

especially after the beginning of militarization of political rule. First by internal coercion 

against any opposition and second as a result of Hussein’s lust for war making from 

1980’s onwards that left any room for ordinary politics in the country. 

4.2.2 Political Threats to Societal Security under the Ba’th Party in 

Iraq 

The political structures in Iraqi state during the Ba’thist period was dominated by the 

Arab Sunnis first as a result of the legacy of state formation and institutional makeup of 

the Iraqi state and second of being the central players of Ba’thization of the Iraqi state 

due to Saddam Hussein’s attachment to his tribal and ethnic network. However, the threat 

perception from the other societal groups never eradicated from the official discourse and 

resulting state actions. The ideological principles of the Ba’th Party required 

unquestioned and full loyalty to the party and its imagination of Iraqi society. While, other 

identities are recognized in multiple stages in different times on paper and the regime 

used recognition as a part of its reward mechanism to cultivate legitimacy from the 

society, non-Arabs and non-Sunni Arab social groups were perceived as potential threats 

to regime all the time. The most important sign for this attitude was the prohibitions 

against any institutionalization of collective action by these groups and periodical purges 

against the leaders of minority political parties or community leadership. 

The role of identity in political and military dynamics of societal (in)security in Ba’thist 

Iraq proves to be significant for its implication on how societal hierarchies are established 

among the societal groups and how inter-group competitions are constructed. In terms of 

political sector, key issues of societal security are identified as the following: The one of 
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the most critical practices of the societal insecurity in Ba’thist Iraq emerged from the non-

democratic practices of the regime that targeted the whole society. This fundamental 

problem resulted in the erosion of organized political activism and limited the boundaries 

of political life under the Ba’th Party. However, in reaction to this, political parties that 

represented the interests of societal groups such as Kurds, Shi’as and Turkmens persisted 

in the system though deemed illegal. The oppression of the Ba’th party was not limited 

to political activism but any organized collective action except the ones initiated by the 

party itself. The political structure in the country did not cultivate democratic structures 

from the beginning and the fact that multiple political parties representing different 

ideologies and societal groups existed in the country did not mean that the participatory 

political system was established. Moreover, the ideological contradictions posed by Arab 

nationalism of the Ba’thist movement with the resentment from non-Arab societal groups 

became a source of insecurity for Kurds and Turkmens that escalated as the party gained 

more and more power and resource.  

While political participation or opposition was one side of the political oppression under 

Ba’th, the party created a political structure based on reward and punishment. The 

possibility of living a decent life in Ba’thist Iraq increasingly depended on the party 

lineages. The extensive recruitment to the complex web of party establishments created 

an environment where the enemies of the state were defined based on their active support 

to the Ba’thist party not specifically for non-Sunni and non-Arab citizens, but for the 

whole society.   

4.3 MILITARY THREATS TO SOCIETAL SECURITY IN 

BA’THIST IRAQ  

The rise of military power in Iraq from the early 1930’s created a deep impact upon the 

societal structure in Iraq as well. Traditionally, tribal structure dominated the political and 
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other areas of societal control in Iraq.306 However, as the monarchy understood the 

potential of the army in controlling the society, the balance of power shifted in favor of 

the central bureaucracy, especially military officers who at that time were able to 

influence policymaking. This political and military empowerment is crucial to understand 

the demise of the monarchical rule with the 1958 revolution. The military coup that ended 

the monarchical rule and installed the republic of Iraq had been presented by Free Officers 

group within the army as an attempt for transition of power from monarchy to civilians. 

However, army stayed in power from 1958 to 1968 changing its role from just a protector 

of a well-planned establishment of the new government into the monopoly over political 

structure.307   Led by Abd al-Karim Qasim and Abd al-Salam Arif, both of whom were a 

part of the rising opposition movement called the Free Officers. 

Overall, the relationship between the military and societal security in Iraq under Ba’th is 

two folded. First, after the Ba’th Party came to power, the total control and infusion over 

the military enabled its utilization as the main source of social control and state coercion. 

Second, the correlation between the efforts to enlarge the security forces as well as the 

military and the economic burdens on society’s shoulder became unbearable not to 

mention that the impacts of the long decades of wars that the regime tried to sustain at the 

expense of societal degradation. These two factors together made military a direct threat 

to society and also the militarization of the state resulted in coercive oppression of the 

society and created militarism among the oppressed groups. 

The relationship of military sector to societal one is generally formulated around the 

conception of external threat and state’s role in providing security for its people in 

traditional security conceptualization. However, the conditions of the domestic side of 

this relationship depends on the nature of state-society relations. While it is the undeniable 

                                                 

306 Marr, The Modern History of Iraq, 289. 
307 Majid Khadduri, “Iraq, 1958 and 1963,” in The Politics of the Coup d’Etat: five case studies, ed. William 
Andrews and Uri Ra’anan (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1969): 65–88. 



155 

responsibility of states to protect its citizen from external or internal threats, the definition 

of threat determines the behavior of state with regard to its citizens. In Ba’thist Iraq, the 

political dynamics of the regime’s hold on to power created an environment where 

favoring one societal group over the others became the source of defining who the enemy 

of the state is during the Ba’thist period. The regime utilized the military to secure its 

power from the threats that the regime perceived from Iraqi society. The Ba’thist regime 

was continuously alerted against the societal opposition to its legitimacy as the ruler of 

the country and the notion of domestic threat was kept alive in order to keep the society 

in check. Al-Marashi and Salama summarize the role of military in Iraq as the following: 

“Despite the tumultuous military history of Iraq, there are some 

consistent trends in the relationship between the Iraqi armed forces and 

the political center. Historically, the Iraqi military maintained internal 

security in Iraq, policing the threats posed by tribal uprisings, sectarian 

revolts and Kurdish militias. Unlike conventional militaries confined to 

barracks and prepared to defend their nation’s interest in the face of 

external threats, the Iraqi military served as an institution of domestic 

security, helping the state secure legitimacy through a gun barrel. In this 

capacity, the military became a central institution in domestic politics and 

instrument of repression that increased with intensity the accession of 

power of Saddam Hussein.”308 

The higher-ranking officers of the Iraqi army were the primary actors of the revolutionary 

transition from the monarchy and the British domination and became the sole political 

power between 1958 and 1968. However, during the Ba’thist period, the role of military 

in Ba’thist Iraq transformed significantly. While, it is a recurring argument that Iraqi 

military is at the center of Iraqi political and social life being a potent actor to determine 
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the course of events in the country, the conditions and impacts of this centrality is a 

debatable issue.309 While it is true that military dominated Iraqi politics and bureaucracy 

until 1968 mostly because of the traditional class relationship within the bureaucracy from 

the time of early independence to the initial trials of republic in 1950’s,310 the Ba’th rule 

transformed this reality by extending its civilian roots of power into state institutions. 

This transformation can be traced through attempts by the Ba’th party to decrease the role 

of military as a political actor while centralizing the party as the main actor and thus 

shifting the dynamics of military-society dynamics. The central role of the party in 

shaping the state structure was also enabled by manipulating the military rhetoric in order 

to act against its constructed ‘enemies of the country’.   

From a state level perspective, Buzan et al. explains military security agenda as primarily 

“the ability of governments to maintain themselves against internal and external military 

threats, but it can also involve the use of military power to defend states or governments 

against nonmilitary threats to their existence, such as migrants or rival ideologies”.311 

Military security agenda primarily concerns state’s survival as a whole and maintain its 

sovereignty as a main principle. Governments or regimes are conceptualized as the main 

security actor because of their prescribed ability of the legitimate use of violence by 

military power. However, Buzan et al. also acknowledges the existence of non-state 

referent objects and actors in contexts where this legitimacy is challenged.312 The agenda 

of military security in the Iraqi context is highly indistinguishable from political security 

agenda from the state perspective since it has been the regime that politicized the military 

issues and the military forces themselves in Iraq. Therefore, it shows the typical 

authoritarian tendency of absorbing the security sector under the regime’s image just as 
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any other public institution. 

The role of military threats in constructing societal (in)securities in Ba’thist Iraq accounts 

for not only the overexpansion of military with allocation of majority state revenues in 

military establishments, but also its function within the state-society relations.  Military 

security is essentially about civil military relations and the source of insecurity in this 

sector comes from the use of military violence against societal groups by labeling them 

as a threat based on their identity). Moreover, state’s inability to preforms its duty both 

because of the lack of capacity or willingness is considered is included in analysis of 

military dynamics of societal (in)security in Iraq. 

4.3.1 Who Protects Who? – Militarism of the State vs. Militarization of 

Society 

Military power is always vital for a newly founded state to protect the fragile process of 

state building and state formation from outside threats.313 During the period when Iraqi 

state was established, regional countries experienced the post-Ottoman resettlement 

process especially with Britain and France acting as protectorate. The newly established 

monarchy believed that the first could only be dealt with a strong army, which would 

eventually increase Iraq’s power against the second.314  

Al-Khafaji explains the relationship between militarization of everyday life Ba’thist Iraq 

and militarism of the state with “hyper-militarism”315 which refers to not only material 
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military buildup of the state and the discourse framing of the regime by elevating the 

sense of insecurity. Militarization in both senses not only blurred internal and external 

security distinction but also created a legitimacy basis for the regime by coercion directed 

to its own society with constant waves of militarization.316 The securitization of everyday 

life in Iraq through the infusion of regional and internal threats was the main source of 

societal insecurity for the citizens and the individual’s safety relied on whether s/he 

become a part of the military machine.  

On the institutional basis, the militarization of social life was made possible with the 

introduction of a system of popularizing the armed and security forces in Iraq by the 

regime. Ofra Bengio describes this process as Askarat Al-Tarbiya (the militarization of 

education), Askarat Al-Shab (the militarization of the people), taslih al-shab (arming the 

people), and creating Al-Shab Al-Musallah (the armed people).317 The most effective 

method for the regime was to establish popular security forces to integrate the society 

(especially the youth) into security structure. The main idea behind this was to “coup 

proof the regime” with party strategy318 and with the party strategy of transforming the 

military from being a state apparatus into a party apparatus, Saddam Hussein tried to 

make sure that “there is no chance for anyone who disagrees with us to jump on a couple 

of tanks and overthrow the government.”319 

First, the party established the Military Bureau (Al-Makatib al-‘Askariyya) composed of 
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party members and had the right to intervene in the functioning of the army. There were 

also a set of special armies which were more in the shape of paramilitary entities 

established by the Party and responsible solely to the Party such as the Popular Army (Al-

Jaysh Al-Shaabi), Jerusalem Army (Jaysh al-Quds) and Saddam's Fedayeen (Fida’iyyu 

Saddam)320 and the Special Republican Guard (Al-Haras al-Jumhuri al-Khass) which 

was considered to be the elite forces under the command of Saddam Hussein.321 These 

establishments directly challenged the institutional mechanism of the Iraqi military as 

there were countless accounts of the problematic relationship between these forces and 

military operations.322 

There were two layered consequences of this strategy. First, the party would infiltrate into 

the society to a greater extent with delegating the role of security provision to volunteer 

participation from the society itself. Second, a parallel security apparatus would secure 

possible threat from the ranks of the military establishment, which was a lesson learned 

from the notorious years of military rule that preceded the Ba’th regime. The 

establishment of paramilitary forces and a parallel military hierarchy depending on party 

affiliation, the Ba’th regime tried to ensure its control over the mechanisms of social 

surveillance and effective intimidation over any possible societal unrest against the 

regime. On the societal side, the unparalleled expansion of state security mechanisms and 

the continuous targeting of identity groups even in times of peace created an environment 

of fear and insecurity. The next section analyzes the societal impacts of militarization of 

the regime accompanied by the frequent use of violence and the integration of individuals 

in society within intelligence. 
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4.3.2 The Societal Repercussions of Military Coercion and Domestic 

Violence 

The army is the most crucial institution for a coercive regime for strict societal control323 

and indeed the Ba’th party managed to increase its military capacity against both external 

and internal enemies that the regime itself reproduced over time. However, as discussed 

in political security sector as well, the problem of duality was present in the establishment 

of military security sector. The army in Iraq was not constrained by the conventional 

definition of state security forces behind the barracks and against the external threats, but 

it was an active part of the regime’s agenda on societal control which involved frequent 

coercion against not only organized militant opposition groups but also the civilians.324 

While the regime had its own agenda and security issues for survival, the society was 

highly militarized against threats from the regime as well considering the recruitment of 

large segments of society within the policing and other security apparatus with constant 

indoctrination.   

The society had also its own military security agenda because of the threat to its survival 

by the regime itself.325 The militarization of minority movements and armed clashes 

among various identity groups added to the already coercive methods of the state to 

sustain the domestic order and suppress any opposition. The major familiar case for such 

militarization in Iraq is the Kurdish case. The militarization of Kurdish movement dates 

back to the establishment of Hamidiya cavalries under the Ottoman rule, an attempt to 

curb rebellions by Kurds against the Sultanate by incorporating the Kurdish fighting 
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groups into the Ottoman army.326 While these armed groups were not integrated the 

national army after the independence, the Kurdish movement sustained the military basis 

of the movement locally. These forces are considered as a part of the historical evolution 

of Peshmerga forces that was established in 1946 as the official army of Mahabad 

Republic. Another interesting example for such militarization is the establishment of 

“Akıncılar Grubu” among Turkmens in 1996 with the active support of Turkish 

government.327 These armed groups were established to secure protection among the Iraqi 

Turkmen population with the training and equipment support by Turkey after the 

establishment of no-fly zone by the US over Northern Iraq, which created a vacuum of 

power in the region and enabled possible clashed among minority groups residing in the 

region.   

 The transformation of state military apparatus into a more complex structure combining 

state and regime controlled the popular security forces (as explained within the party 

organization above) was accompanied by the increasing capacity of non-state military 

establishments of the minority groups. This duality resulted in the rise of societal groups 

as security actors (with the increasing armed factions and aggravated tensions with the 

regime) that have the motivations (state coercion) and the means (support for their 

military establishments) to act upon the projected threats emanating from the presentation 

of these groups as the enemy of the state. 

The volume of state violence against the minority groups escalated with the beginning of 

the Iran-Iraq War in 1980. As discussed in the military sector, the collaboration of Kurds 

with Iranian forces in the north in the early phases of war resulted in strict measures by 

the regime targeting the Northern areas. Especially 1983 onwards, rebellions in the 

Kurdish region was met with heavy military intervention by the regime as the tension 
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between the regime and the Kurds increased with the cooperation between Iran and 

Kurds. While the rebellion was led by the Peshmerga forces under the leadership of KDP 

and PUK organizations, the regime’s response to the internal clash was asymmetrical. In 

order to curb Kurdish advances in the region, the regime initiated the Al-Anfal Campaign 

(four waves of attacks in 1988) under state of emergency regulations which included 

chemical attacks in March 1988 in Halabja. The estimates regarding the casualties of this 

Anfal Campaign varies from 50.000 to 100.000 civilians.328  

Targeted attacks in Iraq during this period and high number of casualties were not limited 

to the North. Investigations after the occupation of Iraq in 2003 both by various agencies 

of the coalition forces and international organizations revealed mass graves in the 

Southern provinces.329 The estimation number of bodies found in these mass graves range 

from 250.000 to 290.000 in total including the sites in the Northern provinces.330 Majority 

of these graves are located around Karbala and Al-Hillah, where the population is Shi’a 

in majority and where the uprisings in 1991 revolts against the regime after the Gulf War 

were highly intense. These graves are considered to be the remnants of this period as a 

result of the regime’s mass killings of Shi’a population in these regions.  

The security of societal groups who were targeted by the state for being considered as a 

threat to the security of the regime diminished to a great extent as a result of the direct 

military action against the society. While any military action to the society would create 

such insecurities, the systematic violence exercised against societal groups that were 

discriminated in the political discourse makes this issue relevant to the societal security. 
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Because while regimes harsh actions against Kurds, Shi’is, Turkmens or other societal 

groups targeted the physical wellbeing of these groups, the identity element in these 

actions were present throughout this period.  

So far, regime’s policies regarding the non-Sunni and non-Arab population in political 

and military sectors have been discussed with reference to how the Ba’thist regime 

exercised its control over society. However, military as well as political dynamics of 

societal security do not suffice to present a complete picture of the societal (in)securities 

in Iraq under the Ba’th rule. Beyond the most apparent threats under military and political 

issues, the societal communities in Iraq were exposed to the regime’s oppression through 

culturally identified components of identity. In the following section, religious dynamics 

of societal security in Iraq is discussed by introducing the factors that emerged as a source 

of threat to societal security through the issues of religion which has been one of the 

central breaking points of conflict in Iraqi history. 

4.4 RELIGIOUS DYNAMICS OF THE SOCIETAL SECURITY 

Within the context of societal security discussions, religion is a disputed concept as to 

how to integrate threats to religious identity to the study of societal (in)securities.331 It 

seems that within the literature on societal security by the pioneer scholars, the issue of 

religion has been handled in various ways, which complicates how we should treat 

religious threats. Buzan et al. described religion as a part of identity to be sustained by 

the society, which makes it as a part of a societal security agenda or in their terminology, 

a referent object.332 In the general discussions on security sectors and on the agenda of 

security, religion is considered as a potential or proto-sector of societal security where it 

is treated solely as another identity community along with ethnic and linguistic 
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communities relevant for security analysis. In this case, religious communities are treated 

as referent objects of security and in this research (in)securities of religious communities 

in Iraq is included alongside with ethnic and linguistic communities. A second way of 

integrating religion in security analysis is through threats to the survival of a religion as 

a belief system rather than a religious community.333 This type of insecurity issues 

emerges in cases of radicalism which render religious security beyond the scope of 

societal security as analyzed in this research.  

In the analysis of societal (in)security dynamics, religion has two complementary roles in 

identifying societal (in)securities in Iraq. First, societal groups with strong religious 

identification are treated as the referent object of security who are targets of threats from 

multiple areas included in the analysis (political, military, religious, cultural and 

economic). Second, religion itself is treated as a part of the security agenda within the 

whole set of dynamics that create societal insecurity in the case of Ba’thist Iraq. These 

two perspectives complement each other because the religious communities did not 

exclusively experience threats to the survival of their religion as described in the second 

form of religious insecurity above. The religious communities in Ba’thist Iraq were 

subject to other forms of insecurities such as discrimination in social, political spheres 

and also threats to the reproduction of religious practices as a part of their cultural identity. 

At the same time, these threats were not exclusive to communities that are identified 

primarily with their religious identities but other societal groups were subjected to various 

types of societal security threats. 

Within the context of societal security theory, religion is considered as a potential rival 

identity to nationalism. Waever et al. acknowledges that “the only rival to nationalism as 

a social identity comprehensive enough and robust enough to support governing 
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machinery is religion. Like nationalism, religion has the political advantage of 

reproducing the religiously associated 'we' identity across generations in a more or less 

automatic manner.”334 In Ba’thist Iraq, the duality of societal attachment regarding 

religious vs. national identity was an important societal force in determining state policy 

and discourse towards religious diversity and religious authority which eventually 

became a source of threat for religious identity groups in society. In this part, religious 

denominators of the societal security in Ba’thist Iraq is assessed through the issues of 

clashes between religious actors in the society and the regime, religious freedom and 

sectarianism within the official discourse of the regime. These factors together created 

insecurities among the religious groups also religion was used as a part of societal 

oppression.  

4.4.1 The Status of Religious Communities in Ba’thist Iraq 

Religion has been a powerful source of societal identity in the Iraqi society.335 The 

historical representation of Iraqi society is dominated by the Sunni-Shi’a sectarian divide. 

However, the religious diversity in Iraq goes beyond this binary definition. There are 

Christians (including Assyrians, Chaldeans and Syriacs), Jews and other religious groups 

such as Yazidis, Mandeans, and Shabaks in Iraqi society. Moreover, as the identities in a 

complex society like the Iraqi society easily overlap on each other, the religious identities 

in Iraq presents a very complex picture. Neither the Sunni or the Shi’a population are 

homogenous societies. There are Kurds who are Sunni or Shi’a just as there are Shi’a and 

Sunni Turkmens. On the other hand, this diversity has also been a source of conflict 

because of the highly polarized representations of religious identity as a result of its 
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central position with regard to the identity politics. The Ba’thist period was not an 

exception to this. The regime manipulated and exaggerated the religious differences in its 

official and non-official discourse and action, while at the same time the leadership tried 

to frame the religious identity of the Iraqi society for its own benefit.336 In some cases, 

the threats towards religious communities went to the degree of internal displacements 

and forced migration that also targeted the physical securities of these groups. The most 

significant example of such large-scale internal displacements and deportations can be 

seen during the Iran-Iraq War and following the 1991 uprisings. During these periods, not 

only the religious leaders of Shi’a community (Arab and non-Arab) was targeted, 

thousands of people were either displaced or deported.337 

As described earlier, the largest societal group that can be categorized primarily with 

religious identity in Iraq is the Shi’ites. Shi’ites in Iraq has a remarkable role in the 

historical construction of society and the Iraqi identity. The socio-economic dynamics of 

the Shi’a population concentrated in the Southern part of the country created a sense of 

detachment from the center, but throughout the 20th century, the rise of political 

organizations among the Shi’a groups with various political lineages enabled them to 

compete for political power.338 The political system created under Ba’th and state 

institutions that shaped the state-society relations during this period discriminated against 

the Shi’i population and sustained the image that represents Sunni Islam. This is why, the 

Shi’a-Sunni divide was at the center of religious dynamics of security in Iraq mainly as a 

result of the fact that the Shi’a community was in fact had the potential to form a 

sustainable opposition that would threaten the regime’s survival. Beyond the political and 

military consequences of such approach to state identity, the religious symbolism of 
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deepened the polarization among these groups.   

While the clash between the Shi’i population and the regime has been the center of 

attention in terms of religious dynamics in Iraq, smaller religious groups were also very 

vulnerable during the Ba’thist period. While the majority of the Jewish community left 

Iraq in the early 1950’s 339 The Shi’a was at the center of state oppression because of the 

potential challenge that the Shi’a community could pose to the regime’s security and 

means of social order. With the intensification of religious symbolism in regime’s 

rhetoric, the religious freedom of non-Sunni groups in society exacerbated. We can 

observe that neither the Jewish community nor the Christians were the subjects of 

physical and symbolic coercion as they were prior to this period or after it.    

4.4.2 Religious Threats to the Societal Security 

While ideological foundations of Ba’th Party in Iraq was associated with secular 

nationalism,340 the religious composition of the Iraqi society and the attachment to the 

religious leadership among the Shi’a turned religion into a sensitive issue in the state-

society relations in this period. There are two fundamental reasons for this. First, 

attachment to religious identity among the Shi’a in Iraq has been significant and the 

political mobilization among Shi’ites have been based on the religious identity. Second, 

the fact that religion dominated the political developments in neighboring Iran converted 

Shi’a community into a potential rival with demographic majority to Sunni-Arab based 

institutionalization of the Ba’th Party in Iraq and its regional politics. This environment 

intensified especially after the Iran-Iraq War between 1980-88. As a result of these 

dynamics, the relationship between the regime and the Shi’a population was shaped 
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around the politics of exclusion without necessarily adhering to a forthright sectarian 

conflict.  

In terms of discourse, religious identity was at the core of identity politics mainly based 

on the use of religious symbolism that is reproduced within the political discourse.  

However, as the following analysis will show, religious identity was incorporated to Pan-

Arab nationalist identity by the regime. However, the religious symbolism maintained 

within the official discourse of the Ba’th regime created negative impact upon the 

recognized identities and practices of the religious communities in the Iraqi society. 

However, as the radicalization of Ba’thist regime towards opposition within the society 

intensified, the repression of Shi’a in Iraq became central to the regime’s societal 

engineering and politics of exclusion. 

On the other hand, as a result of the religious ties with Iran, Shi’a population have been 

constantly perceived as a factor of the foreign policy and therefore deeply affected by the 

bilateral conflicts. Especially with the Iran-Iraq war that started in 1980, the insecurities 

of Shi’a population in Iraq deepened to a great extent partly due to regime’s malign 

attitude towards the Shi’ites by treating them as the potential collaborators, or physical 

degradation of the religious sacred places to punish the religious authority.341  

Another recurrent issue in Ba’thist Iraq within the religious affairs is sectarianism which 

is a vital component of religious dynamics in the country although the dictionary meaning 

of the word did not apply to the rivalry between both communities at all times. 

Sectarianism or sectarian conflict is one of the most prevalent conflict present in the 

narratives of the history of Iraq, probably second to the ethnic conflicts among Arab and 

non-Arab societal groups, both has been persistent with changing degrees of violence.342 
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But it is a gradual process rather than being a constant element in defining the relationship 

between two communities. As the Shi’a-Sunni tension had a long legacy from the 

Ottoman period whose political system was based on Sunni Arab elite in the region, the 

fact that institutionalization of the Ba’th Party and growth of public sector followed a line 

of sectarian tendencies was not surprising. As the identity discourse is the most powerful 

tool for Ba’th Party’s social engineering and considering the domination of Arab-Sunni 

identity in the political discourse, Shi’a as well as other societal groups had been subjected 

to various forms of threats to their religious identity both on the physical and symbolic 

nature. However, the role of Shi’a in shaping the official discourse of the Ba’thist Party 

was also instrumental rather than targeting the belief system of the Shi’a community.  

Therefore, the issue of sectarianism should be approached with caution in the Iraqi case, 

especially during the Ba’thist period.343 The primary reason for this is that the role of 

religion and the insecurities of religious communities in Iraq cannot be limited to the 

constraints of sectarian politics because the underlying factors was deeper than the issue 

of religious discrimination. The source of regime’s threats towards Shi’a in Iraq was 

primarily based on the political discourse. In the first place, the religious dynamics of 

political establishment had long favored the Sunni identity more than the Shi’i identity. 

The elite formation since the independence of Iraq or even before had been Sunni-

oriented. However, the level of religious orientation towards Sunni identity had not been 

always transformed into explicit political discourse. The religious symbolism in political 

discourse of the Ba’th Party escalated with the Iran-Iraq war, but the regime did not 

employ sectarian policies especially before the 1991 uprisings along with the invasion of 

Kuwait. Instead, the regime exploited the power of religious symbolism in order to feed 

the mechanisms of fear within the society. Religion was only another tool for the regime 

to manipulate the societal differences by imposing a negative image through words. 
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While there was no apparent clash among the religious communities in Iraq on the societal 

level, the regime kept the religious references alive while cultivating loyalty to the party 

and support for its war mongering regional politics based on the premise of Sunni-

centered identity. The most apparent reason for such attitude towards society comes from 

the established societal based for the party among Sunni-Arab population and its close 

proximity to the zone of influence at the center. The physical oppression such as direct 

interference of the functioning of everyday life towards Shiites also escalated and military 

attacks to their sacred places in Iraq by the regime in early 1990’s was a direct example 

of it. As the societal uprising emerged after the beginning of the invasion of Kuwait with 

its economic and societal burdens, the holy places in Najaf and Karbala was attacked by 

the regime on the false accusation of being a sanctuary for the rebels. The testimonies by 

the residents of the city falsified these accusations.344 

The societal dilemma between secular and religious nationalism became one of the 

driving forces of social control for the Ba’thist regime.345 As a result of shifting alliances 

of the regime with different segments of society or in many occasions as a response to 

changing geopolitical concerns based on the threat perception from neighboring 

countries, the regime adopted a more religious nationalist discourse opposed to the strictly 

secular nationalist ideology in the foundational principles of the party.346 One of the most 

striking examples of regime’s policies that shaped the religious discourse was the Faith 

Campaign initiated in 1993 by the regime. The policy was created to cultivate public 

support based on the religious sentiments as the pan-Arab nationalist rhetoric was deeply 

damaged with the degrading state control over the society as a whole and degraded notion 

of Iraqi nation as a result of wars and internal conflicts. The campaign backlashed in terms 
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of polarization among religious groups in society because as Fanar Haddas puts it “state-

sponsored religion almost inevitably increases sectarian tension, or at least awareness of 

sectarian identity, simply because the state was obliged to follow a sect’s teachings or 

emphasize the teachings of a sect at the expense of the other.”347 

This shift in official discourse and regime’s policies towards religion deeply affected the 

religious boundaries within the society both positively and negatively at the same time. 

On the negative side, regime’s policies ignored the religious diversity in Iraq and deprived 

the religious groups in society from their basic rights to perform their religious rituals 

created a direct challenge against the sustainability of religious identities. On the positive 

side, the politicization of religious identities resulted in increasing collectiveness among 

the religious groups that were disorganized and were in rivalry. While the regime’s 

attitude towards religious identity that is centered around the Sunni sect transformed into 

actual policies that harmed the religious texture of non-Sunni religious group. While Shi’a 

population comes forward as the main religious group that rivalled the regime in this 

sense, the Sunni-oriented imposition of religious identities harmed the freedom of faith 

for other religious groups such as Christians and Yazidis.  

Considering the dynamics of religious insecurities in Iraq, religion plays a significant role 

both in terms of identification with religion as a part of the reproduction of identity and 

also as a source of mobilization in times of conflict with the regime from a societal 

perspective. Especially religious sect as a form of social identity has been used to make 

claims on social and political rights and as a dynamic of constructing identity boundaries. 

On the political level, secular and religious nationalism acted as rival forces in Iraqi socio-

political structure to a level that this competition became a source of conflict.348 But as 

the regime intensified the use of religion in order to cultivate public support at the expense 
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of symbolically and physically degrading the identity security of Shi’a community as we 

have seen in the Faith Campaign discussed above. This discussion abound religious 

identity should be supported by a cultural assessment of security dynamics as both 

religious is closely linked to the cultural components of identity and reinforce each other 

in Iraq.  

The next section analyzes cultural dynamics of societal security in Ba’thist Iraq in the 

context of cultural, educational policies and linguistic issues as well as material 

imposition of regime’s ideology through various social engineering methodologies. It will 

be shown that the reproduction of the regime’s ideology with the imposition of social 

engineering based on the idea of keeping the society at order was problematic because of 

the persistence of micro cultural practices of non-dominant identity groups as a form of 

opposition. However, the regime’s actions to reconstruct the Iraqi identity based on 

sidelining the diverse cultural plurality were challenged the perseverance of the cultural 

diversity while increasing the level of insecurity among the marginalized groups in 

society. 

4.5 CULTURAL DYNAMICS OF SOCIETAL SECURITY 

Cultural symbols are important means of reproduction of identity for societies. These 

symbols span from concrete expressions of a culture such as artifacts, buildings and 

museums to the practices unique to each culture as language, traditions and other values 

that are attached to communities. The social identity is formed through the consumption 

and reproduction of these symbols in a collective environment.349 As the reproduction of 

culture is vital for the survival of an identity, the vulnerability against possible threats to 
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these cultural institutions is important to observe and understand the societal insecurities.  

The most recent and radical form of cultural threat in Iraq occurred after the emergence 

of ISIS in the region. There have been multiple instances where the cultural heritages of 

various communities in Iraq and Syria was targeted and destroyed with the purpose of 

eradicating the cultural heritage.350 However, Iraq experienced this kind of cultural 

eradication in previous periods, first through the practices of the Ba’thist regime and 

second through the de-Ba’thification of Iraq after the invasion of Iraq in 2003. The major 

differences between these periods were the actors that impose threats to cultural 

reproduction of society (by the regime, occupying countries and radical group), the 

targeted cultural cosmos (micro cultures within the society, dominant culture, national 

culture), and the means of threats (official policies, radical transformation of socio-

political institutions, direct destruction of cultural symbols) to eradicate the cultural 

institutions. The different forms of cultural threats to societal security in Iraq in these 

different periods show that threats do not emerge only from the physical interventions to 

the reproduction of culture, other symbolic and systematic threats should be discussed 

under cultural threats to the societal security. 

In the Iraqi case, the challenge of national identity production was a continuous struggle 

between the dominant regime culture and the minority identities. During the Ba’thist rule, 

the reconstruction of national identity within the context of the ideological constraints of 

Ba’thism became problematic, as it tried to homogenize the Iraqi identity scripted under 

the influence of gradual militarization of everyday life.351 The Ba’thist ideology is 
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originally dominated by Pan-Arab definitions of nation posing a quite exclusivist 

perception towards multi-culturalism. However, immediately after Saddam Hussein 

monopolized his power in 1979, he transformed the cultural representation of the Ba’thist 

movement in Iraq under his own image with the enabling impact of the decline of Pan-

Arab ideology in the Middle East.352 Especially after 1979, when Saddam Hussein fully 

controlled the political system, the control of the regime over the means of cultural 

reproduction became excessive through policies of education, by controlling the media 

and by framing the cultural practices.353 While this primarily challenged the diverse 

nature of Iraqi society, at the same time reinforced the regime’s hand to identify the 

dissent within the society. 

4.5.1 Practices of Ba’thification in Cultural Domain 

Waever et al. categorize the strategies against societal insecurity in two forms: defensive 

or offensive. On the offensive side, violent means are employed as discussed in the 

military sector. The cultural strategies usually fall into the defensive approach to societal 

identity, where societal (in)security problems are addressed by reinforcing the boundaries 

of identity.354 The duality between regime’s vision of homogenized national identity that 

led to Ba’thification (dominantly Pan-Arab and Sunni centered) and the resulting threat 

perception by the societal groups shaped the cultural politics during this period. The 

cultural element in the formation of Ba’thist identity in Iraq represents the dichotomy of 

the regime’s effort to homogenize the Iraqi identity by redefining the diversities within 

the Iraqi society (by stressing the unity in Iraqi identity) and the extent to which the 

societal acceptance of this top-down homogenization of culture (dominated by the 
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Ba’thist imagination) is achieved among various societal groups in Iraq during Ba’thist 

rule.  

At the national level, major Ba’thification process of Iraqi society  practiced in the 

educational system. The main strategy was to integrate the educational institutions within 

the highly complex structure of the party and create homo baathicus. In addition to the 

controls on the teaching academies, the Baʿthification of education prioritized integrating 

schools to the party system as we have seen in the military structure.355 The party created 

organizations to operate within schools as extensions of the party in public institutions. 

In 1989, the Party Secretariat issued instructions for how lower party organizations should 

establish cells within schools and appointment of party members from each school as the 

party administrator to oversee the compliance of instructors to party rules and ideology.356 

This included compulsory membership for teachers and detailed background checks to 

make sure that they do not have any affiliation with opposition. With regard to the 

indoctrination of the youth, just like in the military academies, the civic educational 

system was dominated by complex sets of rules that dictates the conditions of being a 

good citizen. Most importantly, the loyalty and adherence to the Ba’thist ideology was at 

the center of educational program.357 From the early years of their educational life, the 

children in Iraq were prepared for being the good soldiers of the Ba’thist cause and way 

of life under the image of “baba Saddam” (daddy Saddam).358 The implications of this 

type of party domination over the educational system and the youth is exerting the party 

ideology and leadership image to the identities of young people.  

Apart from the direct over-extension of party mechanism within the society, the Ba’th 

party regulated the means of collective action. As the party adopted a Soviet model for 
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party organization, an important part of the regime’s efforts to control society was 

exercised through monopolization of civil society organizations. The major targets in this 

issue was the Women’s organizations, Student and Youth organizations, Peasant and 

Worker Unions as well as Teacher’s Union.359 The control over mass organizations 

provided the party with human resource for the Popular Army as the members of these 

organizations were acculturated into the party ideology and identity.360  

The implications of these indoctrination attempts on the non-Arab and non-Sunni 

communities in Iraq violated several basic rights from rights to speak and education in 

mother tongue to the changing the historically established demographic structures in 

regions where these communities live in majority. The totality of such practices by the 

regime is discussed under label of Arabization which refers to the regime’s policies of 

social engineering with regard to the most non-Arab communities such as Kurds and 

Turkmens especially in the northern region. 

4.5.2 Arabization as a Form of Demographic and Cultural Domination 

The Arabization of regions with dominantly non-Arab populations in Iraq during the 

Ba’thist period is quite a disputed issue as the Arabization process in Iraq under Ba’th 

was a complex and wide-ranging compilation of state policies in the country. The studies 

produced on this issue remain unfocused and does not cover these policies systematically. 

The narratives from Kurdish or Turkmen perspectives as the largest non-Arab 

communities in Iraq offer different perceptions regarding the regime’s policies in 

Northern Iraq. The most important factor of these different narratives is again related to 

the regime’s manipulation of reward and punishment system and the absence of a legal 
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framework to protect the rights of the minority groups within the society. This resulted in 

the contradiction between the official discourse of the regime that grants certain rights to 

non-Arab groups within the society and the local practices that denies these rights all 

together. The Arabization policies referred in this part should be considered as parts of 

the overall attempts of the regime to manipulate the demographic and cultural balance 

among the various communities within the society in favor of the Arab-Sunni dominance.  

Kirkuk region is the one of historically competed are as in Iraq due to claimed attachment 

of both Kurdish and Turkmen communities. With rich oil reserves, the area has been 

subjected to active strife by the regime and the competing Kurdish and Turkmen 

communities in the region to secure the control of the economic resources as well as the 

human capital.361The Arabization policies intensified after the failure of 1970 Accords 

between the Kurds and the regime.362 Around 45.000 Kurds were deported and replaced 

with Arab families in this period.363 By 1978, the number of people replaced in this 

process was reported to exceed 600.000. The replacement was accompanied by the 

confiscation of properties as well. In another wave of displacement in 1997, report by the 

United Nations Secretary General stated that more than 500,000 Kurds were "internally 

displaced in the three northern Kurdish provinces."364 Kirkuk represents another example 

for demographic manipulation by the regime to as a part of Arabization program. When 

we compare the 1957 and 1987 census, the percentage of Arabs in the Kirkuk Governorate 

has increased from 28.2% to 44.41% while the percentage for Turkmen population has 

decreased from 21.4% to 16.31%. the percentages for Kurdish population is 48.3% and 
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37.53% respectively.365  

The population displacement and demographic manipulation of northern region was a 

part of the social engineering that the Ba’th regime executed with varying strategies in 

relation to which segment of population is targeted. While party indoctrination is the 

primary concern for Sunni-Arab and Shi’a population, societal groups with non-Arab 

backgrounds were subjected to this king of demographic manipulation and 

marginalization.  

Considering the use of indigenous languages, another critical issue to the reproduction of 

minority cultures in Ba’thist Iraq, contradicting narratives are prevalent. On the one hand, 

the official history shows that the Ba’thist state officially recognized the Kurdish 

language with the 1970 Accords and granted Turkmens the right to education in mother 

tongue with governmental decree.366 However, Kerkuklu documented the systematic 

closing of Turkmen schools and other official party documents that prove the denial of 

education in mother tongue and reallocation of available Turkmen speaking teachers to 

other regions.367 The Arabization of the education and the social space was not limited to 

this. Regime change the Kurdish and Turkmen names of cities, villages, As the 

educational system and curricula was created and controlled by the regime, the content 

of especially history and geography courses was Arabized. A different form of control 

over the cultural reproduction of non-dominant societal groups can be seen in the 

challenges regarding to the regime’s influence to Hawza (Shi’a religious schools), using 

them as tools for the regime.368 
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The cultural practices of the Ba’th party mainly targeted effective societal control over 

Iraqi people through indoctrination, monopolization, manipulation or marginalization. 

While these practices were not exclusively created against the minority groups within the 

society, the influences of these practices were felt by these groups mostly. This was 

because of the fact that the party’s main aim was indoctrination and social control of the 

masses and this became most challenging in cases where non-Arab and non-Sunni 

communities. Therefore, the regime’s policies towards these communities intensified to 

the level of displacement and deportations as a part of the Arabization process. The 

Arabization process is critical part of the homo baathicus goal. To raise regime servants 

without distinguishing their ethnic, cultural and political standing is also relevant to form 

the prospective bureaucracy class of Iraq. The financial positions of the new elite would 

be secured as a loyal servant of the regime. Their economic participation would be higher 

than other groups. These homo baathicus elite would also position in the center of politics 

as well as economics.    

4.6 ECONOMIC DYNAMICS OF SOCIETAL SECURITY 

Interrelationship between economy and societal security in societal security theory is 

conceptualized through the functioning of capitalist system. The source of arising 

insecurities from the economic sector results the globalization effect of capitalism 

primarily. According to Waever et al. self-referential nature of social identity can be 

threatened by the “homogenizing, atomizing and class generating qualities of 

capitalism.”369 However, in this research this relationship is conceptualized through the 

economic consequences of the nature of relationship between the state and society in 

times of war and crisis. As there is no form of economic integration to global economic 

system in Iraq apart from the oil as an important export item, the identity issues as stated 
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by Waever does not apply to the Iraqi society. While Waever based his arguments on 

economic sources of societal insecurities to capitalist economic model, the problem in 

Iraq stemmed from the scarcity of resources and continuous state of war economy, which 

resulted in even more economic deprivation. Added to this, regime’s control over the 

already scarce economic resources and selective redistribution reflected the identity 

discourse of the regime expressed also in other sectors.  

In the previous sections, the Ba’thist regime’s excessive ability and willingness to control 

all state resources is presented in several domains that created (in)securities within the 

society. The discussion here elaborates on how the regime used its power to channel its 

resources to cultivate the social support, how it monopolized the national economic 

resources for its own good and how the disproportional increase in the rates of military 

spending during decades of war economy created deprivation within the society. These 

problems were accompanied by a system dominated by corruption, rentierism and 

domestic projects that favored certain segments of society while discriminating against 

the others.  

4.6.1 Economic Policy and Regional Underdevelopment 

“…The peasant families living in the Saddam irrigation project are now 

living a new life abounding with hope, optimism and love.. Aside 

from the method of irrigation it employs and the crops it contains, 

the project will add an aesthetic touch to the city of Kirkuk..”370 

These lines were published in Al-Thawrah, the daily newspaper published by the Ba’thist 

regime promoting the Kirkuk irrigation project (renamed as Saddam Irrigation Project 
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after 1979) that was initiated in Kirkuk. Beside the romantic portrayal of the regional 

development schemes that were initiated by the Ba’th regime, the regional policies were 

designed to create a much deeper impact on the Iraqi society, first by controlling the 

access to the economic resources and second by creating exclusionary mechanisms for 

the economic incentives. 

As mentioned in the ecological structure of Iraq previously, the country is largely 

depended on effective use of irrigation infrastructure for agricultural productivity.371 The 

agricultural usage of Tigris and Euphrates rivers and their unstable flow during the year 

had been an issue of infrastructure development and investment. At the same time, 

especially Tigris river acted as a natural boundary between the demographic regions of 

the North.372 Not surprisingly, the regime prioritized agricultural projects in the North to 

this end. The irrigation projects were initiated to regulate the irrigation infrastructure of 

the region, the project became a part of the regime’s Arabization policies causing the 

resettlement of thousands of Kurds and Turkmens replaced by Arab families.373 While 

the irrigation projects consumed much of the investments in the region, they were also 

accompanied by policies to manipulate the demographic structure in these regions.  

One striking example of such state manipulation of demography and economic activities 

related to the geographical structure of the society occurred in the marshlands (al-ahwar) 

of Iraq, which covered a vast area in the southern flank of the Euphrates and Tigris basin. 

Originally habited by the Ma’dan people who are from various Shi’a tribes had been an 

                                                 

371 Robert Springborg, “Baathism in practice: agriculture, politics, and political culture in Syria and Iraq,” 
Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 17, 2 (1981): 191-209. 
372 For a comprehensive discussion of regional importance of Euphrates-Tigris river basin, see İbrahim 
Mazlum, “Transboundary Management of the Euphrates-Tigris River Basin: Dynamics of Regional 
Cooperation, Sustainability and Governance,” in Jordan River and Dead Sea Basin: Cooperation Amid 
Conflict, NATO Science for Peace and Security Series, eds. Clive Lipchin et al. (Netherlands: Springer, 
2007): 139-164. 
373 Human Rights Watch, “Iraq: Forcible Expulsion of Ethnic Minorities,” (15 March 2003) Available 
online at https://www.refworld.org/docid/3e807ce29.html (accessed on 11 October 2018); Chris Dammers, 
"Iraq," in Internally Displaced People: A Global Survey ed. Janie Hampton (London, Earthscan 1998.): 
180-185. 



182 

economically active area with large volume of rice and other agricultural products.374 The 

projects for agricultural planning in these lands began in the 1950s with the initiation of 

the project of Third River, which aimed at creating arable land in the area by creating a 

canal that would result in the drainage of the marsh area.375 The project was later renamed 

as the Saddam River but was not announced officially until 1992. During the Iran-Iraq 

War, the area proved to be very vital for government to control, as it was a center for the 

military operations of the Iraqi Army and logistical center as well. The agricultural project 

turned in to a grand resettlement program aimed at removing the inhabitants of the region 

namely based on development concerns. However, the real aim of the regime was to alter 

the demographic structure just as how the resettlement program in the North resulted; the 

area was considered by the regime as a safe zone for army deserters and opposition groups 

among the Shi’a during the war and later during the 1991 uprisings. As a result, not only 

the economic securities of the marsh Arabs were jeopardized, but they were also targeted 

to series of state-led forced migration. Human Rights Watch reported the killing of 2.500 

villagers in 1992 with the claim of housing insurgency groups.376 As a result of these 

campaigns more than 200.000 people in the marshlands were deserted the area either 

through internal resettlement or migrating to neighboring Iran.377 
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4.6.2 Societal Implications of Economic Sanctions after the Gulf War 

Following the invasion of Kuwait in 1990, United Nations imposed a financial and trade 

embargo on Iraq with the purpose of pressuring Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait. The 

content of the sanctions was enlarged to include eliminating all weapons of mass 

destruction that the Ba’thist regime was accused to use during the invasion. The sanctions 

were not lifted after the invasion of Kuwait ended and were extended until the invasion 

of Iraq 2003.378 These sanctions were targeted to weaken the hand of the regime after the 

Ba’th party showed its eagerness to escalate its aggression in the region after the Iran-

Iraq War. However, the implications of sanctions for society and regime’s mechanisms 

for social control created deep problems in state’s handling its citizenry. On the one hand, 

the sanctions intensified the sectarianism in after 1990. On the other hand, the Oil-For-

Food program, initiated in 1995 by the UN to ease the economic burdens of sanctions on 

Iraqi citizens turned into a twisted form of government policy of discrimination and 

control. These two factors increased the societal marginalization of the underprivileged 

groups especially in the North and South as a result of selective distribution of resources.  

According to the first perspective, economic sanctions intensified sectarianism. The 

effects of sanctions on incomes, human deprivation and society, which paved the way for 

the emergence of sectarian politics and reinforced sectarian solidarity.379 Reduced 

incomes as a result of declining economic conditions and increased human deprivation 

did not automatically a sectarian conflict, but the regime targeted the South dominated by 

the Shi’a demographically.380 After the sanctions started following the invasion of 
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Kuwait, Alnasrawi defines the state of economic affairs in Basra, which was the second 

largest city in Iraq with deprivation. As a result of the regime’s neglect and discriminatory 

treatment, water resources were contaminated due to uneducated agricultural production, 

unable to access cash money, deprived of basic infrastructure such as clean water, sewage 

etc. this situation did not change even after the UN sanctions were eased and aid programs 

were initiated.381 

Albeit later revised to take into consideration imports of nourishment, medication and 

basic supplies, the monetary authorizations forced by the United Nations on Iraq 

following its invasion of Kuwait in 1990 (and the sanctions stayed until 2003) are 

significant as far as their length and scope. According to Alnasrawi, the war turned Iraq 

to the pre-modern age, however with every one of the incapacities of post-mechanical 

reliance on a concentrated utilization of vitality and innovation.”382 Approvals confined 

prices of oil (Iraq's crucial asset) and consequently blocked adjustments. 

So as to avert mass starvation, the Iraqi government initiated a sustenance rationing 

scheme. Month to month assignments included basic needs like flour, rice, sugar, oil, tea, 

and soap. This framework was organized through a system of government stockrooms, 

storehouses, and appropriation points. Blaydes claims that, apart from its problems, the 

proportioning framework "was totally incompatible for the survival of the Iraqi 

population."383 While the scarcity of resources under the food rationing program was a 

fact, the organization of state structure was unable to apply an effective program. It is 

credited with effectively keeping away from a much increasingly extreme compassionate 

emergency. Be that as it may, the apportioning framework was additionally a profoundly 

viable "instrument of control" for the Ba’thist regime and used for political purposes. One 

consequence of native dependence on proportions as an essential provision of basic 
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sustenance was that the system turned into a significant part of society. Rohde claims that 

the increasing reliance of most Iraqis on a state-run rationing framework really reinforced 

state control just the opposite of the initial intention and the decapacitated the Iraqi society 

while creating a breathing space for the regime.384  

Some portion of the motivation behind why the system appreciated expanded political 

control identified with the strategy by which apportion cards were dispersed. Graham-

Brown claims that when applying for an apportion card every individual or family is 

required to deliver a common status personality card, and affirmation of habitation, 

supported by the area supervisor of the party, in addition to a card containing security 

information.385 These checks of security administration status and living arrangement 

made troubles for families who had individuals in opposition to the Ba’th Party or who 

did not finish their compulsory military administration. These conditional allowances to 

use the rationing system became a type of weight on families to do what the 

administration wants.386 

The apportioning framework ended up in creating an effective instrument of control in 

the hands of the regime. It was an integral part of a more extensive arrangement of 

benefits and advantages attached to conventionalist operation that the Ba'thist state used 

consistently, however whose viability as an instrument of administration expanded 

significantly during the embargo period. Access to basic needs was constrained by loyal 

system figures, the Ba'th party and different intermediaries like ancestral sheikhs and 

affluent agents, whose positions at last relied upon Saddam Hussain. By allowing the 

Iraqi system to deal with the assets collected through the Oil-for-Food program, the 

program's presentation further cemented the existing force structure. It was a bitter fact 
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that the small number of citizens who were close to the regime and the party structure 

benefited largely from the incentives enabled through this program while this nature of 

the system underprivileged the other segments of the society creating deep deprivation. 

Disregarding the program's guidelines, the system relentlessly diminished the assets 

apportioned for compassionate purposes, along these lines dragging out the helpful 

emergency and the society’s reliance on the legislature. Subsequently, Iraqi sources have 

written about an intentional system strategy of accumulating prescription, while Iraqi 

emergency clinics were in urgent need of even the most essential supplies. 

Since the regime had the option to execute an arrangement of sustenance proportioning 

and related political support that turned into a life saver for common Iraqis, his populace 

came to all the while rely on the regime’s plans to share the scarce resources. 

Undoubtedly, Arnove contends that while the economic embargo was planned to 

debilitate the decision ruling class, the outcome solidified the "political hegemony" of the 

regime.387 This also reflects Niblock’s observation that economic sanctions weakened the 

Iraqi regime but weakened society even more.388  In other words, the regime became more 

rather than less powerful with respect to its citizens. 

In conclusion, sanctions created different impacts on different groups of the population, 

as well as on different parts of the country. While the northern part of the country is still 

subjected to the internal embargo, thus aggravating its economic problems, the south was 

made to suffer through neglect and underdevelopment. Notwithstanding the impacts of 

political flimsiness, the commitment of the military in a crusade to put down the Kurdish 

revolt during the invasion of Kuwait in 1990 had its very own devastating impact on the 

economy as military spending for such warfare takes point of reference over all other 
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financial, political, and social needs. Among the losses of this endeavor was the decrease 

in rural agricultural production and the resulting economic deprivation. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This research explores the dynamics of (in)societal security in Iraq between 1968 and 

2003 under Ba’th Party rule. This inquiry is conducted under two general themes. In the 

first two chapters, the societal security approach is explored based on this definition to 

assess its potential to explain the security dynamics in the Middle East. In the following 

parts, the evolution of societal security agenda as well as the actors and referent objects 

of societal security in Iraq during the Ba’thist period is analyzed. 

Societal security is essentially defined by the pioneers of the theory as “sustainability 

within acceptable conditions for evolution, of traditional patterns of language, culture and 

religious and national identity and customs.”389 However, the definition of societal 

security is this does not elaborate on the agenda, the actors and referent objects of as the 

theory has been developed based on the societal security concerns specific to the 

European experiences. In the conceptual part of the study, the societal security theory is 

deconstructed and from the existing literature on the theory, a new perspective is 

introduced in order to apply it to diverse contexts. This part addresses the problems of 

agency and referent object as currently developed by the approach and a new framework 

is introduced. 

The main argument presented in this first part is that in order to offer a context sensitive 

analysis of societal security, the actors and referent objects as well as the threats should 

be identified specific to the case that is in question. In other words, there should be some 

                                                 

389 Ole Waever et al., Identity, Migration and the New Security Agenda in Europe. 



 

 

  189 

flexibility in defining the dynamics of societal (in)securities. When constrained to the 

experiences of a specific part of the world, the agenda of societal security remains 

detached from the concerns of societies living under different conditions that define their 

sense of security. So far, the literature on societal security stick to the definitions offered 

by the pioneering works of Ole Waever and Barry Buzan in their collaborative works that 

are discussed before. This research intends to contribute to the discussions to enrich the 

compatibility of the theory and make it more relevant in different contexts. 

In order to operationalize the societal security approach in Iraq which is a particular case 

that cited in the literature, two lines of inquiry have been presented in the previous 

chapters. First, the formation of state and society as well as the nature of state-society 

relations in Iraq, which is a total sui generis for the formation of borders and nation 

building process, is analyzed in order to situate the case study within the existing 

theoretical literature on societal security. Second, an issue-based approach to security is 

applied in order to compartmentalize the (in)security issues to present multiple 

dimensions of societal security. The conceptual discussion around the formation of state, 

society and state-society relations in Iraq is designed as a contribution to security studies 

literature by stressing the importance of contextuality in the assessment of the security 

dynamics in different levels of analysis. While the security studies literature has 

acknowledged the value of incorporating contextual differences in security analysis, the 

societal security approach has fallen short of exploring the richness of alternative 

explanations. One of the main reasons for such negligence is the complexity of society as 

a concept by itself. Any security analysis on societal level should include various 

denominators of what constitute the meaning of security and insecurity for a society. This 

research starts exploring the possible explanations on the central questions of security 

with analyzing the unique constitution of state, society and state society relations largely 

in the Middle East particularly in Iraq as well as the various dynamics of societal security 

from an issue-based compartmentalized analysis. The uniqueness of the region is not 
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perceived as an exclusive condition only true for the region, but as an unexplored 

phenomenon that can feed much into the contextual understanding of security in societal 

security analysis.  

Studying the underlying causes for societal insecurity in Ba’thist Iraq has to handle a very 

central problem, which proves to be a very hard task. In this research, it is argued that the 

regime oriented (in)securities defined the processes for the evolution of alternative 

agencies within the societal groups as a response to the threats to their survival as a 

community. However, an alternative view remains unanswered whether the societal 

insecurities in Iraq would persist throughout the 35 years of the Ba’thist regime without 

the militarization of minority groups or foreign assistance to these movements against the 

regime. Alternatively, whether the Iraqi society would feel secure, if there was full 

compliance to the regime’s policies of assimilation and discrimination along with the 

constant reproduction of fear everyday life. We can produce many other scenarios as such 

where the dynamics of state-society relations would be different so the cycle of 

threat/(in)security would be different. However, within the 35 years of Ba’thist rule in 

Iraq, the societal groups analyzed in this research experienced different and changing 

degrees of societal (in)securities that are regime-oriented. While the complex structure of 

Iraqi society with multiple actors and competing interests outside the state-society 

relations produced other insecurities among various societal groups, the regime has been 

the central actor shaping the security agenda. Therefore, the societal security dynamics 

originating from the relationship between the regime and the society is at the center of 

the discussion offered here. 

The contextual approach to societal security dynamics offered in this research can offer 

a potential contribution to the study of societal security not only in Middle Eastern 

societies, but also in cases that have been addressed in the literature so far. The primary 

benefit of contextual identification of the components of societal security is that rather 

than exposing the case with established frameworks, a context-based analysis would 
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prioritize the experiences of societal groups in terms of the sources of threats, the nature 

of these threats and the target groups respond in order to regain their security. Apart from 

the potential theoretical contributions of a contextual approach to societal security 

dynamics, there is the need to include the perspectives from the society in order to 

understand it. The sector-based approach introduced in this research presents the wide-

ranging agenda of societal security in the Iraqi case, rather than limiting the discussion to 

horizontal-vertical competition axis as done by the existing literature on societal security. 

The analysis in each sector reinforce the need to reformulate the actor-referent object 

structure in the existing explanations on societal security by introducing societal groups 

as security provider for its own security concerns. In the literature, state remains the sole 

provider of security for the society against external threats but it does not speaks to the 

cases where state itself becomes a source of insecurity for the society. 

In order to understand the (in)securities of Iraqi society during Ba’thist rule between 1968 

and 2003, this research analyzes the societal security dynamics in Iraq is analyzed under 

five sections that outlines the actors, the referent objects and the threats in each sector of 

security. Accordingly, political, military, religious, cultural and economic dynamics of 

societal security in Iraq during this period is narrated through how the regime created 

threats that would diminish the perception of security among the communities that are 

identified as the potential enemies of the state. The sector-based analysis shows that the 

nature of relationship between the state and the society in Ba’thist Iraq directly affects the 

dynamics of societal (in)securities.  

As a conclusion, the sectoral analysis presented in this research shows that explaining 

societal dynamics of security requires a multi-dimensional and compartmentalized 

approach. Sectoral analysis provides a comprehensive analytical for understanding 

various dimensions of state-society relations that translates into insecurities as we see in 

the Iraqi case. Analyzing security through a single or a limited number of sectors would 

present an incomplete narrative of how insecurities emerge and through which 



 

 

  192 

mechanisms. Therefore, the identification of the issues that define the dynamics of 

societal (in)securities in a case study is the most vital element of a complete analysis. The 

contextual differences in each society and culture requires case-oriented perspective, 

which sectoral approach can provide with its flexibility to adapt. 

The next step to be taken from this study is to drive some conclusions about the post-

Ba’thist transformation in Iraq with the toppling down of the regime in 2003 after the US 

invasion. How has this environment constant cycle of (in)securities rooted in the Ba’thist 

rule evolved after the invasion while the societal (in)securities exacerbated during this 

period became so deeply engraved for the non-Sunni or non-Arab groups within the 

society? Have the societal insecurities of the Iraqi people continued to be reproduced after 

the invasion? Have these societal insecurities, which is closely tied to the regime’s 

penetrations into the society, been transformed positively as the regime factor is removed 

from the equation or same problems persisted as the new political system has not 

addressed these problems? These question needs to be addressed in further research on 

this topic in order to understand the impact of the conditions leading to societal 

insecurities in similar contexts.  

This exercise would provide a good understanding of the nature of the societal security. 

As of writing this conclusion, the rise of radicalism in Iraq closely related to the societal 

traumas linked to the Ba’thist period and the humanitarian consequences of it has proved 

that the regime change did not automatically resulted in creating a more secure society. 

On the other hand, growing popular unrest against the government both in Iraq and in 

Kurdish Region shows a continuous trend in terms of how everyday lives of Iraqi citizens 

are still filled with various insecurities. With a deeper understanding of societal dynamics 

that produce and reproduce insecurities within the society should be treated as the lessons 

of the past in order to avoid similar results. The analytical framework of this research can 

be a guiding tool to understand changing and persistent issues in societal security agenda. 
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APPENDIX 

APPENDIX A – Statistical Information about Iraq’s Ethnic, Linguistic 

and Religious Composition 

Iraq Country Demographic Profile390 
40,194,216 (July 2018 est.) 

Ethnic Share of the Total Estimated Iraqi Population Based on the 2015 

Demographic Data (34,587,943) 

Shi’as (Arabic Speaking) 57.0 % 

Kurd 19.6 % 

Arab (Sunni Muslims) 18.0 % 

Turkoman 2.5 % 

Christians 2.2 % 

Mandian 0.1 % 

Others (Inc. Circassian, Lur, Gypsie, Iranian etc.) 1.0 %391 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

390 The demographic shift between the years are double-checked from United Nations, Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2017), World Population Prospects: The 2017 Revision 
(custom data acquired via website https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery/.) 
391 The demographic distribution is adapted to a total population of 34,567,643 based on the available 2015. 
All the demographic data is drawn from Michael Izady, Atlas of the Islamic World and Vicinity (Columbia 
University Gulf2000 project, 2006-present). 
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Ethnologue – Iraq Linguistic Profile392 

Arabic, Standard (Total) 27,000,000  

Arabic, Gulf Spoken 67,000  

Arabic, Mesopotamian Spoken 13,400,000  

Arabic, Najdi Spoken 1,470,000  

Arabic, North Mesopotamian Spoken 7,570,000 

Armenian 60,000  

Assyrian 152,000 

Azerbaijani, South (Turkmen) 2,040,000 

Kurdish (Total) 25,010,300 

Kurdish (Central) 4,000,000 

Kurdish (Northern) 3,440,000 

Persian 408,000 

Syriac 774,770 

                                                 

392 Only major languages spoken in Iraq are listed here and the reason that the total numbers differ from the 
population figure is the bilingual or multilingual nature of Iraqi society, for the full list of languages of Iraq, 
see Gary F. Simons and Charles D. Fennig (eds.), Ethnologue: Languages of the World, 21st edition. (Texas: 
SIL International, 2018). Also available at https://www.ethnologue.com/country/IQ/languages. 
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APPENDIX B – An Example of Cultural Glorification of Saddam 

Hussein through Art  

  

“From Nebuchadnezzar to Saddam Hussain, Babylon is rising again,” by Mahmud 
Hamad, al-Thawra, 20 September 1987 
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