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Chapter 1: General Introduction: Context, relevance, and overview 

 1.1 Context, relevance, scope, and method  

 This thesis is written with a backdrop of an increasingly conflicted world. Power relations 

at the international level are shifting. The unipolar world is slowly giving way to a nonpolar one. 

The United States is not in terminal decline; rather global politics are witnessing the 

empowerment of other actors. The United States has been embracing isolationism since the end 

of the George W. Bush presidency. The neoconservative rhetoric of exporting democracy has 

been thoroughly rejected by the American public. President Barack Obama, backing down over 

his red lines in Syria, spoke to his disinterest in getting directly involved and enforcing the 

international norm against the use of chemical weapons by the Syrian dictator Bashar Al-Assad 

against civilians. Obama’s alternative was an ever-greater embrace and cooperation with the 

Iranian regime. In exchange for limiting its nuclear program, the Iranian regime saw a financial 

windfall. Also, Iran was given free rein in managing its proxy militias in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, 

and Yemen. The security of the Middle East had been increasingly contracted out to Iran. The 

monarchies in the Arabian Gulf that had long relished having American protection found 

themselves sidelined.  

Donald Trump’s presidency has further reinforced this isolationist trend in US foreign 

policy. Trump throughout his tenure derided the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 

without facing any pushback from his base, leaving its future in doubt. Trump’s disenchantment 

from any commitments in East Asia, along with his embrace of North Korean dictator Kim Jong 

Un has spurned a reaction on the part of South Korea and Japan. These two US allies have 

dramatically increased their military spending and are eying their own atomic weapons 
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programs.
12

 Trump, even more isolationist than Obama, withdrew from the nuclear accords his 

predecessor signed with Iran, leaving it to enhance its nuclear armaments/enrichment program. 

Iran’s nuclear program will no doubt incentivize its regional rivals in the Persian Gulf to initiate 

their nuclear weapons program, which in turn will lead to a nuclear arms race. The advent of US 

President Joe Biden has not changed this isolationist dynamic. His withdrawal from Afghanistan 

confirmed the United States’ disinterest in Central Asia, even at the price of a humiliating defeat. 

Ukraine stands as a partial exception to this isolationist trend in US foreign policy. Russia by 

overestimating American isolationism has walked into a quagmire. The United States is not 

willing to completely abandon Europe. It has chosen to contain Russia. The United States sent 

enough aid for the Ukrainians to stave off defeat at the hands of the Russians but not enough for 

them to achieve victory. This is not sustainable from the perspective of the Ukrainians, especially 

because Republican frontrunner Donald Trump’s views on this war align closer to Russia’s when 

compared to President Biden’s.         

 States in general, including the United States, are facing challenges from non-state 

actors. Non-state actors such as multinational corporations, and ethnic, and tribal players are 

increasingly in a position to fulfill the functions of declining states. This is not to romanticize the 

hegemony of the United States, nor to suggest that its hegemony was a stabilizing one. Rather, 

the nature of conflicts and how they are managed is shifting. Conflicts are increasingly being 

controlled by sub-state actors, which in the case of the Middle East are ethnic powers. 

Ethnicities consist of numerous identity markers including religion. Also, religious actors are not 

                                                           
1
 Richard Lloyd Parry, “It’s Time Japan Considered Nuclear Weapons, Says Shinzo Abe,” The 

Times, February 1, 2023, sec. world, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/its-time-japan-

considered-nuclear-weapons-says-shinzo-abe-mqztd0tfx. 
2
 Takahashi Kosuke, “Japan, South Korea Wonder: How Strong Is the US Nuclear Umbrella?,” 

The Diplomat, January 7, 2023, https://thediplomat.com/2023/01/japan-south-korea-wonder-

how-strong-is-the-us-nuclear-umbrella/. 
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a monolithic bloc. Viewing groups such as the Islamic State as ethnicities illuminates their 

internal cleavages.   This leads to a concomitant increase in power struggles, whereby ethnicities 

are mobilized. The fragmentation of states has served to further the complexity of ethnic 

conflicts while enabling interminable international interventions. These difficult circumstances 

have correlated with the rise of new religious ideologies. These new religious ideologies form a 

key component of these ongoing ethnic conflicts, whereby they form a salient factor in these 

contemporary ethnic identities. This pattern has been echoed in Syria, Yemen, Palestine, and 

Iraq. The extreme violence characterizing these ethnic conflicts is causing a humanitarian crisis. 

Many civilians, despairing of their situation, have attempted to seek refuge in an increasingly 

less welcome Europe. The demographics of the region are being re-written. In some cases, 

religious minorities are ending their presence in the region. In brief, this thesis considers the 

primacy of ethnic factors in contemporary Middle Eastern conflicts. The research question is to 

what extent the Muslim Brotherhood's Iraqi branch can counteract the Islamic State’s ethnic 

project, specifically regarding Iraq’s Christian minority.  Moreover, why does IS\IIP challenge 

the minorities in Iraq? How does their ideology conceptualize them? How does IS\IIP implement 

their hegemonic strategies? How does the application of their ideologies shape their ethnic 

claims? What constitutes the response of the Christian minority? 

This dissertation’s hypothesis is that the IIP (Iraqi Islamic Party) has been ineffective in 

countering the Islamic State (IS)’s ethnic project vis à vis Iraq’s Christians. The IIP did not 

challenge the religious message of IS. If anything, the IIP indirectly amplified it. Both 

organizations have competing ethnic projects. These ethnic projects consist of multiple identity 

markers. Among these identity markers is a fundamentalist reading of religion and a concomitant 

rationalization. The polity partially established by the IIP was wholly corrupt and ineffective, 

such that IS was able to establish its caliphate as a powerful alternative. The IIP is the official 
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branch of the international religious movement known as the Muslim Brotherhood. IS is a 

splinter faction of Al Qaeda, dedicated to establishing a Wahhabi Caliphate. In a broader sense, 

this thesis will contribute to the literature regarding the rise of new religious ideologies in the 

Middle East. These ideologies are being established in the context of state fragmentation 

and foreign occupation.   

These ethnic conflicts are taking place in the context of the collapse of the Christian 

community in Iraq. “Before the American invasion, as many as 1.4 million Christians lived in the 

country. Today, fewer than 250,000 remain—an 80 percent drop in less than two decades.”
 3

 

Further accelerating this process, countries such as Australia have explicitly favored Christian 

immigrants, even though they represent a minority of Iraqi refugee-seekers.  Seventy-eight 

percent of the 18,563 refugees from Syria and Iraq granted entry to Australia from July 1, 2015, 

to Jan. 6, 2019, self-identified as Christians. 
4
 With regards to the Christians who elected to stay 

in Iraq, 67 percent belong to the Chaldean Church while another twenty belong to the Assyrian 

Church of the East. The rest of them belong to the Syriac Catholic Church, the Syriac Orthodox 

Church, the Armenian Churches, and new protestant denominations. Thus, the smaller churches 

are in terminal decline.
5
 

The methodology of the study is qualitative. It is predicated on textual analysis by which 

the Weberian rationalization of these fundamentalist groups will be elucidated. The religious 

works of these two organizations namely IS and IIP will merit particular attention. Books, 

                                                           
3
 Emma Green, “The Impossible Future of Christians in the Middle East,” The Atlantic, May 23, 

2019, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2019/05/iraqi-christians-nineveh-

plain/589819/. 
4
 A. Odysseus Patrick, “Opinion | Australia’s Immoral Preference for Christian Refugees,” The 

New York Times, May 3, 2017, sec. Opinion, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/03/opinion/australias-immoral-preference-for-christian-

refugees.html. 
5
 Ibid. 
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interviews, and audiovisual materials put out by these groups formed the research’s loci of focus. 

Their importance lies in the fact that they are primary resources. The methodology aims to 

identify overlaps between IS and the IIP in terms of their religious paragons. This allows the 

thesis to compare and contrast how IS and the IIP self-identify and justify their deeds. Also being 

studied are the policies and practices of the political entities established by the IIP and IS, 

specifically regarding Christians. What will be employed is the comparative method, which will 

examine areas of agreement and disagreement between IS and IIP, in terms of the ethnicities they 

are attempting to construct.  

Theoretical Framework 

The thesis will make use of various sociological theories to structure the comparisons. 

These theories will be explored in-depth in their respective chapters, as well as their theoretical 

interlocutors. This thesis views IS and the IIP as ethnicities, engaged in an ethnic conflict. These 

terms are defined according to Donald Horowitz, who conceptualizes ethnicity as being 

predicated on shifting identity markers. The second chapter studies fundamentalist 

rationalizations, as they form a significant identity marker for these two ethnicities. The second 

chapter also studies key names that were instrumental in developing these fundamentalist 

rationalizations. The third chapter elucidates another identity marker of these competing 

ethnicities, which is the polities they established. This chapter utilizes Jürgen Habermas’s theory 

on the legitimation of nations and nation-states to examine how IS’s and IIP’s polities compete 

with one another. The fourth chapter will incorporate more identity markers to examine the 

various ethnicities which are collectively referred to as Christians and/or Iraqi Christians by IS 

and the IIP.    
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The scope of the study encompasses post-invasion Iraq and its regime to the present 

day. The invasion of the United States represented a radical break in Iraqi politics. In addition, 

both IS and the IIP were not able to establish a foothold in Iraq until after the ouster of Saddam 

Hussein by the United States in 2003. This thesis will monitor the relationship between these 

two groups until the end of 2022. This will ensure that my thesis pertains to contemporaneous 

events. My thesis will be well-placed to make predictions about the two organizations, and their 

relationship with Iraq’s Christian community.  

While IS is a global movement, and the IIP is part of an international network, this thesis 

will focus on their activities in Iraq. Many of IS’s senior leaders are Iraqis. All the group’s 

“caliphs” are Iraqis.
67

 The caliphate was declared in Iraq’s second-largest city, Mosul. 

Understanding IS necessitates understanding Iraq. The IIP, following Iraq’s invasion, was one of 

the Brotherhood’s more powerful branches. The IIP was assigned the role of representing Iraq’s 

Sunni Arab community. This enabled the IIP to access senior political positions, such as the vice 

presidency, and the speakership of the house, among others. This empowerment is all the more 

stark when compared with the Brotherhood’s lack of fortunes in neighboring Syria, and the 

Persian Gulf, and that is not for the lack of trying. This will allow my thesis to have a more 

focused comparison. This narrower focus will also allow my dissertation to limit the 

independent variables, as the areas of the Brotherhood’s international activities do not 

neatly overlap with IS’s. For example, the Muslim Brotherhood has a legal presence in Canada, 

                                                           
6
 Reuters, “EXCLUSIVE New Islamic State Leader Is Brother of Slain Caliph Baghdadi - 

Sources,” Reuters, March 11, 2022, sec. Middle East, https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-

east/exclusive-new-islamic-state-leader-is-brother-slain-caliph-baghdadi-sources-2022-03-11/. 
7
 Martin Chulov and Mohammed Rasool, “Isis Founding Member Confirmed by Spies as 

Group’s New Leader,” The Guardian, January 20, 2020, sec. World news, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/20/isis-leader-confirmed-amir-mohammed-abdul-

rahman-al-mawli-al-salbi. 
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the United States, and the United Kingdom. IS is banned in these countries, whereby a strong 

government reaction has led to the crushing of the group’s cells. Conversely, IS has been able to 

attain power in parts of northern Nigeria, while the Muslim Brotherhood has not focused its 

energies on that area.     

Regarding the resources utilized, this dissertation makes extensive use of primary 

sources. Primary sources include newspaper interviews and works of religious outreach 

published by these two groups. The utilization of primary sources serves a key goal of this thesis, 

which is to present the groups being studied in such a way that they can recognize themselves. 

This in turn ties in with the use of Marin E. Marty’s theorization of fundamentalism as a 

theoretical framework. Of particular interest are the sources of the fundamentalists’ religious 

conduct. It allows this research to show how these fundamentalist groups justify their actions. 

This dissertation also makes use of secondary resources, namely academic literature about this 

topic. It is important to point out that my topic fulfills a niche in the literature. Volumes have 

been written on IS. The Brotherhood’s experiences in Egypt, Tunisia, and to a lesser extent Syria 

have been explored in other works. They are important for contextualizing the objectives of the 

Brotherhood. However, when it comes to the Brotherhood’s experiences in Iraq, such resources 

become scarce. Thus, a comparison between IS and IIP is a veritable addition to the literature.  

This thesis will not content itself with making exclusive use of Western sources. Instead, 

it will make a conscientious effort to include indigenous voices and academic works produced by 

minorities. This study incorporates the major theoretical discussions in sociology when 

structuring its analytical frameworks. To gain a certain perspective, it also utilizes the studies 

written by scholars working for the British colonial regime. This thesis also employs works 

written by former US soldiers regarding their experiences with Iraq’s ethnic conflicts. However, 
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my dissertation will encompass a broader range of works available in English, Arabic, and 

French. These works include academic studies and religious polemics. I have made a determined 

effort to incorporate books and studies authored by Kurds, Syriacs, Assyrians, and female 

academics among others. Naturally, when the thesis discusses Lebanon, Lebanese academics are 

brought to the foray.     

1.2 Methodology 

The methodology of the study is qualitative. In a broader sense, the methodology reflects 

the multidisciplinary nature of this thesis. The research question is to what extent does the IIP’s 

ethnic project offers an alternative ethnicity to IS specifically vis a vis Iraqi Christians.  This 

thesis makes primarily use of theories from sociology and psychology. The thesis also 

incorporates theories from comparative politics and of course conflict studies. The methodology 

in its essence is a study of ideas and their application. It is predicated on textual analysis by 

which the Weberian rationalization of these fundamentalist groups will be elucidated. 

Consequently, this thesis is a study of thought and praxis. 

The religious works of these two organizations namely IS and IIP will merit particular 

attention. Books, interviews, and audiovisual materials put out by these groups formed the 

research’s loci of focus. Their importance lies in the fact that they are primary resources. The 

methodology aims to identify overlaps between IS and the IIP in terms of their religious 

paragons. The thesis goes through the religious writings of these two groups to determine their 

religious referents, through examining how they are addressed. The thesis will determine who 

the IIP and IS refer to as Mujadid, Imam, Sheikh, and Sheikh Ul-Islam. It will provide the names 

of those who attempted to develop fundamentalist rationalizations in the name of Islam, and in 

doing so influenced IS and the IIP. Consequently, this thesis delves into the fundamentalist 
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rationalizations of Taqi ad-Din Ahmad Ibn Taymiyah, Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab, Sayyid 

Qutb, Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, and Osama Bin Laden. This allows the thesis to compare and contrast 

how IS and the IIP self-identify and justify their deeds. This thesis will then compare and 

contrast four key concepts which form the cornerstone of the two group’s beliefs, which are 

Aqeedah, Jihad, People of the Book, and the Caliphate. 

Also being studied are the policies and practices of the political entities established by the 

IIP and IS, specifically regarding Christians. What will be employed is the comparative method, 

which will examine areas of agreement and disagreement between IS and IIP, in terms of the 

polities they are attempting to construct. A central aspect of this thesis is determining the 

treatment of Iraqi Christians by said polities. The role allocated to religious minorities forms 

another aspect of the ethnicities of IS and IIPs. In tandem with that, the polities form a core part 

of the ethnicities built by IS and IIP.  

1.3 Literature Review 

To engage with these pressing questions, this literature review is predicated on four 

themes. The first theme reviews the current research that has been done on the ethnic project of 

the Islamic State. The next part of the literature review examines the works on the ethnicity of 

the Iraqi Islamic Party. The third theme discusses the literature on fundamentalism. 

Fundamentalism provides the theoretical framework by which these two movements are 

compared and contrasted. The last part of the literature review addresses prior works that have 

already attempted to compare and contrast the Iraqi Islamic Party vis à vis the Islamic State. To 

further strengthen the methodological underpinnings of this research, the literature review will 

also incorporate in this section works that compare and contrast the ideologies of the other 
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religious movements; which in turn will inform the comparison of the Islamic State and the Iraqi 

Islamic Party.  

1.3.1 The Islamic State: The Ethnic Project 

My thesis views IS as an ethnicity, which is the original focus of my thesis. This section 

will identify the various ethnic markers that construct IS’s ethnicity.  This section will attempt to 

highlight some of the more notable contributions in this regard, in terms of their relevance. Cole 

Buznel’s From Paper State to Caliphate: The Ideology of the Islamic State
8 

published by the 

Brookings think tank examines an important component of IS’s ethnicity, which is the group’s 

ideology. Buznel splits the group’s ideological components into two categories; the first is the 

broader notion of Jihadi Salafism, and the second is the Islamic State’s unique orientation within 

that thought. Building on that, Buznel demonstrates how the Islamic State reproduces the 

religious works of self-proclaimed Salafi scholars to legitimize its actions. A key contribution of 

that work is its demonstration of how the Islamic State’s conceptualization of Jihad directly 

shapes its policies, specifically its military campaigns against Shiites. 

 However, the ideological elephant in the room is Sayyid Qutb. While the author does 

acknowledge in one sentence that Qutb’s thought is similar to Al Qaeda’s, he does not go any 

further than that. The reason why Qutb does not get more than a passing reference is that Bunzel 

conceptualizes the Islamic State as being an exclusively Salafi organization, and Sayyid Qutb did 

not present himself as a Salafi. Rather, he was the chief theoretician of the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Consequently, Buznel’s conceptual straitjacket fails to fully encompass the ideological origins of 

                                                           
8
 Cole  Bunzel, “From Paper State to Caliphate: The Ideology of the Islamic State,” Brookings , 

March 9, 2015, https://www.brookings.edu/research/from-paper-state-to-caliphate-the-ideology-

of-the-islamic-state/. 

 



  

11 
 

the Islamic State. This, in turn further underlines the importance of an ideological comparison 

between the Islamic State and the Brotherhood’s Iraqi branch, the Iraqi Islamic Party. As such, 

Buznel overlooked the possible ideological overlaps between IS and the Brotherhood, owing to 

their shared affinity to Qutb. Moreover, while this work attempts to denote the relationship 

between the Islamic State’s ideology and its aggressive stance towards the Shiites, what is 

lacking is a more systematic understanding of how the Islamic State’s ideology shapes its actions 

towards other religious minorities (such as Christians).   

A new addition is The ISIS Reader Milestone Texts of the Islamic State Movement by 

Haroro J. Ingram, Craig Whiteside, and Charlie Winter.
9
 It purports to fulfill a niche in the 

scholarship on IS by putting forth primary materials from the group. By presenting IS’s speeches 

and writings, this book allows the group’s adherents to tell their story. This study builds on this 

book to establish a comparison between IS and the Brotherhood, vis à vis the Christian minority. 

Among the key takeaways of that book for the development of my research proposal is the role 

Ibn Abd Al Wahaab plays in the construction of IS’s and Al Qaeda’s ethnicity. It also showcases 

how the concept of the caliphate is core to IS’s ethnicity and how it distinguishes its ethnic 

project from Al Qaeda’s.   

Yosef Jabareen’s “The emerging Islamic State: Terror, territoriality, and the agenda of 

social transformation”
10

 highlights how the Islamic State’s notions of territory are a fundamental 

aspect of its ethnicity. By examining the Islamic State’s ideology and tactics in this regard, 

Jabareen attempts to demonstrate how the Islamic State’s concept of territoriality makes it 
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unique when compared to all other self-proclaimed Islamic groups. Moreover, this concept 

challenges the territoriality of modern states. This work contributes to the literature by further 

demonstrating the relationship between specific aspects of the Islamic State’s ideology, i.e. its 

conceptualization of territoriality, and its broader ethnic project. This research also seeks to 

showcase the relationship between the Islamic State and other religious discourses, namely 

Hassan Al-Banna’s views on the caliphate. It is worth pointing out that Al-Banna is the founder 

of the Muslim Brotherhood, which from its Egyptian birthplace would spawn many branches 

worldwide.  

Charles Lister: The Syrian Jihad.
11

 The book aims to assess the emergence of Al Qaeda 

in Syria (AQS) and the Islamic State (IS) during the Syrian Civil War. By honing its focus on the 

role played by foreign fighters, Lister’s work aims to account for the influence enjoyed by these 

foreign fighters on the internal dynamics of these groups. By the same token Lister stakes out 

how the foreign fighters have shaped IS and AQS’s military tactics and political strategies, based 

on their experiences from other conflict zones. This work also brings to the foray the ideological 

tensions between and within these groups, caused by their foreign component. This work will 

further my research’s efforts to examine how foreign fighters challenged the IS’s 

conceptualization of ethnicity, as the groups developed new religious modes aimed at 

specifically attracting recruits. This reconceptualization came with ethnic tensions between local 

and foreign fighters. This also ties in with Weber’s definition of ethnicity, which is group status.    

Thus, ethnic groups are people of the same status, in terms of religion and money. The 

financial stratification within IS, IIP, and AQS brings about the rise of new ethnic groups. When 

combined with the fact that the foreign fighters tend to be better educated, and come from higher 
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socioeconomic strata, this leads to new forms of ethnic conflicts within these factions. Lister 

brings a unique perspective to the Syrian conflict, as he works for the Qatar-funded Brookings 

Doha Center. His work is particularly useful in elucidating the position of one of the Syrian 

conflict’s main belligerents, namely Qatar. Moreover, Qatar has been a major funder and 

propagator of the Muslim Brotherhood through its well-funded media outlets. Understanding the 

Brotherhood necessitates contextualizing them.     

Le combat vous a été prescrit by Pierre Puchot and Romain Caillet.
12

 This book attempts 

to sketch out what it deems to be the history of Jihad in France. This book adds to my research 

by examining the ethnic markers that underpin IS’s ethnicity. Puchot and Caillet’s main thrust is 

to undermine the concept of “express Jihad,” whereby the act of Jihad and its religious subtext is 

deemed to be an ephemeral phenomenon. Rather, the book argues that Jihad as an ideology has 

developed in France for over thirty years. Consequently, the evolution of that ideology has been 

reflective of the society that nurtured it. Starting with the Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA) and 

leading to the Islamic State’s current campaign of terror, the book aims to uncover the personal 

connections forged between GIA’s former members and IS’s current operatives. The book makes 

use of four sources, judicial, police, intelligence, and the jihadists themselves. The authors aim to 

make use of the jihadists’ very words to extrapolate their political projects and the reasons 

behind their bloody internal feuds. Furthermore, Puchot and Caillet attempt to explain the 

jihadists’ motivations for attacking France, as well as the jihadists’ predictions for the future. 

This work also adds context to my analysis of fundamentalism. The reinterpretation of religion 

as the book suggests is a central pillar of these movements, which ties in with Marty’s definition 

of fundamentalists.  
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Gerges, Fawaz A. (2017). ISIS: A History.
13

 Gerges attempts to provide the unique 

historical backdrop that gave rise to IS(IS). Accordingly, the genesis of that group goes hand in 

hand with the chaos unleashed in Iraq following its 2003 invasion by the United States. Gerges 

also dwells on how the group was strengthened by the suppression of the Arab Spring and by the 

war in Syria. Gerges hones his focus on the role played by decades of dictatorship, poverty, and 

rising sectarianism in the Middle East.  Lastly, Gerges addresses how foreign interventions acted 

as a catalyst for IS’s growth. Gerges’s book further clarifies the construction of IS’s ethnicity by 

showing the shifting power relations that accompanied the group’s establishment in Iraq.   

 by Mustapha Zahran et [Salafis in Egypt After the Revolution]  الثورة السلفيون في مصر ما بعد

al
 14

 is a comparative analysis of the Wahhabi movement in Egypt right after the 2011 revolution. 

This book is relevant to my thesis because it examines some of the key identity markers that 

constitute IS ethnicity:  Fundamentalists who have attempted to develop rationalization in the 

name of Islam.  The book identifies different political parties and clergymen who subscribe to 

Ibn Taymiyah’s religious precepts. Building on that, the text examines the Wahhabis’ varying 

willingness to engage in the official political process. Of particular note is the willingness of 

these Wahhabi factions to establish licensed political parties and concomitant participation in 

elections. The Wahhabis’ willingness to engage in armed action is also considered. While this 

book pertains to a different country, its methodology for comparing different religious factions is 

noteworthy. This will be particularly useful for sketching out the relationship between the 

Wahhabi factions within the IIP, and their IS counterparts. The book analyzes the relationship 
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between Wahhabi groups and the Muslim Brotherhood in an Egyptian context. This helps my 

thesis in situating their relationship in another Arab country.    

ISIS Inside The Army of Terror, by Michael Weiss, and Hassan Hassan.
15

 This book, by 

the American and Syrian-American duo, aims to sketch out the rise and fall of the terror 

movement. To that end, it examines to find out what drew so many people to IS(IS), the group’s 

governance, ideology financing, and external terrorist operations. All of these are identity 

markers for the ethnic project of IS. The book provides a chronological presentation of the terror 

group, starting with the activities of Abu Musab Al Zarqawi, before the 2003 US invasion of 

Iraq. In addition, Zarqawi was the founder of the group Tawhid wal Jihad, IS’s forerunner 

William McCants’s The ISIS Apocalypse, The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of 

The Islamic State
16

 is a comparative study between IS(IS) and Al Qaeda. McCants, writing in 

2015, sought to explain why IS succeeded and Al Qaeda failed. He details how IS and Al Qaeda 

were divided over the issue of IS’s caliphate, which is a core element of IS’s ethnicity as 

opposed to Al Qaeda. McCants sees these divergences stemming from different strategies, rather 

than being religious conflicts. Strategy is another ethnic marker that forms IS’s ethnicity. While 

both groups wanted to establish a caliphate, Al Qaeda favored a more gradualist approach to 

IS’s. McCants also shows the split between IS and Al Qaeda concerning IS’s ambition to spark a 

sectarian conflict with the Shiites. This book benefits my research in clarifying how IS 

envisioned the caliphate, which will be a point of comparison between it and the IIP. McCants’s 

comparative study on Al Qaeda and IS regarding Shiites also helps my research in further 
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showing how IS deals with those who reject its religious vision. That in turn will aid my study 

of how IS deals with the Christian minority and the IIP. How IS treats Iraq’s Christian 

minority as part of its ethnic project directly pertains to the thesis’s research question.       

ISIS The State of Terror by Jessica Stern, and J.M.Berger,
1718

 is like McCants’s book, a 

comparison between IS(IS) and Al Qaeda. The key differentiator between IS and Al Qaeda is the 

former’s appreciation of gratuitous violence. IS embraced absolute violence to draw attention to 

itself, recruit more followers, and intimidate its rivals. Al Qaeda, in contrast, was more reluctant 

to make use of such a strategy, as it perceived the use of mass violence would hinder its efforts to 

recruit Muslims. Underlying the differences in strategy are competing visions: On one hand, Al 

Qaeda saw itself as a vanguard group, which would bolster likeminded affiliates. IS’s foremost 

priority was the establishment of a caliphate and bringing Muslims under it. Al Qaeda was an 

elitist movement while IS was a populist one. Like McCants’s book, this work clarifies how IS 

views Jihad and the caliphate, which are key concepts and ethnic markers whose definition by IS 

pertains to the group’s ethnicity and how it deals with those who disagree with its religious 

precepts.   

 The Master Plan, ISIS, Al-Qaeda, and the Jihadi Strategy for Final Victory by Brian 

Fishman.
1920

 This book is an attempt to predict the future of IS(IS) and Al Qaeda, by studying 

their strategic documents and formative personalities. Fishman benefits my project by discussing 

in detail “The Management of Savagery,” a strategic document penned by Al Qaeda’s senior 
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leadership, and implemented by IS. Fishman’s relevancy is due to his examination of individuals 

who shaped both Al Qaeda and IS. He started with Abu Musab Al Zarqawi, the founder of Al 

Qaeda’s branch in Iraq, which would later split off and become IS. Fishman brings to the foray 

Abu Muhammad Al Maqdisi, who was Zarqawi’s religious mentor. Fishman delves deeper into 

the religious influences at play and correctly identifies two more key influencers: Sayid Qutb and 

Taqi al-Dîn Ahmad ibn Taymiyyah. These individuals attempted to develop fundamentalist 

rationalizations in the name of Islam. These fundamentalist rationalizations are essential to IS’s 

ethnicity. Fishman demonstrates how Ibn Taymiyah was used by both IS and Al Qaeda to 

declare all Muslims as apostates. Qutb shaped IS and Al Qaeda’s views on dominion. Following 

in Qutb’s footsteps, IS and Al Qaeda deemed everyone who refused to rule according to Islamic 

law, as they saw it, as a blasphemer.  

 Selim Öztürk’s Ph.D. thesis, “The Role of Political Salafism in the Formation of Saudi 

Arabia and the Taliban Regime,”
21

 pertains to the thought of IS. His thesis offers a comparative 

study of Wahhabism, which Öztürk refers to as Salafism, in different political contexts. He 

examines the genesis of the Wahhabi creed, by looking at the political context. The thesis 

addresses how Wahhabism perceives threats and unites and mobilizes its followers. Based on 

these three themes, Öztürk examines how the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was established, and 

how the Taliban came to power. This thesis provides an alternative look at Wahhabism, 

examining its political mobilization. It aids my thesis by highlighting the ethnic markers that 

underpin IS’s ethnicity.
22
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Abd Al Baree Atwaan’s الإسلامية الجذور التوحش المستقبل الدولة [The Islamic State: The Roots, 

The Truculence, The Future] attempts to provide a history of IS. He uses as a theoretical 

framework Donald G. Dutton’s theory on the phycology of genocide and massacres. Atwan as a 

result takes a sociobiological understanding of violence. The use of excessive violence can be 

triggered in varying cultural contexts, owing to specific genetic markers. Atwan makes use of 

biological arguments to explain IS’s proclivity towards excessive violence. What Atwan’s book 

also adds to the literature is its incorporation of unique primary sources. Atwan himself has 

worked as the editor of two pan-Arab newspapers. His network of contacts enabled him to obtain 

an exclusive interview with Osama Bin Laden in 1996. Atwan argues in his book that IS’s 

religious views and state-building strategy have been characterized by their consistency, and 

consequently can be directly traced to Bin Laden’s interviews. The relevance for my thesis is that 

these interviews showcase Bin Laden’s fundamentalist rationalization. The book however misses 

the point when characterizing IS as being representative of “radical Islam.” My thesis further 

utilizes this book when examining IS’s religious terminology, which are key ethnic markers of 

its ethnicity. Another lacuna in the book is its date of publication. Published in 2015 when IS 

was at the height of its power, Atwan’s book is overlaid with pessimism. Consequently, Atwan 

overstates IS’s popularity and military prowess.     

1.3.2 The Muslim Brotherhood and its Iraqi Branch: Situating the Available Literature on 

the Iraqi Islamic Party: 

This thesis examines the degree to which, if at all, the Iraqi branch of the Muslim 

Brotherhood undermines IS’s ethnic project, especially vis-a-vis Iraqi Christians. Consequently, 

this section examines the research on the ethnic project of the Muslim Brotherhood, in terms of 

relevance. Mohamed Abdel Kadir’s "Contradictory paths: Islamist experiments of Egypt and 
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Turkey"
23

 compares and contrasts the ruling Turkish Justice and Development Party (AKP) with 

the Egyptian Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) to account for the reasons which saw these two 

parties enjoy dramatically different fortunes. The FJP was the Muslim Brotherhood’s political 

branch and enjoyed electoral success in the wake of Egypt’s democratization following the 

ouster of the country’s then-dictator Husni Mubarak. However, opposition against the FJP 

coalesced, leading to its overthrow and interdiction after a popularly-backed military coup. The 

parties in Abdel Kadir’s paper were compared with each other based on their organizational 

structures, relationships with the religious factions embedded within them, and their 

incorporation of non-religious actors. This work strengthens my research by demonstrating how 

one of the Brotherhood’s national branches (Egypt in this case) can be compared with other 

politico-religious movements in the Middle East.  

Stefano Maria Torelli’s “The AKP Model and Tunisia’s al-Nahda: From Convergence to 

Competition"
24

 provides another comparative study involving the Brotherhood (and by extension 

the Iraqi Islamic Party). Accordingly, it examines how the different models presented by the 

AKP and al-Nahda, which is the Brotherhood’s Tunisian branch, affect regional politics. To that 

end, Torelli’s research compares the historical and structural contexts presented by Turkey and 

Tunisia, and how these contexts in turn affect the relationship between the state and Islam. His 

research then moves to demonstrate how these two models have developed divergent 

socioeconomic frameworks, and by extension, different ways of conceptualizing the role of 

Islam in the public sphere. It concludes by stating that the AKP model cannot be applied in the 

Tunisian context. This work showcases the political project of Brotherhood factions, which is a 

                                                           
23

 Mohamed Abdel Kader, “Contradictory Paths: Islamist Experiments of Egypt and Turkey,” 

Turkish Review 4, no. 4 (2014): 406. 
24

 Stefano Maria Torelli, “The" AKP Model" and Tunisia’s al-Nahda: From Convergence to 

Competition?,” Insight Turkey 14, no. 3 (2012). 

 



  

20 
 

key ethnic marker in the Brotherhood’s ethnicity. This in turn sheds light on the IIP’s ethnic 

project and its relationship with Iraq’s Christian community. 

Maher Azziz’s The Kurds of Iraq
25

 touches upon the Muslim Brotherhood’s engagement 

with Kurdish nationalism, which in turn reflects on its ethnic project. Azziz, an Iraqi scholar, 

focuses on the ideational currents shaping Iraqi Kurds, and how Kurds construct their national 

identity, using Benedict Anderson’s theory on nationalism as his framework. His methodology is 

survey research, which utilizes questionnaires sent to graduate students studying in Iraqi 

Kurdistan, about their self-identification. Azziz also addresses the role played by the 

Brotherhood’s Kurdish branch, the Kurdistan Islamic Union in furthering Kurdish nationalism 

via a religious framework, all while competing with the more established secular Kurdish parties.  

The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria by Dara Conduit.
26

 The book seeks to answer the 

question of why the Muslim Brotherhood’s Syrian faction was unable to capitalize on the 2011 

uprising against the Assad regime. This failure to mobilize support was despite the 

Brotherhood’s historical presence in Syria, and its longstanding opposition to the ruling Assad 

family. To that end, Conduit makes use of in-depth interviews with members of the Brotherhood. 

She hones her focus on the Brotherhood’s propensity to violence, dogmatism, and acceptance of 

democratic norms. This book is useful in contextualizing the IIP’s relationship with its 

Brotherhood counterparts. Moreover, the Syrian and Iraqi sectarian conflicts and international 

interventions have intertwined, more so with the rise of IS. It is worth mentioning that IS has 

proclaimed the abolishment of the borders between Syria and Iraq to be one of its raisons d’être. 
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This book will help clarify the relationship between the Brotherhood and IS, and to what 

extent their goals and practices are in opposition to one another.        

By using interviews, The New Muslim Brotherhood in the West by Lorenzo Vidino
27

 

assesses the goals, methods, and attitudes of the Brotherhood, and why it was able to expand at a 

rapid pace in the United States. This book sheds further light on the IIP’s relationship with the 

occupying US army in Iraq. The book demonstrates the Brotherhood’s aims and strategies to 

attain them in a political system managed in one manner or another by the US administration.  It 

is worth noting that Vidino has worked in UAE-funded think-tanks and takes a critical view of 

the Brotherhood, in tandem with the UAE’s hostility.   

 by Aaliyah [Islamic Movements in the Arab World] الحركات الإسلامية في الوطن العربي

Alaanee.
28

 The book’s object of focus is the Muslim Brotherhood’s Tunisian branch, and how it 

engaged with Tunisian society before the Arab Spring, in the context posed by the avowedly 

secular regimes of Habib Bourguiba and Zein El Abidine Bin Ali. The question this book seeks 

to answer is the reasons underlying the inability of the Brotherhood to gain a mass following in 

Tunisia. The book analyzes the shifting discourse of the Brotherhood and its organizational 

structure in response to the amenability of the political situation. Tunisia represents the 

Brotherhood’s most successful participation in politics, from a philosophically liberal 

perspective. Its political engagement is a key ethnic marker of the ethnicity it is constructing. 

This text helps me assess the IIP further and predict its ideological trajectory by 
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understanding how its ideological brethren recalibrate their views on the state and Islamic 

rule, in tandem with a changing political system.    

The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb,
29

 by Sayed Khattab, is an analysis of Qutb’s 

writings, in an attempt to sketch out what the author deems to be “Islamic radicalism and its 

intellectual origins.” Khattab considers Qutb’s concept of Jahiliyah worthy of particular 

attention, as he sees it as mature enough to be a confrontational theory. He delves further, by 

studying the political and economic influences on Qutb’s Jahiliyah theory. Khattab also 

addresses how the United States influenced the theory. My paper will stand as a theoretical 

counterpoint to Khattab, as I use the term “fundamentalism,” as opposed to his “Islamic 

radicalism.” This is because “Islamic radicalism” entails a value judgment, which I do not agree 

with. Fundamentalism recognizes that Qutb is a modern phenomenon, and is against the 

traditional understanding of religion. Nevertheless, elements of Khattab’s thesis will benefit my 

study, as they clarify the influences on Qutb’s theories and their political consequences. Qutb 

was the chief theoretician of the Brotherhood and greatly influenced Osama Bin Laden and 

Ayman Al-Zawahiri. Qutb thus potentially represents a point of ideational overlap between IS 

and the IIP. Qutb’s views on governance influence the Brotherhood’s treatment of religious 

minorities, in terms of how much power the Brotherhood is willing to allocate to them.          

1.3.3 Existing Research that Incorporates Comparisons between the Islamic State and the 

Muslim Brotherhood: 

 دليل الحركات الإسلامية المصرية 
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 [The Guide to Egypt’s Islamic Movements] by Abd Al Mone’m Muneeb.
30

 This unusual 

book was written by a person who had spent fourteen years in an Egyptian prison, held under 

emergency legislation. The book purports to discuss the establishment, ideology, and 

methodology of sixteen Islamic movements in Egypt, based on the author’s conversations with 

his fellow inmates. Among the interviewees are adherents of Wahhabism, Qutbism, and the 

Muslim Brotherhood’s (MB) varying splinter factions; who represented a significant portion of 

Egypt’s religious opposition during the rule of Anwar Al-Sadat and Husni Mubarak. As such, 

IS’s religious discourse is a melange of Qutbism and Wahhabism while the IIP is the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s Iraqi branch. Consequently, Muneeb’s book benefits my research by offering 

insight into how the adherents of the above-mentioned religious schools self-identify and 

conceptualize their ideology. In doing so, the book acts as a counterpoint to the biases potentially 

exhibited by other scholars in that field. This work further enables my research on conflict and 

religious identity. Muneeb’s book was penned in the immediate aftermath of a failed rebellion, in 

which many of the above-mentioned factions participated. The book provides a snapshot into the 

shifting religious discourses of the various movements to explain their fiasco and provide 

themselves with a differing identity in a less receptive popular context. It directly has a bearing 

on my thesis as Qutbism and Wahhabism have influenced both the IIP and IS. The book offers a 

unique, insider’s perspective on these ideologies, and the various debates involved in their 

application. These debates in turn influenced the IIP’s democratic project and IS’s caliphate.   
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Carter Malkasian’s Illusions of Victory
31

 is a study of how the US-engineered tribal 

movement helped bring IS’s predecessor, the “Islamic State in Iraq,” to its knees. Coming from 

the perspective of a former marine posted in Al Anbar, it examines the popularity of IS’s thought 

among the province’s tribes the processes of completion and cooperation between the terror 

group and the tribes, and the influence of the United States in that regard. This text is useful in 

clarifying the relationship between the IIP, IS, and the local tribes, especially as the governor of 

Al Anbar was a member of the IIP. This relationship was assessed in terms of access to 

patronage networks, smuggling routes, and religious disputes.  

Compulsion in Religion, Saddam Hussein, Islam, and the Roots of Insurgencies in Iraq 

by Samuel Helfont.
32

 This book studies Saddam Hussein’s religious policies. It examines their 

ideological sources, and how they were utilized in the service of Hussein’s domestic agenda, and 

foreign policy.  This book firstly helps my research by contextualizing the establishment of IS 

and IIP. Some authors have argued that
33

 Saddam Hussein’s Faith Campaign laid the ideological 

foundations for the rise of IS. This book argues to the contrary. It shows how the religious 

policies of the Baa’thist regime suppressed the Brotherhood, Al Qaeda, and their ideological 

brethren. The fact remains that despite the many hardships inflicted on the Iraqi people by the 

Baa’thist dictatorship, neither IS nor IIP was able to gain a foothold in Iraq until the ouster of 

Hussein. This reinforces the credibility of this analysis, by showing how Iraqi society was 

molded to resist them.  
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Sectarianism in Iraq, Antagonistic Visions of Unity by Fanar Haddad.
34

 This work by 

Haddad, an Iraqi scholar, seeks to explain the genesis of sectarianism in Iraq. Haddad argues that 

sectarianism is competition over the state, rather than a theological dispute. He provides a 

theoretical overview of sectarianism, focusing on myth-symbol complexes. Myth-symbol 

complexes are stories and memories that define a group. These myth-symbols can in turn cause a 

backlash in other groups. The Battle of Karbala represents a key myth-symbol for the Shiite 

community in Iraq, especially as its commemoration was banned during the rule of Saddam 

Hussein. The politicization of sects came with the US invasion of Iraq, whereby power-sharing 

was made on a sectarian basis. Shiites were able to impose their iconography on the state, which 

caused a Sunni backlash. The sectarian conflict in Iraq was the desire of different groups to 

impose their histories and symbols on the state. While this text covers the Sunni-Shiite conflict, 

it will be useful in contextualizing the differences between IS and the IIP. IS has made use of the 

sectarian conflict to win converts to its cause, by offering protection from the Shiites. The IIP’s 

inability to protect its members, or Sunni Arabs, its purported broader community, has dented its 

support and correlated with its fragmentation.
35

    

The Occupation, War and Resistance in Iraq by Patrick Cockburn.
3637

 This book revolves 

around the mistakes the United States made during its occupation of Iraq. Underpinning this 

litany of errors is extreme hubris on the part of the United States. This book becomes pertinent to 
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my research when Cockburn examines the early days of the occupation. The book covers the 

period when the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) ran Iraq, which was from 2003 to 2004. 

It concluded when the Iraqi government became officially in charge, which was from 2004 until 

2006. The relevancy of that to my topic is manifest because the IIP was a key participant in the 

governing institutions setup by the United States. Cockburn further contextualizes the IIP’s 

governance by clarifying how the United States’ actions, and those of the Iraqi government, led 

to the outbreak of a sectarian conflict in Iraq. Such a context also enabled Al Qaeda in Iraq, IS’s 

forerunner, to establish itself in Iraq.        

1.3.4 Iraqi Christians: The Overlap of Several Competing Ethnicities 

Muwafak Neesko’s
38

 [Syriacs: The True Name of Arameans and Assyrians and 

Chaldeans] : الاسم الحقيقي للآراميين والآشوريين والكلدان السريان  provides a Foucauldian postmodernist 

analysis of the various ethnicities collectively known as Iraqi Christians. Neesko, an Iraqi 

academic, hones his focus on the concept of Assyrian ethnicity and deconstructs it by 

highlighting the power relations underlying its construction. Neesko problematizes the 

connection between the ancient Assyrian civilization and the modern-day Assyrian identity. 

According to Neesko, the connection between modern Assyrians and the ancient Assyrians is not 

more pertinent than that of the modern Assyrians with the Babylonians, Akkadians, and the other 

ancient civilizations that existed in modern-day Iraq. Rather, Neesko argues that the modern 

Assyrian identity can be traced to the 19th century, with political machinations of the Nestorian 

Patriarch and the British colonial agents. Per Neesko, The Nestorian Patriarch reinvented himself 

as an Assyrian to gain international prestige, as Assyrians were mentioned in the Christian Bible. 
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The British sought to promote ethnic nationalism among Iraq’s Christian population to 

undermine their attachment to Iraq’s churches and as a preliminary step to convert them to the 

Anglican Church. That in turn would have made them more amenable to British rule.  

Neesko argues that it would be more precise to refer to Iraqi Christians as Syriacs. This is 

because most Iraqi Christians were originally ethnically Arameans. However, when they 

converted to Christianity, they self-identified as Syriacs. This is where Neesko’s positionality 

comes in. Neesko identifies with the Syriac Orthodox Church. He deems it as being the original 

church and all the other churches being essentially splinter factions. It is that ideological 

position, which makes Neesko’s views far from mainstream among those who self-identify as 

Christians and Iraqis. It explains why most Iraqi Christians do not identify with the Syriac 

ethnicity.  

Afram Yacoub’s
39

 The Path to Assyria: A Call for National Renewal examines Assyrian 

ethno-nationalism from a psychological perspective. Yacoub, who is an Assyrian nationalist, 

attempts to determine why the Assyrian minority failed to establish a state even though in the 

Middle East the Jews were able to do so, while the Kurds established two all but in name. 

Yacoub’s theoretical framework is Daniel Bar-Tal’s theory on collective victimhood. Yacoub 

stakes the claim that Assyrians are afflicted with such a disorder. Assyrians encode long-term 

suffering into their collective memory. Assyrians’ sense and belief of victimhood directly shape 

their culture and behaviors. This leads to apathy and the widespread belief among Assyrians that 

nothing can be done. Yacoub’s proposed solution is for Assyrians to rework their ethnicity by 

emphasizing their common ethnicity and minimizing their religious differences. Yacoub argues 
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that churches allow Assyrians to escape from the real world and needlessly engender sectarian 

differences.       

Alda Benjamen
40

 in Assyrians in Modern Iraq: Negotiating Political and Cultural Space 

examines the evolution of the Assyrian ethnicity under Iraqi Baa’thist rule in the 20th century. 

Benjamen studies the role played by Assyrians in leftist opposition parties and their gendered 

representation of women. Assyrians were successful in producing their own culture and asserting 

their own identity despite the immense pressure the Baathists brought to bear. Benjamen makes 

use of archives of the Assyrian Democratic Movement and interviews its members to show that a 

pluralist Iraq is possible and that Iraqis can transcend their ethnic and sectarian divides to 

participate in contemporaneous social movements.    

Sargon Donabed
41

 in Reforging a Forgotten History: Iraq and the Assyrians in the 

Twentieth Century, offers a narrative history of Iraq and shows how Assyrians were essential to 

Iraq’s historiography. It compares the experiences of the Assyrians and the development of Iraq. 

This study of Assyrian ethnic history makes use of Gramsci’s theorization on the subaltern, with 

Donabed arguing that Assyrians are Iraq’s quintessential subalterns, whose narratives are 

purposefully suppressed by larger groups.  

1.3.5. Alternative Theoretical Frameworks: Similar Subjects Studied Differently 

This section pertains to the alternative theoretical approaches, selected by the thesis’ 

theoretical interlocutors. The theoretical framework of this thesis has been previously discussed 

in the theoretical framework section. What this section aims to do is to explore works with topics 
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similar to my thesis to showcase how my theoretical framework is unique. This similarity 

revolves around an attempt to study Islamic politics. My study on fundamentalist rationalization 

as an ethnic marker in a Horowitizian sense is an addition to the literature from the perspective 

of the theoretical framework.     

A different approach is taken by Greg Barton’s "The Gülen Movement, Muhammadiyah 

and Nahdlatul Ulama: Progressive Islamic Thought, Religious Philanthropy and Civil Society in 

Turkey and Indonesia."
42

  This article compares three religious movements, Nahdlatul Ulama, 

Muhammadiyah, and the Gülen Movement, with each other. One unit of analysis, by which this 

research was carried out, is spatial; the first two movements are based in Indonesia, while the 

third originated in Turkey. In addition, this comparison also factors in the movements’ social and 

educational initiatives. Also, the organizational structures of these movements pass within the 

purview of this analysis. Lastly, sketching out their points of difference and concurrence enables 

the assessment of the movements’ educational strategies, which are based on western 

philanthropic institutions that offer a thoroughly secular education. Rather than disseminating 

their message directly through these institutions, they demonstrate their confidence in the ability 

of their religious discourse to thrive in the modern world. The religious message of these 

movements is different, being traditionalist, Sufi, and modernist. Thus, this study provides 

further variables on which my research can be predicated. These variables include educational 

strategies and institutional structure.     
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The Shi’ite Movement in Iraq by Faleh Jabar
43

 is a book written by an Iraqi scholar 

aiming to fill a gap in the literature regarding non-Iranian Shiite activism. The focus of his study 

is the context that allowed for the emergence of Shiite revolutionary groups. This research 

studies ethnic conflicts in Iraq, which are also done in the name of Islam. Jabar’s timeframe 

stretches from the 1950s to the 1990s, examining how these movements changed their 

philosophy and leadership. Three factors, according to Jabar, explain what fueled the activism of 

Shiite revolutionaries: The government’s land reforms which led to the demise of sheik 

landlords, the family law which changed the status of women, and the rise of the Iraqi 

Communist Party and its popularity among the Shiite youth. Jabar compares numerous Shiite 

groups that arose, and how they interacted with the Shiite clergy, Iran, and the various regimes 

that controlled Iraq. This work can illuminate the political and social backdrop that led to the rise 

of IS and IIP. Moreover, it provides me with more variables by which to assess religious actors.   

A methodological aspect of this research is illuminated in Yamao Dai’s “Foreign Impacts 

Revisited: Islamists’ Struggles in Post-War Iraq.”
44

 This is a study of two Iraqi religious parties, 

the Dawa Party and the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq, and of how their differing ideologies 

relate to the politics of the countries that hosted them. While this paper does not study IS or the 

IIP, it nevertheless provides several methodologically useful avenues for analyzing the 

relationship governing the ideologies of “Islamic” parties and their political context. 

Accordingly, the paper demonstrates how the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq, because it 

maintained cooperative relations with Iran during its opposition to Saddam Hussein, was more 

than receptive to Wilayat Al Faqih (Guardianship of the Jurisconsult), Iran’s official ideology. In 
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contrast, the Dawa party had a more contentious relationship with Iran, which led it to adopt a 

more nationalist ideology. Consequently, this dissertation clarifies how the ideologies of 

“Islamic” religious parties are compared. It does that via interviews with the parties’ 

representatives, to ask about their strategies. The study also examined their publications and 

presented their political visions, especially those relating to democracy. Moreover, this work 

accounts for the sources underlying the shifts in the ideologies of said parties.         

Bruce Lincoln’s Theorizing Myth
45

 provides another means by which this research 

structures the comparison of the Islamic State’s and the Iraqi Islamic Party’s ideologies. While 

this book doesn’t concern itself with those two organizations, or religious organizations per se, it 

nevertheless yields crucial insights into the political underpinnings of myth-making. As such, 

Lincoln shows how certain narratives are legitimized at the expense of others and how these 

narratives correlate with strategies of political and ethnic domination. Lincoln utilized this 

theoretical framework to examine the origins of the stories, which served as the foundation on 

which nation-states could be legitimized. This work provides a postmodernist understanding of 

narratives, in which Lincoln claims that myths are ideologies structured via the form of 

narratives. Crucially, Lincoln purposely refused to define myth. Instead, he calls to attention the 

imperialist and racist underpinnings of such ideological constructs. In addition to its 

methodological novelty, this approach would benefit this research by providing it with a 

means by which power relations underlie the generation and dissemination of competing 

religious ideologies.   
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Another methodological avenue presents itself with Uğur Kömeçoğlu’s “Islamism, Post-

Islamism, and Civil Islam."
46

 This study is an attempt to conceptualize various religious trends in 

addition to demonstrating their political significance. The focus is on these trends' compatibility 

with civil democratic modernity. To that end, the research hones its focus on the Turkish context 

starting with the Hizmet movement. Hizmet is viewed as being representative of Civil Islam due 

to its civic engagement with democratic institutions. In contrast, the AKP is presented as having 

its origins in Islamism then shifting towards a Civil Islam model, and then reverting to Islamism. 

The AKP's Islamism is represented by its intolerance of secularism, democracy, and the use of 

the state in promoting its ideological agenda. While this research doesn’t directly address the 

Muslim Brotherhood, it nevertheless retains several redeeming features.  Firstly, it provides 

another example by which contemporary “Islamic” movements have been compared in 

academia. Moreover, the variables by which the comparison took place can potentially augment 

my comparison of the Iraqi Islamic Party and the Islamic State. The methodological aspect that 

potentially will be incorporated into my research is how the movements’ goals are presented in 

the context of democratic governance, via the use of their texts. The parties’ actual exercise of 

power and its compatibility with their stated ideals is another point of interest.    

Gerges, Fawaz A. (2015). Contentious Politics in the Middle East: Popular Resistance 

and Marginalized Activism beyond the Arab Uprisings.
47

 This book offers an alternative 

perspective on the Arab Spring. While most studies on that topic have focused on structural 

factors to understand the limitations of these popular uprisings; Gerges hones his focus on the 
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role and complexities of popular agency in the Arab Spring. His analytical frameworks are 

contentious politics and social movement theory.  Building on this, Gerges can stake out the 

formation and institutionalization of anarchical movements in Egypt, during the 2011 uprising. 

The Gerges text shows the multifaceted origins of ideological movements, further elucidating the 

bowdlerization aspect of fundamentalist organizations.   

Karen Armstrong’s Fields of Blood
48

 provides another take on the concept of religious 

violence, and by extension, a theoretical alternative to my research focus on fundamentalist 

rationalization. Armstrong argues, by comparing different faiths, that the gratuitous violence that 

characterizes modernity has little to do with religion. She argues that in ancient times religions 

attributed to all aspects of life religious significations, including warfare and violence. 

Nevertheless, religion has considerable peacemaking potential in these modern times.  A critical 

difference between Armstrong's and my theoretical approach is that the latter seeks to ensure that 

fundamentalists can recognize themselves when they are being described. Armstrong’s approach 

does not share that emphasis and consequently risks becoming a vehicle for the writer to 

superimpose her opinions on the subject matter.  

Anthony Giddens’s The Constitution of Society
49

 is an in-depth look at structuration 

theory, penned by its principal theoretician. Giddens’s book identifies the main interlocutors of 

his theory, paying particular attention to evolutionism. The book also addresses how 

structuration theory can be used for the empirical study of conflict. Lastly, the text clarifies how 

the author was able to develop his theory, as well as showcasing his underlying assumptions.  
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 by Ahmad [Snapshots of Contemporary Religious Discourse] صور عن الخطاب الديني المعاصر

Zayid.
50

 This book is pertinent to my research in terms of its insight into the Brotherhood, as 

well as its methodology. The objects of comparison are the religious edicts published by Al 

Azhar University, and those put forth by the official magazine of the Egyptian Coptic Church. 

These religious texts in turn are compared with new religious actors with different, “modern,” 

discourses. Included are the editorials of a newspaper that presents itself as the voice of the 

Copts. The text analyzes the sayings of Amr Khalid, a television preacher with perennial 

leanings. Crucially for my research, the books of Yusuf Al-Qaradawi are also studied. Al-

Qaradawi is the Brotherhood’s most important religious figure. Zayid compares Khalid’s 

and Al-Qaradawi’s writings. Zayid’s theoretical framework is deconstructionist theory. His 

methodology is textual analysis, which aims to detect changes in linguistic expression regarding 

a specific issue. To do so, he compares and contrasts the degree to which the above-mentioned 

religious figures refer to religious texts. Zayid states the extent to which these religious 

discourses are idealistic and/or calls for action.  

“Christian‐Muslim Relations: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow” by Hugh Goddard
51

 

presents a comparative analysis of religions. Goddard’s approach is to examine “the six 

dimensions of Christian-Muslim Relations:”
52

 The theological, philosophical, historical, social, 

political, and cultural. He concludes that the relationship between the two religions was not 

always antagonistic and that there are positive models. Goddard’s topic doesn’t directly pertain 

to my thesis, as I am studying how two religious organizations interact with one another and 

Christians in Iraq, not Islamic-Christian relations in their totality. Nevertheless, certain aspects 
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of its methodology could be useful in structuring my comparisons of the religious antagonists. 

The abovementioned six dimensions can be used to examine the IS-IIP relationship.      

Mark C. Taylor’s “Reconfiguring Religion”
53

 surveys how religion was theorized and 

presented by various disciplines. It is relevant to my topic because I am studying religious 

conflicts. Taylor argues that the theoretical arguments about the study of religion were predicated 

on binaries. Consequently, academics making use of these theories would portray religion via 

sharp distinctions of what it is and is not. In some cases, the academic debate would make use of 

the same binaries, and revolve around the theoretical pole being advocated. In other cases, they 

would position themselves against other theories based on different binaries. Taylor finds these 

binaries to be problematic as they are simplistic and the result of their practitioners’ uncritical 

acceptance. Following Jacques Derrida, Taylor argues against oppositional binaries. He argues 

for the rejection of these oppositions. By thinking beyond binaries, and focusing instead on the 

interplay between them, Taylor stakes the claim that religion can be understood as a complex 

adaptive system with connected nodes. Critically for my thesis, fundamentalism needs to be 

understood by identifying the significant nodes, and the connections that are perceived as 

knowledge. Fundamentalism is not just about the clash of ideas, important as they are. It is about 

understanding their origins, and how they interact with the world around them.   

William T. Cavanaugh in “Religious Violence as Modern Myth”
54

 argues that there is no 

particular reason to assume people are more likely to kill for God, as opposed to secular 

ideologies. Cavanaugh criticizes the widely-held belief that religions have a particular tendency 
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to promote violence. He argues this belief is false because the categories of “religious” and 

“secular” are invented. Scholars are not able to agree on a definition for religion, nor what 

distinguishes it from the secular. Cavanaugh shows how Martin E. Marty offers seventeen 

different definitions of religion and remains unable to choose one. Cavanaugh further argues that 

the myth of religious violence is linked with the promotion of the belief that the Western ideal of 

separating religion from public office is necessary for stability. Cavanaugh highlights some of 

the problematic aspects of Marty’s approach. While Cavanaugh does not directly examine the 

concept of fundamentalism, his approach nevertheless pertains to ethnic and religious conflict. I 

need to be aware of my own biases, and when using terms ensure that the subject being discussed 

can recognize itself.   

Religion and Nationalism in Iraq, a Comparative Perspective, by Susan Lloyd McGarry 

et al
 5556

 Stemming from a conference held at Harvard University in 2005, the book is a 

comparative study of the ethno-sectarian conflicts then-raging in Iraq, Sri Lanka, Sudan, and 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. The book was organized into four themes, which represented possible 

areas of convergence between the countries in question. The first theme is the presence of ethno-

sectarian groups in conflict. Modern Iraq is a failed state, with ethnic and sectarian militias 

directing official bodies. The second is a history of imperial subjugation, which in the Iraq case 

is British colonial rule. Third are failures in governance, and the final theme is current foreign 

interference. Ethnic conflicts in Iraq are influenced by the relationship between the United States 

and Iran. This text can show how international actors can influence local ethnic and sectarian 
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conflicts, and how ethnic conflicts can be compared spatially. This text can add to the insights of 

Marty and Cavanaugh by presenting the international context that encourages the rise of 

fundamentalism.     

1.3.6 Fundamentalism: Competing Definitions in the Literature 

This section showcases the literature on fundamentalism. They prove that the concept of 

fundamentalism has gone through numerous changes, as it originally pertained to an American 

protestant sect. Fundamentalism now refers to a phenomenon that is expressed in the name of 

different religions. This section of the literature review shows that my thesis fills a niche 

regarding the scholarship on fundamentalism. This is because there are no studies that examine 

the rationality of fundamentalists. It is this thesis’s position that such groups are not completely 

irrational. Rather, they attempt to construct a rationality based on their idiosyncratic values. 

Fundamentalism: Perspectives on a Contested History, edited by Simon A. Wood, 

David, and Harrington Watt.
57

 The book provocatively claims to “illuminate developments in 

modern Christianity, Judaism, and Islam.”
58

 Moreover, the book admits that it is at “war with 

itself,”
59

 because of its desire to represent different voices. The book’s main aim is to determine 

what fundamentalism, seen as a discourse, has resulted in. Fundamentalism is defined as the 

“literalist interpretations of the scriptures, firm commitment to patriarchy, or refusal to confine 

religious matters to the private sphere.” 
60

The different views in the book debate the utility of the 

term, and the degree to which homogeneity exists between different fundamentalist movements. 

While this book’s alternative definition of fundamentalism is extremely useful regarding the 
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issue of literalism, its presentation of fundamentalism doesn’t allow fundamentalists to recognize 

themselves. It is worth pointing out that neither the Brotherhood nor the Wahhabis see 

themselves purely as a new development in Islam. Rather, they see themselves as returning to a 

golden age, one of the caliphate and the righteous Salaf. This in turn represents a core aspect of 

their identity.  

Katherine A. Boyd and Charles B. Strozier in The Fundamentalist Mindset examine the 

psychological aspects of fundamentalism. They see fundamentalism as being a form of group 

paranoia. This theory clarifies a key dimension of the phenomenon of fundamentalism, namely 

its emotional repercussions. My dissertation will be making use of this theory in analyzing the 

rationalizations of fundamentalist organizations, and their internal dynamics.
 61

 

Mark Jurgensmeyer’s Terror in the Mind of God 
62

is a conceptual interlocutor. Rather 

than focusing on the concept of fundamentalism, he engages with the concept of religious 

violence and the legitimation of terrorism. To build his case, Jurgensmeyer makes use of 

interviews to engage with those he deems as engaging in religious violence. He argues that 

commonality is the feeling of being under attack and that violence is an appropriate response. I 

will not be making use of Jurgensmeyer’s terms. However, his use of the term terrorism is 

problematic. The organizations in question do not identify as terrorists. Rather, this is a value 

judgment on Jurgensmeyer’s part. My theoretical framework needs to present these groups in a 

way they recognize themselves. Also, my research’s theoretical framework and conceptual tools 

will have to be justified, considering Jurgensmeyer’s alternative. 
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Mark Juergensmeyer in “Entering the Mindset of Violent Religious Activists”
63

 aims to 

understand the role religion plays in contemporary religious-related violence and the passion 

involved. His main method of entering the mindsets of radical religious activists is by 

interviewing them and studying their writings. He argues such an approach, based on open-ended 

questions, yields far more information than a survey. The main issue with surveys is that they 

assume “we know what to ask before the question.”
64

 Juergensmeyer instead argues for an 

interactive approach, which allows for understanding how the subject views the world. He 

suggests that we bracket out our assumptions so that we can understand the subject’s perception 

of the world. This article pertains to my research as it indicates the methodological advantages 

and implications of using interviews.    

Mark Juergensmeyer in “Martyrdom and Sacrifice in a Time of Terror,”
65

 provides a 

comparative analysis of martyrdom. He links it to the concept of sacrifice, and how different 

religions interacted with it. He stakes the claim that sacrifice is central to religion and agrees 

with Girard and Freud on the function of symbolic violence. Juergensmeyer adds that war should 

be seen as the context of sacrifice and not the other way around. Religious conflict consists of 

sacrifice and martyrdom. Sacrifice is fully expressed in a cosmic war, whereby the sacrificial 

victim represents the destruction inherent in conflicts. The enemy is out of place and is used as a 

symbol of disorder. This article provides me with new theoretical tools by which I can compare 

how IS and IIP perceive their enemies, view Jihad, and realize their political and religious goals.   
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Religious Fundamentalism: Global, Local and Personal by Peter Herriot.
66

 This book 

seeks to answer the question of why fundamentalists have embraced a countercultural 

worldview. To answer that, the book makes use of textual interpretation, which seems 

extremely interesting from a methodological point of view.  Herriot defines fundamentalism 

as consisting of five features: Dualist thinking, perceiving things exclusively through a good/evil 

binary. This in turn justifies the hard boundaries between those who are members of the group 

and the outsiders. The second feature is fundamentalists’ belief that their holy book holds 

supreme authority. The third feature of fundamentalists is their selective interpretation of their 

holy book, challenging traditional understandings in the process. Finally, fundamentalists have a 

millennialist view of history, believing that God shall establish His rule over the world in the 

future. The process of selective interpretation is of extreme importance for my study of 

fundamentalism. I aim to understand the dynamics of these selective interpretations, by 

addressing the power relations involved. Understanding this mechanism further clarifies the 

fundamentalists’ relationship with the “other.”   

The Fundamentalism Project, edited by Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby
67

 is a five-

volume study of the phenomenon of fundamentalism. My theoretical framework will examine 

the texts’ concepts and scope in greater detail, so to avoid repetition I will just present here the 

importance of Marty’s project. What drew me to Marty’s approach is that it offered a means for 

me to compare the Brotherhood and IS, in terms of their harkening back to a golden age. That 

approach underlines the degree to which these groups are a rejection of traditional religious 

authorities, which is crucial for understanding how these groups self-identify, and their 
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objectives. However, despite the book’s ambition, it suffers from a lack of detail concerning the 

religious concepts to be compared, the means to compare them, and the internal dynamics of 

fundamentalist groups. Consequently, I aim to add to the literature by making use of Weber 

to examine the rationalization of fundamentalists and in doing so further clarify how they 

perceive the world, and how they seek to change it. Also, I aim to identify key words that 

underpin their beliefs and are necessary for any comparison of their ideology. This is part of 

the originality of my thesis.  

Fundamentalism: The Search For Meaning by Malise Ruthven.
68

 This book concerns 

itself with the changing definitions of fundamentalism. While the concept of fundamentalism 

initially exclusively related to American Protestant sects in the 1920s, Ruthven argues that the 

term has over the years expanded to encompass different religions. The book offers a different 

reading of fundamentalism, presenting it as being essentially a fig leaf for political agendas. The 

problem with Ruthven’s term is that it neglects the aspect of bowdlerization in fundamentalism 

and its adherents’ hostility to traditionalists. If fundamentalism was simply the desire to 

implement religious rule, then it wouldn’t be a modern phenomenon, as the book argues. 

However, Ruthven adds to the literature by examining how fundamentalism is connected to 

stereotyping. It would benefit my research to address the ability to generate stereotypes and 

disseminate them. That would further clarify how fundamentalists construct their world 

and their interactions with it.         

Khalid Yahya Blankinship’s “Muslim “Fundamentalism,” Salafism, Sufism, and Other 

Trends” in Fundamentalism by Simon A. Wood and David Harrington Watt is a significant 
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interlocutor for my project.
69

 Sometimes, his critiques hit the nail on the head. However, in other 

cases, they completely miss the mark. His problematization of the concept of fundamentalism is 

noteworthy. He points out the lack of clarity in the definition of fundamentalism. He shows how 

the term fundamentalism never pertains to the self. Rather, it’s always used to describe the 

“other,” in a delegitimizing manner. Blankinship accurately connects the use of fundamentalism 

(or lack thereof) with colonialism, as well as hegemonic and intolerant liberalism. This is 

Blankinship’s most important contribution. My study treads carefully regarding these issues with 

“fundamentalism”, in order not to implicitly propagate such value judgments.   

Blankinship’s critique shows the importance of my work, in bringing forward a more 

detailed description of fundamentalism. The issue of bowdlerization and proclaimed exclusivity 

to a past golden age narrows the scope of fundamentalism. Wahhabism is a key point of 

divergence between my position and Blankinship’s. His portrayal of Wahhabism is unsound. He 

describes it as “standard doctrines from medieval law” and “the norm of general Sunni Muslim 

belief.” However, Wahhabis deemed anyone who wasn’t one of them to be a heretic. This 

especially applied to self-identified Sunnis who were Asha’rite or Maturidi. My definition of 

fundamentalism would highlight the deep creedal differences between traditionalist Asha’rites 

and fundamentalists. The traditionalist clerics were responsible for the imprisonment of 

Wahhabism’s de facto founder, Ibn Taymiyah, further highlighting the rift between Wahhabism 

and the traditionalists. Blankinship’s treatment of Asha’rites is peculiar for while he admits their 

existence, he never defines them nor does he indicate their conflicted relationship with 

Wahhabism. This is either because his conceptual framework does not allow for it, or because it 

would undermine his argument that minimizes the differences between Wahhabis and others. 

Other questionable decisions by Blankinship arise from his portrayal of Sufi criticisms of 
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Wahhabism. Blankinship chose a self-proclaimed cleric, Muhammad Hisham Qabbani, who has 

striven to recruit chaplains for the United States military.
70

 However, Blankinship cannot show 

how Qabbani represents Sufism. His only “evidence” in that regard was that Qabbani claimed to 

be a Sufi. However, that’s far from sufficient. Osama Bin Laden claimed to be a Salafi mujahid 

sheikh, and Blankinship would agree with me that Bin Laden is none of those.  Rather, Qabbani 

seems to be connected to the sect founded by Abdullah Daghistani and Nazim Qubrusli aka 

Nazim Haqqani. Without going beyond the limits of this project, it’s clear that Blankmanship is 

unable to show how Qabbani’s purported Sufi critiques against Wahhabism are representative of 

anything beyond Qabbani and his followers.  Blankmanship’s arguments become downright 

shocking, whether due to mistranslation or basic factual errors. This is evidenced in his 

statement: “The rather exclusivist Habashi movement founder and Rifai Sufi Abd Allah al-

Harari.”
71

 Habashi refers to Abd Allah al-Harari, and not his movement. It’s a singular masculine 

word meaning “he who comes from Habesha i.e. Abyssinia.” His followers are colloquially 

referred to in Lebanon as Al Ahbash, and not Habashi. The formal name of Harari’s group is the 

Association of Islamic Charitable Projects (AICP).  At which rate, AICP was previously led by 

Mustapha Ghlayani, Hussein Ouweini, and Mahmoud Al Ajooz, and was not founded by 

Abdullah Al Harari.
72

 All this shows that the data on which Blankinship predicated his argument 

is faulty or missing. 
  
  

Muhammad Ali Aseeree’s التنبؤ بالتطرف [Predicting Extremism]
73

 provides an alternative 

to the concept of fundamentalism. Its substitute is the notion of “extremism.” Aseeree offers an 
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elaborate interpretation of that notion, which is imbibed with a negative connotation. According 

to Aseeree, extremism derives its origins from social traumas, geographic contexts, cultural 

legacies, and the psychological state of individuals. Per Aseeree, extremism is a religious and 

sectarian sentiment that cannot accept any change appropriate to the modern age. Aseeree’s 

theory on extremism postulates that extremism is very much an emotional state, correlating with 

one’s predisposition to follow orders and imitate others. Extremism is also, in Aseeree’s view, 

manifested in the beliefs people hold.  

It is when examining the application of Aseeree’s theory, that its nature becomes 

clarified. According to Aseeree, a paragon of countering extremism is the Saudi state 

broadcaster. Aseeree, himself a Saudi academic, praises a Saudi prince who is also a mayor of a 

city for enabling his research. Aseeree’s theorizing on extremism thus serves as a piece of 

propaganda for the policies of the Saudi monarchy, targeted at an academic audience. It offers 

insight into the social changes driven by the Saudi monarchy. Aseeree is a philosophical 

modernist, seeking a break with traditional mores. The United States represents his cultural 

exemplar, because of its dominance and popularity. However, Saudi Arabia’s social 

liberalization does not entail any concomitant political liberalization. Aseeree’s book serves to 

celebrate the social shifts undertaken in Saudi Arabia while delegitimizing any opposition to 

them. Any critique of the Saudi monarchy’s social reengineering is deemed to be extremism.                      

1.3.7 Analysis of the Literature Review: 

This literature review has uncovered a serious lacuna concerning the available studies on 

the Islamic State and the Iraqi Islamic Party. There is not a single study that compares and 

contrasts the ideologies of the Islamic State and the Iraqi Islamic Party. This is even more 
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perplexing because both movements present themselves as being Islamic, as being the 

champions of the Sunnis, and whose core area is Western and Northwestern Iraq; all the while 

being politically completely opposed to one another. The available literature contains numerous 

cases of “Islamic parties” being compared with one another on various politico-religious bases. 

While these works will undoubtedly inform my research’s methodology, there is more to be done 

in that field. My methodological contribution seeks to systemize such a comparison, by 

identifying key terms and contextualizing them via the competing power relations. Additionally, 

while this literature review has highlighted numerous works, that compare elements of the 

Muslim Brotherhood and the Islamic State, there is not one that systematically compares the 

groups’ religious ideologies and their policies.  

I have striven to include indigenous voices and not just works written by colonial 

agents. Rather, I have purposefully included the works of Iraqi scholars when discussing their 

country. By the same token, I have included Egyptian scholarship when discussing the 

Brotherhood, to further contextualize things. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind the 

broader political context, when incorporating such scholarship. The ability of academics to 

express themselves is constricted. Egypt is a military dictatorship that brooks no opposition. 

While Iraq is supposedly a democracy, journalists, and academics have been imprisoned, 

tortured, and even assassinated by official or semi-official armed bodies. A particularly poignant 

case is that of Husham Al Hashimi. A prominent academic, he was assassinated for having 

criticized Shiite militias, which constitute the Popular Mobilization Units and fight in Syria. 

Hashimi had particularly incurred the wrath of one of such groups, Kataeb Hezbollah, who had 

issued Hashimi with public death threats. Engaging with scholarship from such a region needs to 

take into account such complexities, and the consequent limitations on the literature being 

generated.   
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1.4 Chapter Overview 

The first chapter is this introduction. It includes the literature review, showing my 

thesis’s originality. This originality is showcased in the thesis’s theoretical framework, in terms 

of the theories used and how their concepts are merged. The thesis’s originality is also 

demonstrated in the topic being studied, as it is unique. The second chapter presents key 

concepts to lay the groundwork for the rest of the thesis. It conceptualizes IS and IIP as engaging 

in an ethnic conflict, whereby the two groups are presenting competing ethnicities. A key 

component of IS and the IIP’s ethnicities is their fundamentalist rationalization. This thesis 

will make use of the definition of fundamentalism according to Martin E. Marty.
74

 

Fundamentalism is the reaction against modernity’s perceived disrespect and 

marginalization of religion. This reaction entails the development of new ideologies and 

structures. Bowdlerization is a key mechanism by which fundamentalists construct these 

new ideologies. This dissertation will also build on that definition by making use of Charles 

Strozier’s
75

 reading of fundamentalism. Strozier adds to the definition of fundamentalism 

by incorporating the aspect of group paranoia. Francis Fukuyama’s theorizing on the 

thymos and the desire for recognition will add further depth to this dissertation’s 

conceptualization of fundamentalism. Rationalization is another marker of ethnicity. This 

dissertation defines rationalization according to the theories of Max Weber, which is the 

systematization of ideas. By studying the rationalizations of fundamentalists, this thesis will 

further showcase how fundamentalists see themselves and the "other."  

The third chapter builds on the insights gleaned in the second chapter regarding these 

new ethnicities, by exploring their political consequences. The second chapter discussed 
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fundamentalist rationalization as a marker of these ethnic projects. Another key marker of these 

ethnicities is their praxis in the political sphere, which will be examined in the third chapter. 

Both IS and the IIP have made their polities a core part of their ethnicities. In the case of the IIP, 

its participation in the US-established political order was essential for its image as a moderate 

political actor. The IIP’s ethnic identity was also predicated on it being the representative of the 

Sunni Arab community. This ethnic identity was only established in the context of the sectarian 

quotas that the United States decided would be suitable for Iraq.  

As for IS, its caliphate was critical for the ethnicity it was attempting to make. It 

showcased its absolute commitment to Wahhabism and Qutbism, by implementing them in their 

totality (per the group’s view). By claiming the mantle of the caliphate, IS’s leader deemed 

himself the leader of the believers. In addition, the caliphate was a means for the group to claim 

the superiority of their ethnicity. This is because the caliphate religiously outranked the polities 

established by IS’s Wahhabi rivals, such as emirates and kingdoms. The proclamation of the 

caliphate enabled IS to draw a sharper line between its ethnicity, and other ethnicities. The 

territory controlled by the group was the physical manifestation of what the group called the 

“abode of belief.” Any other territory beyond the group’s control was deemed to be the “abode 

of disbelief.” It was the desire to join that ethnicity that drove many individuals from North 

America and Europe to leave their material possessions and families to join cities that were right 

in the middle of an extremely bloody conflict.  

The two polities of IS and IIP existed in symbiosis. Both polities were only able to take 

root following the ouster of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. They were locked in conflict over 

control over Iraq’s population, the provision of services, and the acquisition of legitimacy. Both 

entities used to combat the other to justify their existence. IS claimed its armed campaign against 
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the Iraqi government was a Jihad, to oust a blasphemous government that was persecuting 

Muslims. In contrast, the Iraqi government presented itself as offering protection to the Iraqi 

population and the world as a whole from an international terrorist menace. Nevertheless, the 

fact remains that the Iraqi government was corrupt to the core. Its sectarian makeup meant that 

the Iraqi state was fixated on alienating key segments of its population as opposed to uniting it 

against the threat of IS. The weakness of the Iraqi state ensured that IS was able to replace its 

presence in some areas. Were it not for the international coalition, IS would have maintained its 

grip on parts of Iraq. This does not bode well for the future.     

The fourth chapter ties in with the previous chapter’s analysis of IS and the IIP’s ethnic 

projects, by laying the groundwork for how these ethnicities deal with Iraq’s Christian minority. 

This chapter will argue that the term “Iraq’s Christian minority” and/or “Christian minority” is 

essentially an exonym imposed by IS and the IIP. To understand how IS and IIP treat “Iraq’s 

Christian minority,” this paper clarifies the various ethnicities that are collectively referred to as 

“Iraq’s Christian minority.” Furthermore, understanding how these ethnicities self-identify 

elucidates their relationship with IS and the IIP. To that end, the third chapter will use Donald 

Horowitz’s theory on ethnicity to examine these multiple ethnicities’ relationship with IS and the 

IIP. This chapter will also shed light on how these ethnic identities interact with one another, and 

in doing so illuminate their political and religious cleavages. This will allow this chapter to 

examine these ethnicities’ political strategies and their relationship with the polities established 

by IS and the IIP. The thesis concludes in the fifth chapter. The last chapter showcases what the 

thesis has proven. The IIP has been ineffective in countering IS’s ideology and policies vis à vis 

Iraq’s Christian minority.  

 



Chapter 2: Fundamentalisms in the Name of Islam 

A Comparative Study of the Genesis of Wahhabi and the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

Fundamentalisms, their Key Ideologues, and their Praxis 
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Chapter abstract: This chapter develops one of this thesis’ key theoretical additions, which is the 

combination of Marty’s fundamentalism and Weber’s rationalization. This will be referred to as 

fundamentalist rationalization, which is a term coined by this thesis. Fundamentalist 

rationalization is in turn a key ethnic marker of ethnicity per Horowitz’s definition. This chapter 

also identifies the names of those who have invented fundamentalist rationalizations in the name 

of Islam.  

2.1 Introduction 

 This chapter lays the conceptual groundwork for the rest of the thesis. It identifies some 

of the key markers of IS and the IIP’s competing ethnic projects. The key marker discussed in 

this chapter is the fundamentalist rationalization of both these groups. Both IS and IIP are 

fundamentalist organizations. Their perception of themselves and interaction with the “other” 

form a core part of their ethnicities, hence the identification of the key personalities who have 

developed fundamentalisms in the name of Islam. Also being studied is how they perceive and 

interact with this world. This research claims to be systematic and exact. This study names and 

identifies specific ideas and concepts. To that end, this paper will not use the term "Islamism" or 

the like. Martin E. Marty’s and Charles Strozeir's approaches will define fundamentalism. 

I aim to understand how these fundamentalists see themselves and the "other" by studying their 

rationalizations. The concept of fundamentalism is a comparative construct, which must enable 

an assessment of a wholly modern attack on traditionalism. Fundamentalism can be traced to 

specific ideologues who attempted to revive and rationalize the faith per their understanding. 

Max Weber’s theorization on value rationality will be made use of in that regard. The specificity 

of each of these ideologues is counteracted by their ideational commonalities.  

Rationalization is analyzed from Max Weber's perspective. In doing so, this 

research compares the different fundamentalist rationalizations based on the following 

pattern: ideological genesis, controversies, mutual interactions, and the policies and polities 

promoted by them. Fundamentalist rationalization is a concept devised by this thesis to 
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understand the theory and praxis of the Islamic State and the Iraqi Islamic Party.  Comparing 

and contrasting the fundamentalist rationalizations of Wahhabism and the Muslim 

Brotherhood further facilitates the examination of the Islamic State (IS) and the Iraqi 

Islamic Party's (IIP) ideological overlaps and political projects. The IIP is the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s Iraqi branch. But to what extent can the IIP challenge IS regarding its designs 

on Iraq's Christian minority?  

2.2 Fundamentalist Rationalization: Conceptual Analysis 

Fundamentalism is "a modern religious logic and a mode of politicized religion available to 

conservative, orthodox, and traditional as well as "disembedded" practitioners."
76

 This definition 

was developed by the contributors to Scott Appleby and Martin E. Marty's Fundamentalism 

Project. This term is a "comparative construct," which pertains to modern and interpretive 

behavioral schools.
77

 Fundamentalism is defined by Martin E. Marty as the resistance to 

traditionalism,
78

 secular life, and the harkening back to a real or imagined past.
79

 

Fundamentalism presents itself as a unique reaction to the contemporaneous philosophical and 

material conditions known as modernity. Fundamentalists believe traditionalists and modern 
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cultural elites are equally culpable in marginalizing the true faith. To that end, 

fundamentalists craft new ideologies and organizational structures.  

Regarding the ideology of fundamentalists, "…they [fundamentalists] select employing those 

features which will best reinforce their identity, keep their movement together, build defenses 

around its boundaries, and keep others at a distance."
80

 This selective approach by 

fundamentalists is better characterized as bowdlerization. Bowdlerization implies the subtraction 

or deletion of ideas/values because they are deemed against the true faith. Both modern and 

traditional concepts are subject to such a process. Bowdlerization aims to construct an alternative 

worldview and institutions that challenge the dominance of secularism. To that end, 

fundamentalists embrace dualism and absolutism to further demarcate themselves from the 

traditionalists and modernists. To protect their religion from the attacks of modernity, 

fundamentalists select from their faith certain doctrines that are not easily reconcilable with 

modern scientific rationality. Fundamentalists then embellish and interpret these doctrines in a 

way that concerns their political ambitions. Because of this, fundamentalists portray themselves 

as being different from the westernized and lesser others. Fundamentalists also present 

themselves as "members of a sacred remnant,"
81

 as the elect who are uniquely positioned to 

defend the faith from their so-called coreligionists and the hostile West. Fundamentalists' 

religious core leads toward aggression. Their identity formation which is based on a demonized 

other, combined with their emulation of the dominant secular other, leads to their resentment and 

desire for power.
82

 By making use of Marty's theoretical framework, this research aims "to 

understand the fundamentalists' perception of an external world order that often developed in 

                                                           
80

 Marty, op.cit., ix. 
81

 Appleby, op.cit., 40. 
82

 Ibid. 



  

53 
 

contrast to the normative order prescribed by the religious tradition"
83

 and elucidate their 

religiously perceived interests.  

This thesis employs a sociological perspective, focusing on the drivers of significant societal 

changes and their consequences. Max Weber fits in by showing how class, status, and power 

underpin society. This relates to how these self-proclaimed Islamic groups are preoccupied with 

their stature. Status and class affect individuals’ and groups’ capability to disseminate ideas. This 

is pertinent to the study of competing religious factions. At the basis of Weber’s theories lies 

rationality. However, Weber has a fluid conceptualization of rationalism, rationalization, and 

rationality.
8485

 This dissertation unpacks these terms. Weber’s overarching goal was to determine 

the origins of Western rationality, and why that rationality is absent in other cultures.
86

 

Rationalism is an attitude of pragmatic orientation to the attainment of goals. It can be found in 

even the most primitive societies. As Weber put it: 

“The most elementary forms of behavior motivated by religious or magical factors are 

oriented to this world. . . . Furthermore, religiously or magically motivated behavior is 

relatively rational behavior, especially in its earliest manifestations. It follows rules of 

experience, though it is not necessarily action in accordance with a means-end schema. 

Rubbing will elicit sparks from pieces of wood, and in like fashion the mimetical actions 

of a magician will evoke rains from the heavens.”
8788
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Thus, rationalism is characterized by its relationship with immediate desires. Such desires are not 

motivated by values.  

Rationalization is the systematization of ideas. The more religions go beyond rituals, the 

more they are involved in the systemic ordering of ideas. According to Weber: “Prophets 
89

 

systematized religion with a view to unifying the relationship of man to the world, by reference 

to an ultimate and integrated value position.”
90

 Rationalization is the process by which ideas 

influence actions on a societal basis. Rationalization is also a means by which ideas evolve. 

According to Weber, this rationalization interacts with religions. It is only when specific values 

and images embodied in religions are rationalized into a coherent worldview do they gain 

influence.
91

 As Weber put it: “Yet redemption attained a specific significance only where it 

expressed a systematic and rationalized “image of the world” and represented a stand in the face 

of the world.”
9293

 Rationalization provides a framework by which people understand their reality. 

Consequently, rationalization directly influences peoples’ interactions with their world, and 

actions generally. However, just as rationalization allows ideas to influence society, 

rationalization itself is affected. Per Weber:   

“The nature of the desired sacred values has been strongly influenced by the nature of the 

external interest-situation and the corresponding way of life of the ruling strata and thus by 

the social stratification itself. But the reverse also holds: wherever the direction of the whole 

way of life has been methodically rationalized, it has been profoundly determined by the 
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ultimate values toward which this rationalization has been directed. These values and 

positions were thus religiously determined.”
9495

 

Another characteristic of rationalization is the establishment of an internal dynamic of change 

within the ideas. As the ideas become more and more consistent, they allow for the 

conceptualization of new problems, which can be resolved within the internal framework 

generated by the ideas. As Weber argued:  

“The need for an ethical interpretation of the meaning of the distribution of fortunes among 

men increased with the growing rationality of conceptions of the world. As the religious and 

ethical reflections upon the world were increasingly rationalized and primitive, and magical 

notions were eliminated, the theodicy of suffering encountered increasing difficulties.”
9697

  

Rationalization in the Weberian sense is understood as a drive for calculability and 

predictability.
98

 Rationalization is essential to ideas’ continuity and internal stability. 

Rationalization according to Weber is how ideas develop their internal logic. This allows ideas to 

become well-established and influence other aspects of social life. The accomplishment of this 

enables their drive for world mastery. Thus, rationalization is a way to perceive the world. It is 

also a means for groups to change their worldview, as well as the world itself. It is worth noting 

that both movements (IS and IIP) believe that they are manipulating events rather than creating 

them.  

Max Weber studies how long-term rationalization processes are rooted in values. This can be 

studied by understanding the relationship between rationalities and social actions. At the basis of 

Weber’s theory on rationalizations lie four forms of social action: affectual, traditional, value-

rational, and means-end. These forms of actions are ahistorical, and not bound to any societal 
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context. Weber argued that man did not acquire his rationality with the French Enlightenment, 

making his scope broader and less Eurocentric. These forms of action were universal but only 

applicable to specific contexts. Weber sought to expand the scope of his theories to determine 

patterns. Traditional and affectual actions are done with little thought. The former is determined 

by habit and the latter is driven by emotion. The greater the extent to which ideas orient actions, 

the more these actions become rational actions. What differentiates value-rational action from 

traditional and affectual action is the extent to which ideas control the action. Rational action is 

oriented by ideas in their entirety. The results of such an action are considered and measured. 

Both instrumentally-rational and value-rational actions stem from a conscientious effort to 

organize them based on ideas. However, instrumentally-rational actions are characterized by a 

high degree of control by the ideas over the desired end, as opposed to value-rational actions. 

Value-rational actions are done for their own sake. Thus, per Weber, instrumentally-rational 

actions are more rational than value-rational actions. Societies are differentiated by the extent to 

which rationality affects their cultures and institutions. 

 Weber identifies four types of rationalities: practical, theoretical, substantive, and formal. 

Weber’s typology on rationalities is designed for determining patterns. Practical rationality is 

defined as “every way of life that views and judges worldly activity in relation to the individual's 

purely pragmatic and egoistic interests as practical rational.”
 99

 Theoretical rationality involves 

the mastery of reality through the development of ever-precise abstract terms. This form of 

rationality is not a call to action. Rather, it’s a call for analyzing one’s experiences as well as 

ordering thought processes through logical deduction. This type of rationality appears to be the 

                                                           
99

 Stephen Kalberg, “Max Weber’s Types of Rationality: Cornerstones for the Analysis of 

Rationalization Processes in History,” American Journal of Sociology 85, no. 5 (March 1, 1980): 

1151 

 



  

57 
 

one favored by Weber himself. This is because Weber claimed that systemic thinkers throughout 

history have made use of this form of rationality.
100

 

Substantive rationality is like practical rationality in that it directly transforms actions into 

patterns. However, it is not done based on means-end calculation. Instead, this type of rationality 

pertains to clusters of values of varying content and comprehensiveness. Substantive rationality 

is the result of people’s inherent capacity for value-rational action.  According to Weber, there is 

no universal standard by which some values are more rational than other values. Value-rational 

action stems from individuals’ preferences for certain ideas, and the systemized ordering of their 

actions to conform to these values. Formal rationality is a bureaucratic form of domination and 

comes only with industrialization. Formal rationality is a mean-end calculation aimed at 

generating universal laws or regulations. These calculations of abstract rules are done while 

disregarding individuals. Different personalities, charismatic or not, are treated the same way by 

these rational procedures. Bureaucratic domination exemplifies formal rationality because it is 

action-oriented. Also, it is governed by rules and the most efficient means to adhere to them. The 

aim of bureaucratic domination is the resolving of problems based on universal and abstract 

regulations in the most effective and precise manner possible.  
101102103

 

Rationality refers to a unique relationship between ideas and actions. Rationality to Weber is 

the control of action by ideas. These ideas, in turn, form the basis of society. Rationality, in 

contrast to rationalism, pertains to goals that have been arranged according to values. Weber 
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argued that it characterized modern capitalism. Rational action is that which is efficient and 

methodical. The critical element underpinning rationality is the control exercised by conscious 

ideas. The more an idea influences a society and its institutions the greater its rationality. 

According to Weber, Calvinist Protestantism represents an example of an idea fully controlling 

one’s life:  

The person who lives as a worldly ascetic is a rationalist, not only in the sense that he 

rationally systematizes his own conduct, but also in his rejection of everything that is 

ethically irrational, esthetic, or dependent upon his own emotional reactions to the world and 

its institutions. The distinctive goal always remains the alert, methodical control of one’s 

own pattern of life and behavior.
104105

   

Weber understood the rationality of Calvinism and capitalism not in terms of the actions they 

encourage, but rather of the actions they imbibe with meanings. 

A corollary to Weber’s rationalization is Francis Fukuyama’s insight into how the 

demand for recognition and dignity shapes collective identities.
106

 The question of dignity 

offers a broader understanding of identity politics, beyond its economic dimensions. Fukuyama 

bases his arguments on Plato’s understanding of human motivation. Fukuyama and Plato argued 

that the human psyche consists of desire, reason, and most importantly for Fukuyama, thymos. 

Thymos represents judgments of worth. Individuals desire positive evaluations of their worth. 

These evaluations are often made by others.
107

 When one receives these positive evaluations, 

he/she feels proud. However, when one perceives himself or herself to be undervalued, that 

person feels anger. Fukuyama argues that thymos lies at the heart of modern identity politics. 

Liberal democracies have continuously accommodated new demands for recognition. However, 
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this increased accommodation of the identities of minorities has, in turn, caused a backlash. This 

reaction by the more established identity groups is a consequence of their decreased stature.  

Identity has also become a critical issue in the “then-colonial” world, as Fukuyama calls 

it. Fukuyama applies his thymos-centric approach to the issue of Islamism which he holds to 

be valid. Fukuyama characterizes Islamism as a modern phenomenon. It takes place in the 

context of rapid and unplanned urbanization. Another driving factor behind Islamism is 

immigration from Africa and the Middle East to Europe. Muslim immigrants to Europe have 

been confronted with a different lifestyle in which their traditional norms are challenged. 

Moreover, these immigrants are faced with Western societies that do not provide public support 

for their unique identity. Islamists provide an alternative that calls for pride in one’s identity.
108

 

While I disagree with Fukuyama’s use of the term “Islamism,”
109

 his insights on the relationship 

between religious identity and social status are pertinent to my argument. One of the most 

powerful emotional arguments driving self-proclaimed Islamic groups is the reaction against 

modernity’s perceived disrespect for religion 

Scott Appleby has provided an overview of the literature about fundamentalism. Unlike 

Fukuyama, Appleby focuses on the actual religious teachings. According to him, the debate 

revolves around whether or not religious movements seeking power are more violent than their 

secular counterparts. Some scholars have viewed fundamentalism as interpretations of religions 

that amplify their destructive power. It is worth noting that Appleby collaborated with Marty on 

the Fundamentalism Project. Appleby himself insists on a religious core for fundamentalism. The 

"weak religion" school does not ignore the structural influences of the religious community. 
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However, it also emphasizes other factors, such as the encroachment of competing actors. Other 

factors considered are tensions over language, blood, and birth. In contrast, the "strong religion" 

interpretive approach claims that religion's history demonstrates that certain religions are a 

sufficient cause to inspire violence. The “strong religion” school calls for textual analysis of 

religious scriptures and interviews with the purveyors of violent religious thought. As Appleby 

puts it: 

Strong religion is to cluster works which see religion itself as the source of, or justification 

for, deadly violence, or which emphasize distinctive religious practices, beliefs, and 

ideologies as the decisive ingredients in violent movements that may also draw on 

nationalist, ethnic, or other motivations. My second category, weak religion, refers to works 

that present religion as a dependent variable in deadly violence, the primary source of which 

is secular in origin (e.g., enacted by the state, or by nationalist or ethnic extremists).
110

   

Among the adherents of that approach is Mark Juergensmeyer.
111

 The pathological school 

instead argues that the followers of fundamentalism have embraced psycho-social deviancy. A 

notable proponent of that reading is Charles B. Strozier.
112

 

Charles B. Strozier, who presents it as a mindset, offers a unique take on fundamentalism. 

Strozier utilizes psychoanalytical theory to develop his interpretive method. The fundamentalist 

mindset is based on binary thinking, anger intertwined with paranoia, in a group context. 

Fundamentalist groups have apocalyptic orientations that have distinct perspectives on time, 

death, and violence. These groups rely on charismatic leadership.
113114

 Strozier's interpretive 
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approach sees militant religions as the "distilled essence" of a mindset found in both secular and 

religious actors. What is in play is a "recurrent manifestation of a paranoid habit of the mind"
115

 

shaped by an experience of deep humiliation or identification with those who were deeply 

humiliated. This phenomenon can be found in individuals as well as violent groups. Thus, 

fundamentalism, whether secular or religious, has a violent telos and trajectory. Fundamentalism 

invites chaos and creativity. Its adherents use selective religious traditions to construct a modern 

religious alternative to a hostile secular environment. One way by which this alternative religious 

state is attained is through extremist violence. However, it is important to point out that many 

fundamentalists have adopted that mindset without resorting to violence. Strozier and Marty's 

different approaches to fundamentalism are not mutually exclusive. Instead, they highlight 

various aspects of fundamentalism. Marty shows the elements underpinning fundamentalists' 

identities, while Strozier examines their group dynamics. Marty’s and Strozier's theorizations on 

fundamentalism overlap regarding how charismatic authority is the cornerstone of 

fundamentalism.   

In addition to paranoia, the fundamentalist mindset is characterized by a kairotic perception 

of time, according to Strozier. On one hand, Cartesian time is evenly spaced, accurate, 

predictable, and forms the backdrop of modern societies. On the other hand, kairotic time is 

uneven. It is experienced in varying degrees of intensity. Values affect the extent to which time 

is perceived. Kairotic time is based on Sigmund Freud’s conception of time in his 

theorization of the Oedipus complex. Key moments in childhood have transformative 

consequences. Freud’s insights into the elastic perception of time, owing to an event of 
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extreme misery, can be applied to trauma. Traumatic events shape how time is perceived, 

especially by groups with a paranoiac break from society i.e., fundamentalists. Kairotic time is 

predictive. The present is the proper context for the accomplishment of great actions. The future 

can only be conceptualized via a transformative event. Consequently, the end goal of 

fundamentalist groups is an apocalyptic transformation of society. It is a call for redemptive 

violence. The destruction wrought on corrupt societies is a prerequisite for a new, purer state of 

affairs. Kairotic time reinforces one’s paranoia. The intensity with which sentiments are felt is 

reinforced. Kairotic time is always running out, and a belief in the imminent end affects 

fundamentalists’ goals.  The paranoid fundamentalist’s empathy has dissolved into his emotional 

exaggerations. This in turn reinforces his aggression. The paranoid fundamentalist is grandiose; 

he sees history as being a narration of forces being aligned against him. Such a person suffers 

from victimization and negative grandiosity, whereby the extreme significance of the person 

generates a heightened degree of hostility. This furthers his drive for violence whereby the 

“other” is the personification of evil. Violence is seen as self-protection against a constant 

tormentor. Extreme measures are the natural remedy for ever-increasing threats.
116

  

Mark Juergensmeyer examines what he calls cultures of violence. He argues that these 

cultures form the backdrop to religious terrorism. These cultures act as a community of support 

for religious terrorism. These cultures are characterized by a high degree of moral presumption. 

Overlapping with Marty's fundamentalism, Juergensmeyer's cultures of violence perceive that 

they are already under attack. According to these cultures' adherents, violence is simply the 

natural response to the violence they have experienced. Juergensmeyer argues that in certain 
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situations, religion in itself can be an explanatory variable in acts of terrorism and not merely a 

cover for socioeconomic concerns. Juergensmeyer's definition of culture comes from Michel 

Foucault. It is a paradigm that defines the connections of all knowledge. This approach draws a 

direct link between speech and acts. Juergensmeyer's methodology is based on unstructured 

interviews to obtain the terrorists' religious worldviews. His use of the term "terrorism" is 

problematic, as it is unlikely those who are accused of it self-identify as such. The use of that 

term hinders Juergensmeyer's goal of understanding his subjects' worldviews. Moreover, his 

conceptualization of violence is problematic as it leaves out state-sponsored acts of aggression. 

However, I share Juergensmeyer's assessment of religion's importance when studying actions 

and modes of their legitimation. Juergensmeyer's methodology of gleaning from individuals' 

sayings their perception of the other is another addition to the literature, which I will make use of 

when discussing Ibn Taymiyah, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab, Qutb, Al-Qaradawi, Bin Laden, and IS. 
117

  

A counterpoint is offered by William Cavanaugh regarding the concept of religious 

violence.
118

 Cavanaugh argues there is no reason to assume that people kill for God as opposed 

to a plethora of secular reasons.
119

 Cavanaugh claims that the popular belief which holds that 

religions are more inclined to violence when compared to secular ideologies is a mere truism. 

Cavanaugh goes further, whereby the myth of religious violence serves to justify the violence 

emanating from secular actors. It is part of a constructed binary, between the West and the 

Muslim world. The West is presented as being rational and peacemaking, while Muslims are 

portrayed as being fanatical and characterized by religious violence. The myth of religious 
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violence serves to justify Western military interventions, targeting Muslims. Cavanaugh rejects 

the secular/religious binary, as it is not a trans-historical and trans-cultural phenomenon. Instead, 

it is a direct expression of European power.
120

 Regarding my research, I need to be cognizant of 

Cavanaugh’s critiques when utilizing the theoretical approaches to fundamentalism and 

rationality. My aim, as previously mentioned, will be to present the religious groups I am 

analyzing in a way that they can recognize themselves. In doing so, I will have avoided 

regurgitating crude stereotypes that have served as a pretext for Western colonial ambitions.   

Regarding my thesis, the religious thought of IS, the official religious institutions of Saudi 

Arabia, Qatar, and elements of the Muslim Brotherhood can all be traced directly to the ideas of 

a 13
th

-century theologian: Ibn Taymiyah. The following section engages with the thoughts of 

Taquiddeen Ahmad Ibn Taymiyah, as his beliefs represent the intersection between the (so-

called) Islamic State (IS) and the Iraqi Islamic Party (IIP). I structure my analysis of Ibn 

Taymiyah via the overlap between the concept of fundamentalism and rationalization, which this 

study refers to as fundamentalist rationalization. Fundamentalism is the opposition to the pre-

existing traditional authorities and a harkening back to a past golden age. This proclaimed 

exclusive relationship with the golden past is intended to delegitimize traditionalists, portraying 

them as religious deviants who have strayed away from the proper path. It is also a call to reject 

and possibly overthrow social and political norms. This supposed exclusive connection to a past 

golden age as expressed by IS's ethnicity, as well as elements of the IIP, is the praxis of a 

fundamentalist rationalization. This conceptual framework elucidates numerous aspects of IS’s 

and IIP's arguments, providing a unique perspective of what they are.  
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2.3 The Praxis of Ibn Taymiyah's Fundamentalist Rationalization 

Saudi Arabia and IS represent the praxis of Ibn Taymiyah's thoughts. Considering how it 

came into existence, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia increasingly resembles an "IS that made it."
121

 

Saudi Arabia is the third iteration of a political entity underpinned by an alliance between the 

Wahhabi religious establishment and the Saud family. All three Saudi States thrived on 

massacres and starvation campaigns both in the Arabian Peninsula and in Iraq as they 

exterminated their opponents. These campaigns were glorified by Saudi clerics who utilized Ibn 

Taymiyah to justify their stances and actions towards anyone who did not abide by their religious 

precepts. A case in point is their views on apostasy. These disciples of Ibn Abd Al Wahaab and 

Ibn Taymiyah considered anyone who did not follow them to be guilty of apostasy and 

blasphemy. In doing so, they believed the killing of apostates to be an act of worship. Moreover, 

IS's mufti, Turki Ibn Mubarak Al Binali,
122

 approvingly noted the rise of the First Saudi State 

and claimed that his group is trying to emulate the state formation to bolster the group's 

"legitimacy." 
123124125

 Ibn Taymiyah is also an inspiration for a host of murderous extremist 

organizations,
126

 such as but not restricted to, Al Qaeda,
127

 Jund Ansar Allah, Boko Haram,
128129
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the Haqqani Network, Tahreek Taliban Pakistan, Harakat Al Shabaab Al Mujahideen,
130

 the 

Nursah Front,
131

 Hay'at Tahreer Al-Sham,
132

 Fatah Al Islam,
133

 Usbat Al Ansar
134

 and so 

forth.
135

   

 Ibn Taymiyah represents a rejection of the traditional Islamic authorities
136137138

 as well 

as his contemporary political context. Ibn Taymiyah sought to carve out a middle position in the 

debates that were raging between the traditionalist Ash'arites and the Mutazilites. While the 
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 Also known as the Islamic State in West Africa 
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 It has splintered into numerous subgroups. One faction is loyal to the group’s founder Abu 

Baker Shekau and the other follows IS central’s (the leadership based in Syrian and Iraq) 

replacement, Abu Musab Al Barnawi. None of these disparate factions have called into question 

Ibn Taymiyah, or the central role of his thought.  
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 The Mujahedeen Youth Movement 
131

 The Support for Victory Front 
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 Notable traditionalist enemies of Ibn Taymiyah are Abu Hayyaan Al Andalusi, Aladdin Al 

Bukhari, Jalal Al Din Al Suyuti, Abu Al Qasim Al Qushayri and Muhammad Murtada Al 

Zabeedi. Al Andalusi was originally a fan of Ibn Taymiyah, and then had a falling out with him 

over the issue of anthropomorphism He consequently authored poems against Ibn Taymiyah. Al 

Andalusi, Taqi al-Din al-Subki, and Abu Saeed Al-Alaee were contemporaries of Ibn Taymiyah, 

and among his most vocal opponents. The other clerics listed all authored books against Ibn 
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Ash'arites and Mutazilites laid claim to reason in establishing their arguments, Ibn Taymiyah 

sought to downplay the role of reason in religious debates. Instead, Ibn Taymiyah appealed to 

fitrah,
139

 or the basic human instincts in determining right from wrong.
140

 In developing his 

fitrah-alternative, Ibn Taymiyah essentially claimed that he did not need to justify his arguments 

or make sure they were internally consistent. This study argues that his principal opponents were 

the traditional clergy.  Many of his disputes were theological, such as 

Anthropomorphism
141142143144

 and Intercession.
145

  However, there exist numerous intersections 

between his religious and political oppositions.
146

 His positions emphasized a refusal to eat from 

the table of a Muslim leader whom he deemed insufficiently pious:  

"You claim that you are Muslim, and you have with you Mu'adhdhins,
147 

Muftis, Imams, 

and Shaykhs, but you invaded us and reached our country for what? While your father 

and your grandfather Hulagu [the Mongol Emperor who sacked Baghdad] were non-

believers, they did not attack, and they kept their promise. But you promised and broke 

your promise."
148149150151
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He characterized the traditional scholars as too submissive to tyrants who refuse to abide 

by Islam's judgments. This rejection meant that Ibn Taymiyah considered everyone other than 

his followers as blasphemers.
152

 This included the Caliph, who relied on these apostate scholars 

and the masses that followed them in their misguidance. The solution for Ibn Taymiyah was the 

wholesale reformulation of society. Ibn Taymiyah wanted a pure community, with religion 

permeating all aspects. This "reformed" community was to utilize his religious thoughts 

exclusively and not allow any heretical innovations.
153

 Shifting power relations correlate with the 

rise of fundamentalist rationalization in the name of Islam. The weakness of the traditionalists 

paved the way for the alternative proposed by the fundamentalists. Ibn Taymiyah was able to 

exploit a permissible context characterized by a weak Abbasid caliphate which was badly 

mauled by the Mongol invasion. Ibn Taymiyah’s popularity stemmed from a desire to challenge 

the traditionalist clergy who were allied to the Abbasids. In addition, the traditionalist clergy 

were not able to impose the punishment of apostasy on Ibn Taymiyah. Had the traditionalist 

clergy had its way, Ibn Taymiyah would have been executed for refusing to recant. Instead, local 
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rulers attempted to placate both the traditionalists and Ibn Taymiyah’s followers by imprisoning 

Ibn Taymiyah for the last two years of his life. Ibn Taymiyah’s imprisonment was not 

particularly strict as he was able to continue writing, and in doing so further expanding his 

following.
154

   

 Another aspect of fundamentalism, particularly apparent in Ibn Taymiyah's teachings, 

is his bowdlerization of the pre-existing traditional authority. By this, elements of the opposing 

authority are reconstructed to present new forms of legitimacy. Ibn Taymiyah's bowdlerization is 

exemplified by his supposed exclusive connection to a past golden age, the Salaf in his case, and 

the bricolage characterizing his theology. This presumed exclusive connection to the past 

signifies that Ibn Taymiyah considered all Muslims throughout the previous six centuries 

to the time of the Salaf to be blasphemers. In the name of Islam, Ibn Taymiyah thought all his 

Muslim religious opponents to be disbelievers. More specifically, Ibn Taymiyah claimed to be 

the only legitimate Sunni scholar. He dismissed all non-Sunni groups out of hand as being 

heretical.
155

  

It is essential to note the lack of originality in Ibn Taymiyah's religious theses. While 

Ibn Taymiyah positioned himself as a Sunni authority, he incorporated different ideas coming 

from various religious groups, all the while considering them to be blasphemous. For example, 

Ibn Taymiyah accepted Al Karaamiyah's
156

 belief that God is above the throne
157

 while rejecting 
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their ideas on faith. Regarding Al Bayaniah,
158159160161

 he took their anthropomorphic theses 

while rejecting their postulate that parts of God will cease to exist. Crucially, while Ibn 

Taymiyah accepted some of the Karaamiyah and Al Bayaniah's views, he nevertheless dismissed 

them as being heretics for not being Sunni while simultaneously condemning the traditional 

Sunni authorities for rejecting the Karaamiyah and Al Bayaniah's anthropomorphic postulates. 

Ibn Taymiyah combined different religious views that have enjoyed a degree of popularity with 

diverse audiences. This bricolage indicates that Ibn Taymiyah aimed to unite a plethora of 

dissimilar religious trends gaining popularity and offering an alternative to the traditional 

religious authorities. It is also suggestive of Ibn Taymiyah's longer-term project, which is 

developing an alternative conceptualization and legitimation of Sunni authority. Ibn Taymiyah 

provided emotionally rich terms for new polities to take hold.      

This pattern of bowdlerization and embellishment is repeated with Ibn Taymiyah's 

treatment of the Jahmiyah.
162

 Bowdlerization and embellishment are two core features of 

fundamentalism. Both are employed strategically and systemically. This type of fundamentalist 

argumentation is called fundamentalist rationalism. The Jahmiyah did not identify themselves as 

Sunnis. The Jahmiyah challenged the traditional Sunni authorities over the issue of the 

everlastingness of Paradise and Hell.
163

 The Jahmiyah disagreed with the Sunni belief that 

Paradise and Hell do not come to an end, asserting that their existence is not everlasting. Ibn 
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Taymiyah crafted a novel middle position in his book called The Deceptiveness of the Jahmiyah. 

Despite the book's title, he accepts some of the Jahmiyah's arguments, for example, Hell does 

cease to exist. Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyah claimed that the Jahmiyah were heretical in believing 

that Paradise would come to an end. Moreover, Ibn Taymiyah made his book an attack against 

both the traditionalists and the Jahmiyah, claiming both held the same belief.
164

  Ibn Taymiyah 

wanted a movement that could encompass ideas gaining popularity while doing that in the name 

of traditional Salafi scholarship. On a personal note, this is one of Ibn Taymiyah's lesser-known 

positions. Based on his book's title alone, some of his followers believe that Ibn Taymiyah 

entirely repudiated the Jahmiyah.    

Ibn Taymiyah's bowdlerization of Greek philosophy is particularly poignant. While Ibn 

Taymiyah presented himself as the guardian of the Salaf's orthodoxy, he freely borrowed from 

ideas and movements gaining popularity, all the while deeming them as heretical. A case in point 

would be the debate over the world's creation, which had been raging between the traditionalist 

Asha'arites
165

/Maturidis
166167168

 and some Mutazilites. On the one hand, Asha'arite traditional 

authorities believed that God is the creator of everything. On the other hand, some Mutazilite
169
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factions claimed that the substance or essence
170

 of the world is beginningless with God. The 

root of the debate is the desire of some Mutazilite leaders, such as Ibn Sina
171172173

 and Al-

Farabi,
174175176177

 to strengthen the faith by incorporating philosophy. They further argued that 

the use of philosophy was a tool to make more coherent arguments, just as in mathematics.
178

 

Consequently, the Mutazilites, borrowing heavily from Aristotle's ontology and physics, argued 

that the essence of the world is without beginning.
179

 The traditionalists rejected that postulate, 

arguing that by claiming the essence of the world is eternal, Mutazilites have associated partners 

with God. As such, the traditionalists accused the Mutazilites of uncritically accepting ideas that 

ultimately led to polytheism.
180

 Ibn Taymiyah weighed in on the ongoing debate through the 

process of bowdlerization, selecting different aspects of the two competing sides while being 

opposed to both. Ibn Taymiyah agreed with the Mutazilites' thesis on the uncreated nature of the 

world's essence, all the while deeming the Mutazilites heretical for not being traditional Sunni 

Muslims. At the same time, he opposed the traditional authorities on that same point. For Ibn 

                                                           
170

 The term in Arabic is نوع   
171

 Avicenna Study Group Conference, Interpreting Avicenna: Science And Philosophy In 

Medieval Islam-Proceedings Of The Second Conference Of The Avicenna Study Group (BRILL, 

2004). 80 
172

 Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥusayn ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Sīnā 
173

 “Avicenna | Biography, Books, & Facts,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed January 25, 

2021, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Avicenna. 
174

 Joep Lameer, Al-Fārābī and Aristotelian Syllogistics: Greek Theory and Islamic Practice 

(Leiden, the Netherlands: BRILL, 1994), xv. https://books.google.fr/books?id=YPRPgD7PY_4C 
175

 Oliver Leaman, “Ghazāli and the Ash’arites,” Asian Philosophy 6, no. 1 (March 1, 1996): 17–

27, 17. 
176

 Muḥammad Ibin Tarkhān Ibin Awzalaġ al-Fārābī 
177

 Encyclopædia Universalis, “Al Farabi,” Encyclopædia Universalis, accessed January 25, 

2021, https://www.universalis.fr/encyclopedie/al-farabi/. 
178

 “Avicenna (Ibn Sina): Logic | Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy,” accessed March 15, 

2018, https://www.iep.utm.edu/av-logic/. 
179

 Stephen Menn, “Aristotle and Plato on God as Nous and as the Good,” The Review of 

Metaphysics 45 (1992): 543–573, 544. 
180

 Leaman, op.cit., 18.  



  

73 
 

Taymiyah and like-minded fundamentalists, the issue is not of consistency but rather the 

assembling of a coalition. Their goal was to incorporate some heterodox ideas that were 

becoming prevalent in society while simultaneously reaching out to individuals who were 

uncomfortable with openly rejecting traditional authorities and Sunni Islam. Again, many of Ibn 

Taymiyah's modern-day followers believe that he holds the traditional belief and that he 

represents a stern return to the orthodoxy of the righteous forefathers.  

Ibn Taymiyah's epistemology does not allow for logic or the use of mental proofs. 

Instead, it is a call to follow Islamic scripture exclusively through Ibn Taymiyah. As 

rationalization pertains to the perception of the world, epistemology examines the mechanisms 

leading to that perception. Following his stated rejection of heretical innovations to the religion, 

Ibn Taymiyah deemed those who attempted to introduce philosophy to Islam as being 

blasphemers. Ibn Taymiyah staked the claim that the human mind is limited, and by 

consequence, cannot be used for ascertaining the truth. He postulated that logic is simply of no 

mentionable value. Ibn Taymiyah's epistemic hostility to logic also stemmed from his belief that 

there is no way of genuinely isolating logic from its philosophical milieu. Per that reasoning, 

trust in logic is misplaced and a backdoor for the corruption of the true faith by introducing 

foreign polytheistic concepts. Ibn Taymiyah's amalgamation of philosophy with logic and 

contempt for both was articulated in his statement: "Philosophical logic is like the flesh of a 

camel at the top of a mountain. It is not easy to climb the mountain, nor is the flesh good enough 

to justify climbing, nor is the path leading to it easy to follow."
181182
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Modern organizations espousing Ibn Taymiyah's thoughts are neither able nor willing to 

debate or engage with the contradictions inherent in his opinions, which in turn are the outcome 

of bowdlerization.
183

 That is not to say that automatically a person who subscribes to Ibn 

Taymiyah's thoughts is a violent terrorist. However, in Ibn Taymiyah's work is found a 

justification for mass slaughter. It sees Muslims as apostates and pretenders, whose killing is an 

act of obedience to God. This correlates with Ibn Taymiyah's belief that only he and his 

followers are true believers, whereas they deemed everyone else as being a blasphemer who has 

strayed from the path of Salaf. Ibn Taymiyah's thought regarding authority is revolutionary. It 

does not recognize any but its own. Ibn Taymiyah was utilized to justify an armed uprising 

against the pre-existing authorities, even if they claimed to be caliphates, such as the Ottomans. 

Moreover, Ibn Taymiyah's thought justifies mass slaughter and deportation. It presents these acts 

as acceptable means for dealing with the blasphemers and constructing a new, purer, polity.  

Moreover, in Ibn Taymiyah’s case, the process of bowdlerization is subtle. This is 

because Ibn Taymiyah never credits these previous religious traditions. Nor does he accept them 

in their entirety. Instead, he selectively chooses whatever he deems as politically expedient or 

merely appealing to his tastes. The implication is that it is for Ibn Taymiyah exclusively to 

decide which religious traditions are to be bowdlerized or discarded. While the main thrust of Ibn 

Taymiyah's attack is aimed at traditional scholarship, Ibn Taymiyah cannot conceptualize any 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

[Answering the Logicians (The Advice of the People of the Faith in Response to the Logic of the 

Greeks)] (Beirut: Al-Rayan Institute, 2005):157. 
183
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Taymiyah, or his acolytes on YouTube.   
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legitimate political or religious challenge to his teachings. Also, there is no distinction between 

the two, so Ibn Taymiyah cannot accept any disagreement.
184

   

Ibn Taymiyah was not an adherent of perennialism, but rather a fundamentalist. On the 

one hand, perennialism is the belief in the "[c]ommon mystical experiences across cultures and 

traditions."
185

 On the other hand, fundamentalism is the revolutionary rejection of religious and 

political competitors. Fundamentalists draw an exclusive connection to a past golden age, and 

that exclusivity leads fundamentalists to reject the words and deeds of anyone who does not 

follow their teachings. A cornerstone of fundamentalism and Ibn Taymiyah's thought is 

bowdlerization. 

 The fundamentalist mindset Ibn Taymiyah promoted, correlates with deep humiliation 

and foreign domination. This thesis utilizes Strozier's definition when using the expression 

“fundamentalist mindset.” Feelings of paranoia stem from that mindset. Regarding Ibn 

Taymiyah, he presented himself as a legitimate figure, owing to his calls for Jihad against the 

pagan Mongol invaders. These Mongol hordes represented a mortal threat to a significant 

number of Muslims. Ibn Taymiyah and his followers were even more infuriated by the Mongol 

leaders who had converted to Islam but refused to completely abide by the religion's orders, as 

Ibn Taymiyah saw it. Instead, these Mongol leaders continued to rule via their customary law 

known as Yasa or Yasiq. Per the beliefs of Ibn Taymiyah, the continued influence of Mongol 

customary law on Muslims is concomitant with the believers' continuous humiliation. These 
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repeated humiliations form the backdrop to Ibn Taymiyah's paranoiac break with the rest of 

society. Ibn Taymiyah argued that since traditionalists were ineffective in resisting the Mongols' 

cultural intrusions, they were part of the problem. He went further and perceived heretical 

innovations introduced in the religion, left, right, and center. Equally guilty in Ibn Taymiyah's 

eyes were the ruling Mongols, the acquiescent traditionalist clergy, and the ignorant masses.  

Binary thought characterizes Ibn Taymiyah's thinking: Either one was a true believer, i.e., 

he or his followers, or one was a blasphemer. Ibn Taymiyah developed a new movement reacting 

to the perceived irreligiosity of the time. This new movement made selective use of tradition to 

portray its adherents as a sacred remnant. 
186

 Ibn Taymiyyah did not have any specific 

apocalyptic orientations, nor did he engage in a revolutionary armed struggle against the political 

authorities. His inability to implement his teachings can be partially explained because Ibn 

Taymiyah had a minimal number of followers and was imprisoned before he could gain a mass 

following.       

 Ibn Taymiyah's perception of authority is a radical break with the status quo, which holds 

for now, as it did during the 13
th

 century. By presenting a novel ethnicity whose adherents are 

the sole inheritors of a distant golden age, the ethnic groups stemming from Ibn Taymiyah's 

thought offer an alternative form of authority/legitimacy.
187188

 Ibn Taymiyah's ethnic project is 

predicated on charismatic authority, as opposed to the pre-existing traditional authorities in the 

areas it targets, namely tribal actors. A rational-legal authority in a Weberian sense would not 
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apply, as it pertains to a modern, i.e., 20
th

-century German state. Charismatic authority revolves 

around a person with exceptional traits. In the case of Ibn Taymiyah, he is the only person whom 

his followers refer to as Sheikh Ul-Islam, literally the sheikh of Islam. This alternative poses a 

challenge to other authorities, notably the Abbasid Caliphate, its followers, and supportive 

clergy. Ibn Taymiyah's proposed authority is a replacement for the pre-existing religious and 

political leaders. Ibn Taymiyah sought to cultivate an image of a pious scholar, willing to 

challenge an authoritarian leadership. Ibn Taymiyah attempted to mold himself in the image of 

Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, especially as Ibn Hanbal was quite popular in Ibn Taymiyah's days, in the 

area where he lived. Ibn Hanbal was a Sunni scholar and jurisconsult who refused to entertain 

the pro-Mutazilite policies of some Abbasid Caliphs. Ibn Hanbal maintained his religious 

stances, even though he was imprisoned and tortured. Ibn Taymiyah portrayed himself as a 

devout scholar who rejects any deviation from the true faith.
189

 Ibn Taymiyah's followers to this 

day consider him to be an icon of personal bravery, steadfastness, and intellectual rigor.
190

   

2.4 Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab: The Reviver of Ibn Taymiyah's Fundamentalist 

Rationalization and the Ideological Founder of Saudi Arabia 

Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab, at the beginning of the 19
th

 century, resurrected Ibn 

Taymiyah's ideas, his alternative ethnicity, and notions of authority. The relevance of Ibn Abd Al 

Wahaab
191

 is manifold, as he was able to implement Ibn Taymiyah's fundamentalist 

rationalization via the First Saudi State. This also applies to the Second Saudi State and the Third 
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and its most recent iteration: The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
192193194

 Ibn Abd Al Wahaab claimed 

an exclusive connection to a past golden age.
195196

 Just like Ibn Taymiyah, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab 
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 المجلد السادس الرسالة الثامن و العشرون صقال محمد بن عبد الوهاب في كتاب مؤلفات الثيخ الامام محمد بن عبد الوهاب 

من محمد بن عبد الوهاب الى من يصل اليه هذا الكتاب من المسلمين سلام الله عليكم و بركاته و بعد...وأنا أخبركم  187 186

ولا أعرف دين "لا إله إلا الله"،  عن نفسي  قد طلبت العلم، واعتقدَ من عرفني أن لي معرفة، وأنا ذلك الوقت لا أعرف معنى
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  أو زعم عن مشايخه أن أحداً عرف ذلك ، فقد كذب وافترى، ى الإسلام قبل هذا الوقت،عرف معن

He said from Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab to the Muslims whom this book reaches: Peace be 

upon you and His blessings. Furthermore … [Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab wrote some 

verses from the Quran]. I [Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab] will tell you about myself. I have 

sought knowledge and those who knew me thought that I had knowledge, while I at that time did 

not know what “there is no god but Allah” meant. Nor did I know the religion of Islam before 

this goodness which Allah endowed upon me [This means that Ibn Abd Al Wahaab claimed that 

before his religious call and understanding of Islam, he was a disbeliever]. This was also the case 

regarding my sheikhs. None of them knew that [there is no god but Allah]. Whoever among the 

scholars of Al-‘Aarid [an area in modern-day Saudi Arabia] claimed that he know the meaning 

of “there is no god but Allah” or knew the meaning of Islam before this time [the beginning of 

the Wahhabi call] or claimed that his sheikhs knew that, then he has lied slandered. [This is 

explicit proof that Ibn Abd Al Wahaab claimed that anyone who did not adhere to his religious 

precepts was a blasphemer, and that he had an exclusive connection to the Muslims of a previous 

era].   
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presented himself as the sole representative of the Salaf. He echoed Ibn Taymiyah's assertion that 

everyone who lived during the six hundred years between Ibn Taymiyah and the Salaf was a 

disbeliever.
197198199

 Moreover, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab claimed everyone had blasphemed in the six 

hundred years that separated him from Ibn Taymiyah.  Ibn Abd Al Wahaab was attributed by his 

followers the title of Mujaddid,
200

 i.e., the Reviver of the Faith. This reading of Ibn Abd Al 

Wahaab's authority rejects the legitimacy of all actors who refuse to abide by Ibn Abd Al 

Wahaab's religious precepts. Thus, tribes, families, and individuals not following Ibn Abd Al 

Wahaab were portrayed as illegitimate heretics, whose extermination is not just permissible but 

rewardable. Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's belief in the permissibility to kill anyone who is a blasphemer, 

namely anyone who disagrees with him, underpins the Wahhabis' perception of the world and 

how they interacted with it. This belief also led Ibn Abd Al Wahaab to imprison and execute his 

brother. 
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The relationship between Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab and his brother Suleiman Ibn 

Abd Al Wahaab illustrates how Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab interacted with his opponents 

among the traditionalist clergy, among which was Suleiman. 
201

 Suleiman was a vocal opponent 

of Wahhabism and authored two books against his brother.
202203

 
204205

 He argued against his 

brother's presumed exclusive connection to the past golden age of the Salaf. Suleiman 

rhetorically posed the question: If everyone, as his brother Muhammad argued, was a disbeliever, 

then who taught Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahhab the true faith? The dispute between the two 

brothers escalated until Suleiman was captured and executed. This execution was part of 

Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahhab's broader campaign against the traditionalist clergy and anyone 

else who opposed him. Wahhabis' massacres 
206

 targeted both Sunnis and Shias, extending from 

Hijaz
207

 to the West of the Arabian Peninsula, to Karbala in southern Iraq.
208209

 The firsthand 
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accounts of the massacres echo those of IS centuries later, adding further credence to these 

primary sources.
210

 While the massacres targeted all who did not subscribe to Wahhabism, the 

Ibn Abd Al Wahaab brothers' relationship highlights how the traditionalists and the Wahhabi 

fundamentalists prioritized one another. The traditionalists and fundamentalists were fixated 

because both presented themselves as Sunni Muslims, who were steadfast in upholding the 

Salaf's ways. As such, they represented a critical threat to the dissemination and implementation 

of their ideas. 
211212

  

Ibn Abd Al Wahaab promoted a fundamentalist mindset, to a similar degree to Ibn 

Taymiyah. As was the case with Ibn Taymiyah, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab relied on binary thinking. 

He presented himself and his followers as true believers and deemed everyone else to be a 

blasphemer. Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's rage and paranoia were mainly directed toward traditionalists. 

Ibn Abd Al Wahaab argued that the traditionalists had allowed foreign religious innovations to 

corrupt the faith of all. These beliefs expressed themselves in a violent telos. This is so as Ibn 

Abd Al Wahaab, in words and deeds, argued that his religious enemies, namely everyone, had 

merited death. Neither Ibn Taymiyah nor Ibn Abd Al Wahaab had a particular apocalyptic bent. 

Unlike Ibn Taymiyah, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab was not interested in the physical presence of foreign 

invaders. Instead, his rage was entirely directed toward local tribes who refused to abide by his 

religious precepts. The focus on the local is a distinguishing mark of Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's 

fundamentalism. His creativity was expressed in the establishment of the First Saudi Kingdom. 

That kingdom was a wholly modern political innovation underpinned by the alliance between 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
209

 Ahmad Zayni Dahlan was a traditionalist scholar who wrote in the late 19
th

 century on the 

religious and military conflict between the traditionalist Ottoman Empire (which he sided with) 

and the Second Saudi State.  
210

 Particularly those of Ahmad Zayni Dahlan  
211

 Traboulsi, op. cit., 373.  
212

 See their views on the Shiites: https://twitter.com/MuftiFendi/status/1271479703325544448 

https://twitter.com/MuftiFendi/status/1271479703325544448


  

82 
 

Ibn Abd Al Wahaab and the Saud family. Ibn Abd Al Wahaab made selective use of tradition to 

establish an exclusive link between himself, his new polity, and his followers to the Salaf and 

again deeming everyone else to be heretical in the process.          

The issue of authority is a point of difference between Ibn Taymiyah and Ibn Abd Al 

Wahaab. While Ibn Taymiyah appealed exclusively to charismatic authority, Ibn Abd Al 

Wahhab attempted to wield traditional as well as charismatic authority. As previously 

mentioned, Ibn Taymiyah's appeal to authority consisted in the religious status he attributed to 

himself. Ibn Abd Al Wahhab, like Ibn Taymiyah, presented himself as a unique religious 

paragon. However, Ibn Abd Al Wahhab attempted to assert his position by marrying into the 

clan of Muhamad Ibn Saud.
213

  This partnership between Ibn Abd Al Wahhab and Ibn Saud was 

struck to gain what each lacked, but the other had: hard and soft power. Moreover, this joint 

fundamentalist project served to propel historically marginalized and impoverished male leaders 

to public view. It gave religious meaning to their challenge of a weakened Ottoman leadership.
214

  

Ibn Saud offered Ibn Abd Al Wahaab protection from the Ottoman Empire and the 

traditionalists so that Ibn Abd Al Wahaab could spread his teachings. In turn, Ibn Abd Al 

Wahaab sought to provide Ibn Saud with political legitimacy based on the correct understanding 

of the faith. Ibn Abd Al Wahaab justified Ibn Saud's territorial ambitions by deeming Ibn Saud's 

tribal rivals as blasphemers, as they had not subscribed to Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's thoughts. Ibn 

Abd Al Wahaab reframed Ibn Saud's wars into a holy struggle between belief and disbelief. Ibn 

Abd Al Wahaab enabled Ibn Saud to recruit beyond his tribal base by preaching an armed 
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campaign to purify the faith.
215

 By extension, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab attempted to justify Ibn Saud's 

launch of an uprising against the traditionalist Ottoman Empire and establish his kingdom 

wherein the true faith (Wahhabism) could be implemented.
216

 By appealing to different types of 

authorities simultaneously, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab could go beyond Ibn Taymiyah insofar as he 

succeeded in implementing his teachings. Ibn Abd Al Wahaab was able to establish a polity 

based on his and Ibn Taymiyah’s fundamentalist rationalization. 
217 

 The rise of Ibn Abd Al Wahaab’s fundamentalist rationalization correlates with yet 

another shift in power relations. The traditionalists were backed by the Ottoman Empire. 

However, in the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire had entered a period of decline. The 

Ottoman’s decline went in tandem with the empowerment of the Wahhabis. The Ottoman 

Empire’s weakness was so acute that it was given the moniker of the “sick man of Europe.” The 

Ottoman Empire was less and less able to resist Wahhabism. This change in the power relations 

would enable the Wahhabis to entrench their rule and establish polities. These polities are the 

Saudi states, which were all based on the alliance between the Wahhabi clergy and the Saud 

family. While the first two Saudi kingdoms were destroyed by Ottoman counterattacks in 1818 

and 1865 respectively, the collapse of Ottoman rule in the Arabian Peninsula following the 

conclusion of the First World War in 1918 enabled the Wahhabis to realize their political project. 
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The Saudi-Wahhabi alliance continued to accumulate power until the third Saudi kingdom was 

founded in 1932. 
218 

This allocation of traditional and charismatic authorities underpinned the distribution of 

power in Saudi Arabia since its establishment. While the Ibn Saud's descendants reign as 

absolute monarchs, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's family, known as Aal Al-Sheikh,
219

 control the 

religious establishment. The religious clergymen
220

 are Al Saud's junior partners, whose primary 

role is to ostensibly purify the faith from heretical innovations and watch over the spiritual well-

being of Saudis and Muslims worldwide.
221

 The Wahhabi religious establishment seeks to 

empower the regime by inoculating the Saudi population with the virtue of total obedience to the 

monarchy. The Wahhabi religious establishment also serves as an instrument for Saudi foreign 

policy, providing religious edicts to justify its relationship with the world. 
222223

 

Wahhabi fundamentalist rationalization calls for different political strategies, 

ranging from all-out revolutionary warfare to arch-conservatism, depending on the politico-

religious context. When Wahhabis were wholly excluded from power by the traditionalist 

Ottomans, the system was perceived as heretical. This perception emboldened Wahhabis to wage 

armed conflict against the pre-existing authorities and carry out massacres against the perceived 
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disbelievers. However, when the Wahhabi clergymen were allotted positions in the newly 

established monarchy, they gave it their full loyalty. The Saudi regime has since enjoyed the 

unwavering support of most Wahhabi clerics. This support continues even though Saudi Arabia, 

per its rulers' admission, is not wholly governed by Islamic law (hence its self-identification as a 

monarchy).
 

Nevertheless, the Wahhabi religious establishment considers the act of rebelling against a 

Muslim ruler, sinful as he may be, to be itself a greater sin. According to them, the Saudi king is 

the Wali-Ul Amr
224

 and must enjoy full support from his pious subjects. Any challenge to his 

authority, and by extension to the religious establishment, is seen as illegitimate. This 

conceptualization of authority cannot allow for any challenge to the political and religious status 

quo. It is on that very point Osama Bin Laden would split with the official Wahhabi 

establishment, following the decision to establish US army bases in Saudi Arabia in 1991.  

2.5 Recent Changes in Wahhabi Fundamentalism: Official Wahhabism and the Sahwah 

The clergy's subservient relationship with the Saudi monarchy has persisted to this very 

day. With the advent of King Salman and his son Muhammad Bin Salman (MBS) as crown 

prince, the monarchy has moved away from religion. Instead, it has increasingly embraced 

hyper-nationalism to self-identify and to gain the Saudi populace's acceptance. This change in 

Saudi Arabia's ideology has been overtly encouraged by the United States to stem extremism and 

dry up IS and Al Qaeda's recruitment pool.
225226

 Nevertheless, the religious establishment 
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continues to defend the Saudi monarchy. At the same time, Wahhabi clerics who speak out 

against the social or religious transformations are suppressed. Forms of Wahhabism are no 

longer being tolerated, with the advent of the hyper-nationalistic MBS era. Clerics from the 

Sahwah movement, a melange of Wahhabism and the Brotherhood's ideology, have been 

imprisoned or tortured to death. Notable examples include Salman Al Odah, Safar Al Hawali, 

and Awad Al Qarni. They have been jailed for allegedly calling on Saudi Arabia to lift its siege 

on Qatar or for tweeting an appeal for reconciliation between the two countries. These clerics 

were jailed as a rebuke for their ideological leanings. Forms of Wahhabism that do not call for 

total submission to political authorities are no longer tolerated in the kingdom.
227

 

The cases of Ahmad Al Amaari Al Zahrani and Suleiman Ahmad Al Duwaysh are 

particularly instructive regarding the ideological redlines, which Wahhabi clerics are no longer 

permitted to cross. Al Zaharani was the dean of the Faculty of Quran at the Islamic University of 

Medina. It is worth bearing in mind that the Islamic University of Medina is wholly controlled 

by the state and a primary propagator of Wahhabi thought. Al Zahrani aroused the ire of the 

Saudi monarchy due to his pro-Sahwah leanings.
228229230231

  As for Al Duwaysh, he worked for 

the official religious institution in Saudi Arabia and presented himself on his Twitter bio as a 

person "…interested in exposing the Islamic nation's enemies among the liberal hypocrites and 
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their counterparts among the corrupt sects and the wicked degenerate ideas."
232

 Al Duwaysh was 

committed to Saudi Arabia that existed before King Salman and Muhammad Bin Salman's 

advent and their social liberalizations.
233234235236237

 While Al Duwaysh never attacked the king or 

directly criticized his policies, Al Duwaysh indirectly rejected King Salman's decision to 

empower his son MBS, so that the crown prince could enact his social transformation of Saudi 

Arabia. That was enough for both Al Duwaysh and Al Zahrani to be imprisoned and tortured to 

death.   
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 If this trend persists, the official Wahhabi establishment may find itself headed into 

irrelevancy, with Saudi monarchs having alternative means of self-justification. That substitute is 

Saudi nationalism, militarism, and xenophobia. Previous Saudi kings saw the value-rationality of 

the Wahhabi establishment. The status conferred by the Wahhabi establishment to the Saudi 

monarchs served to increase trust in them. King Salman’s and MBS's new attitude takes a 

functionalist approach to religious politics. Such an attitude increasingly views the Wahhabi 

establishment as a burden. This new approach has caused cracks to fissure in the religious 

establishment, and only those overtly and utterly submissive to an increasingly secularized 

crown are allowed to exist. Another possibility is the weakening of the Saudi regime whether, by 

foreign misadventure or economic ruin (both of which are distinct possibilities, considering the 

record of King Salman and his son Muhammad Bin Salman). In such a case, probably, official 

Wahhabism could very well be replaced by other forms of Wahhabism, more influenced by 

Sayyid Qutb. Wahhabis designed their initial perception of authority to disseminate their 

teachings and shape minds and hearts while underpinning the political system that protects it. 

With the changed internal and external context, this very conceptualization of authority sows the 

seeds for the Wahhabi leadership's ouster. 

2.6 The Muslim Brotherhood: How Hassan Al-Banna's Traditionalist Movement Morphed 

into a Fundamentalist Organization 

The Muslim Brotherhood did not start as a fundamentalist organization, with its 

concomitant rationalization. Instead, the Brotherhood was founded by Hassan Al-Banna as a 

traditionalist movement. Hassan Al-Banna was a product of the traditionalist clergy and the 

anticolonial milieu in Egypt. When Al-Banna was an adolescent, he participated in the protests, 

which were part of the 1919 pro-independence revolution against British colonial rule, and in 
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support of the nationalist Wafd
238

 Party. When Al-Banna was in high school, he wrote a paper in 

which he sketched out his plan for re-establishing the Ottoman Caliphate, which would occur via 

the foundation of a religious organization.
239

 Following his secondary studies, Al-Banna decided 

to become a traditionalist clergyman by studying religion at Al Azhar University. During his stay 

at Al Azhar,
240

 Al-Banna further aligned with the traditionalists within a context of shifting 

political circumstances.  

Under the Ottoman Empire, Al Azhar presented itself as the bastion of traditionalist 

Asha'ari knowledge. This correlated with the Ottoman Empire subscribing to the traditionalist 

Maturidi teachings. When the British Empire colonized Egypt, it viewed the traditionalist clergy 

as a threat. The traditionalists were loyal to the Ottoman Caliph and presented him as the leader 

of the believers.
241

 Consequently, the British decided to support the traditionalists' enemies and 

ensure that they attained positions of power. To that end, the British decided to empower the 

modernists. Modernism, founded and led by Muhammad Abduh, called for the 

wholehearted embrace of British institutions and ideas. The modernists argued that Britain's 

values had enabled it to progress and dominate the world materially. Hence, Muslims must 

incorporate Britain's cultural influence so that they too can enjoy the fruits of the West's 

progress. Modernists portrayed themselves as protectors of the faith by integrating rationalist 

philosophies into Islam.
242

 As a result, the modernists differentiated themselves from the 
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traditionalists by rejecting the existence of miracles, save for the Quran. Abduh argued that 

miracles are not compatible with modern science and must be allegorically interpreted. 

Muhammad Abduh and his disciples railed further against the traditional clergy for allowing folk 

superstitions to take hold. 

Moreover, Abduh held the traditionalists responsible for the moral and material decline 

the Muslim world was facing. Muhammad Abduh's new trend 
243

 was seen favorably by the 

British colonial regime. Also, the British, who sought to develop a favorable narrative of their 

presence, assisted Abduh. To that end, Abduh was appointed as a mufti and a judge in the 

colonial regime.
244

 Later, the British appointed Abduh as the head of Al Azhar University, the 

traditionalist faculty, and students' objections notwithstanding. In the case of Al-Banna, it further 

drove him away from Al Azhar as an institution.  Instead, Al-Banna founded his organization, 

free from the British's overt control: The Muslim Brotherhood.    

Among Al-Banna's justifications for the movement he founded was the passivity that he 

saw among some traditional clergymen in asserting their values. In his A Call to Worship to 

God,
245

 Al-Banna said:  

"What catastrophe has befallen the souls of the reformers and the spirit of the leaders? 

What has carried away the ardor of the zealots? What calamity has made them prefer this 

life after that? What has made them consider the way of struggle too rough and 

difficult?"
246
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Al-Banna argued that religion has a comprehensive role to play. Concomitantly, the Brotherhood 

reflected Al-Banna's religious objectives: "We [the Brotherhood] are a political party, but we're 

also a Sufi mystical group; we are a youth organization; we are a charitable organization; we are 

a sports club."
247248

 Al-Banna's movement started with religious outreach and then established 

educational and scouting programs. As the movement gained influence, Al-Banna expanded its 

scope to realize its ultimate aim of reviving the Caliphate. 
249250251

As the Brotherhood faced 

more internal and external challenges, it became more militarized. During the outbreak of the 

1948 Arab-Israeli War, it sent fighters to participate on the Arab side.
252

 It is important to point 

out that Al-Banna was not a fundamentalist. He did not claim an exclusive connection to a past 

golden age. Instead, he situated himself in the religious mainstream, in an Egyptian context. He 

was willing to avail himself of various strategies, which would bring him closer to his ambitious 

goal. Accordingly, Al-Banna was willing to work within the pre-existing political institutions. 

While Egypt was a monarchy under indirect British rule, it theoretically had an elected 

parliament. Even though it was not an Islamic regime, Al-Banna attempted to change the system 

from within when he ran for office.
253

 However, he lost owing to the rigging of the election.
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At the same time, Al-Banna prepared a secretly armed wing to militarily confront the 

British, known as “Al Tanzim Al Siree,” literally the Secret Organization.
254255

 Al-Banna's 

exclusion from office and increased backlash from the government led him to lose control over 

his organization. Al Tanzim Al Siree launched an armed campaign against the Egyptian 

government, culminating in the assassination of its Prime Minister Al Nuqrashi Pasha.
256

 Al-

Banna openly rebuked the changes his movement was undergoing and distanced himself from 

the bombings of Al Tanzim Al Siree.
257

 Following this, Al-Banna was assassinated. Al-Banna's 

inability to realize his project, the internal changes to the Brotherhood, and their revolutionary 

bent would pave the way for Sayyid Qutb, Al-Banna's de facto successor. Crucially, Sayyid Qutb 

would consider the Wafd Party, the protestors who came out in support of it, and everyone who 

participated in the official political system (Al-Banna included) to be blasphemers and legitimate 

military targets. This transition from Al-Banna to Qutb is critical for developing a different 

form of rationalization: a fundamentalist one.   

2.7 Sayyid Qutb: The Fundamentalist Rationalization of a Revolutionary 

Sayyid Qutb's fundamentalist rationalization is predicated on an exclusive connection to a 

past golden age. He would claim that everyone from the time of the Prophet's companions had 

blasphemed, save for Qutb and his followers. Bowdlerization is a central aspect of Qutb's 

thought. Qutb made selective use of traditional religious teachings, Kharijte discourse as well as 
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Marxist revolutionary doctrines, all the while being utterly opposed to all of them. Some 

biographical details shed some light on the sources of Qutb's thoughts. Qutb was never a 

classically trained religious scholar. Rather, he was a journalist of a Marxist persuasion and a 

novelist.
258

 His newspaper articles and works of fiction both displayed a profound contempt for 

Egypt's social order. His 1948 visit to the United States was a turning point, making him more 

hostile to its influence and ideas. During his stay in the United States, Qutb experienced overt 

racism in a country where Jim Crow laws imposed racial segregation. Qutb was particularly 

aggrieved, as shown in magazine articles collectively titled The America I Have Seen, by the 

United States' materialism
259

 and loose social norms governing women.
260261

  The assassination 

of Al-Banna caused a gap in the Brotherhood in terms of its religious leadership, which Qutb 

sought to fill. To that end, he rebranded himself as a religious thinker. Qutb made use of his 

considerable writing skills to become the editor of the group's newspaper. Qutb's position would 

enable him to become the Brotherhood's chief theoretician. He consequently played a significant 

role in transforming the Brotherhood from Al-Banna's vision to what it is today. Qutb, at the 

Brotherhood's helm, expounded his fundamentalist rationalization by calling for the wholesale 

revolutionary overthrow of Egyptian society.   
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Qutb's manner of conceptualizing this world is a point of overlap between him and the 

Bayhasiyah. There is nothing original about Qutb's most emblematic theses; instead, he 

bowdlerized them from a Kharijite sect. The Kharijite movement was founded by some of Caliph 

Ali Ibn Abi Talib's former soldiers who accused him of heresy, having just served under him. 

Their point of contention was Ali's acceptance of a mediation to end the fighting between him 

and the former governor of Greater Syria, Muwaiyah Ibn Abi Sufyan,
262

 following the Battle of 

Sifeen. The Kharijites argued Ali's refusal to commit to a religiously obligated fight against 

Muwaiyah was nothing short of blasphemy.
263

 A faction among the Kharijites, the 

Bayhasiyah,
264265

 went further. They argued that any ruler who refused to rule according to 

Sharia completely was a heretic. Moreover, his subjects have followed him in blasphemy for not 

rebelling against him. The Bayhasiyah thus argued that everyone except them is a blasphemer. 

Qutb essentially copied the arguments of the Bayhasiyah, going so far as replicating their 

interpretation of some Quranic verses, which the Bayhasiyah used in deeming their opponents of 

being disbelievers. Nevertheless, Qutb claimed to be a Sunni, not a Kharijite. He claimed an 

exclusive connection to the past golden age, the age of the companions and Salaf.
266

 This is 

because he alone was calling for genuine Islamic rule. Consequently, Qutb claimed that 

everyone, Sunnis and Kharijites included, who did not follow his teachings was guilty of 

disbelief.      
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Qutb considered dominion to be equivalent to worship. Qutb considered rulers who 

refused to abide by Sharia completely guilty of polytheism, as they had associated partners with 

God (shirk). Moreover, he argued that anyone who works for the government has facilitated 

blasphemy and consequently fallen into it. Also, ordinary citizens have committed blasphemy 

because they have refused to revolt against the heretical rulers and have implicitly accepted 

heresy. Qutb laid out his views in writings that have spilled so much blood over the last few 

decades: 

Humanity has apostatized to the worship of slaves, to the injustices of religions, and has 

shirked away from no one deserves to be worshiped except Allah, and Muhammad is the 

Messenger of Allah. For while some have continued to say no one deserves to be 

worshiped except Allah and Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah on minarets, they 

have done so without realizing its connotations while repeating it, without meaning its 

connotations while repeating it, without rejecting the legitimacy people claim to 

themselves…Verily, humanity has returned to the Jahiliyah
267

, and has apostatized from 

no one deserves to be worshiped except Allah and Muhammad is the Messenger and has 

given those people the attributes of worship…"
268269

  

Qutb's role, as he saw it, was to form and lead the vanguard, which would export the 

revolution beyond manmade, irreligious, national borders. This argument is a bowdlerization of 

Leon Trotsky's. Bowdlerization in Qutb's case was the adoption of revolutionary thought, to be 

manipulated in the service of a religious uprising. Trotsky was a communist revolutionary who 
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 The Age of Ignorance. This religious term refers to the time shortly before Prophet 

Muhammad, when there were not any Muslim humans on land. This is another way by which 

Qutb explicitly claims that everyone, other than him and his followers, is a blasphemer.       
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 The full quote from Qutb reads as following: 

 اله فقد ارتدت البشرية الى عبادة العباد, والى جور الاديان, ونكصت عن لا اله الا الله, وإن ظل فريق منها يردد على المآذن )لا

إلا الله ( دون أن يدرك مدلولها, ودون أن يعني هذا المدلول وهو يرددها, ودون أن يرفض شرعية )الحاكمية( التي يدعيها العباد 

 لأنفسهم ..... إلاّ أنّ البشرية عادت الى الجاهلية, وارتدت عن لا اله الا الله , فأعطت لهؤلاء العباد خصائص العبودية

From the book In the Shades of the Quran, in his interpretation of the verse 19 of Surat Al An 
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called for a permanent global revolution
270271

 and stood opposed to Joseph Stalin's "Socialism in 

One Country" approach. Qutb reworked Trotsky to conceptualize a global Jahiliyah which must 

be combatted. This worldview meant that there were neither innocent civilians, nor are there 

bystanders. Either one partakes in Qutb's religious revolution, or one is a disbeliever who must 

be killed. Qutb made an argument similar to Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's, whereby anyone who does 

not subscribe to his thought is a blasphemer, and blasphemers must be put to the sword. 

However, the reasons why Qutb came to that conclusion differ from Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's, as he 

bowdlerized different religious and philosophical traditions.   

Qutb had a kiarotic perception of time. As previously mentioned, Qutb believed all of 

humanity had in the past blasphemed. However, Qutb was unable to determine when this 

enormous event took place. This reflects Qutb’s warped perception of time, which stemmed from 

his paranoiac break with society. Qutb was unable to make use of Cartesian time. Rather, Qutb 

expressed his visceral contempt for society through a vague presentation of history. Urgency 

characterizes Qutb’s present. Following his thought, one must immediately engage in revolution. 

No delays are acceptable, or even conceivable.  

Sayyid Qutb had a fundamentalist mindset, with not totally different characteristics 

when compared to Ibn Taymiyah's and Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's. Qutb's feelings of humiliation 

revolved around the imposition of an un-Islamic rule on Muslims. Qutb's turning point was when 

he visited the United States and was subjected to racial hostility, owing to his status as an 
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African visitor.
272

 His extremely negative interaction with the United States intensified his 

paranoia regarding Western society. This led to Qutb's break with society and his equating of 

non-Islamic societies with polytheism. Hence, Qutb's claim that anyone who rules or is ruled by 

non-Islamic laws has associated partners with God. He did not have an apocalyptic leaning. 

Instead, he was focused on an immediate revolution, i.e., in the present. Qutb's creativity 

expressed itself in a revolutionary call, articulated in his books. Qutb's flowery language justifies 

a total war against society and the indiscriminate targeting of civilians. Qutb's call for a global 

revolution continues to resonate to this day.     

The form of authority Qutb appeals to is a mix of rational/legal and charismatic. Qutb 

made use of his senior position within the Brotherhood to disseminate and legitimize his 

religious arguments. His use of charismatic authority was expressed in Qutb's exceptional 

writing skills. I found his texts to be particularly easy to read. Moreover, Qutb structures his 

arguments in such a way that it is quite simple to understand and remember his main theses. 

Qutb's charismatic authority pertains to his experiences which enables him to generate sympathy 

and show his commitment to the cause. Qutb wrote his exegesis of the Quran while in prison, in 

the lead-up to his execution by Egypt's junta. Qutb's work continues to be presented as a 

justification for total revolution, targeting all aspects of society by elements of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, IS, and Al Qaeda.  
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2.8 Osama Bin Laden: Combining the Fundamentalist Rationalization of Wahhabism and 

Qutbism 

Osama Bin Laden invented a novel fundamentalist rationalization, which is a melange of 

Wahhabism and Qutbism. Bin Laden was originally a creature of the Saudi state. His education 

was, for the most part,
273

 in state schools and universities. As a result, Bin Laden was a fervent 

Wahhabi, wholeheartedly accepting Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's conceptualization of the self and the 

world. Bin Laden believed in Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's alleged exclusive connection to the Salaf and 

his bowdlerized creed. The turning point for Bin Laden and his thoughts was his participation in 

the fight against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Bin Laden went as a representative of the 

Saudi family, with the acquiescence of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the Pakistani 

Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI).
274

 As part of the fight against the Soviets, volunteer fighters 

with diverse backgrounds and ideological leanings joined forces against communism. This led to 

the cross-pollination of different ideas, whose adherents had never interacted with one another. A 

member of the Brotherhood, Abdullah Azzam, significantly affected Bin Laden. The next 

turning point was the decision of King Fahd of Saudi Arabia to ask the United States to establish 

military bases in Saudi Arabia, following Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein's invasion of Kuwait. 

Moreover, the Saudi religious establishment, led by Ibn Baz, published a religious edict 

justifying the king's decision. The US military bases caused a rupture in the Wahhabi movement, 

between Bin Laden and the Saudi religious establishment, with mutual accusations of heresy. 

Osama Bin Laden developed a rationalization that was a melange of Wahhabism and 

Qutbism, in opposition to the Wahhabi establishment, and eventually the whole world. Bin 
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274
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Laden railed against the presence of disbeliever armies in the holy lands of Mecca and Medina. 

The Wahhabi establishment's position is that it was legitimate for the Wali Ul-Amr to ask for 

their help. Moreover, even if it were sinful for him to do so, it would be unjust to overthrow him 

as long as he remains a true believer (according to the Wahhabi establishment). Finally, if Jihad 

was to be waged to expel these foreign armies, then that can only take place when the Wali Ul-

Amr sees fit. Bin Laden turned the argument on its head. Bin Laden argued that the Wali Ul-Amr 

must wage Jihad until the holy lands are liberated. If the Wali Ul-Amr refuses what is religiously 

obligatory upon him, and does not repel the invaders, then he is no longer a Wali Ul-Amr as he is 

no longer a Muslim. Bin Laden argued, as did Qutb before him, that the failure to implement 

Sharia in its totality, especially on this critical issue, is blasphemy. The Wahhabi establishment 

has followed the king in his disbelief by refusing to countenance the revolution necessary to 

remove the tyrannical Saudi monarchy and replace it with genuine Islamic rule. Instead, it 

continued to justify the king's decisions, causing them both to drown further in blasphemy. Bin 

Laden combined Qutb and Ibn Abd Al Wahaab's conceptualization of an exclusive link to a past 

golden age. Bin Laden claimed that everyone, including Wahhabis who refused to join him, was 

a blasphemer and a legitimate military target.  

Osama Bin Laden exhibited a fundamentalist mindset, to a greater degree than Qutb, Ibn 

Abd Al Wahaab, and Ibn Taymiyah. This is because his break from society was to an even 

greater extent than that of the above-mentioned figures. While Qutb, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab, and 

Ibn Taymiyah deemed anyone who did not adhere to their ideas to be a heretic, Bin Laden was 

even more exclusionary. Bin Laden considered Wahhabis who did not follow his brand of 

Wahhabism to be heretics, along with everyone else. Bin Laden's fundamentalist mindset was 

originally taught to him by the Saudi regime. Bin Laden was exposed to Ibn Taymiyah's and Ibn 
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Abd Al Wahaab's fundamentalisms during his studies at Saudi-run educational institutions. Bin 

Laden in turn wholly imbibed these fundamentalisms. Bin Laden's sentiments of rage and 

humiliation stemmed from the establishment of US military bases in Saudi Arabia. Bin Laden 

was repulsed by the presence of American disbelievers at such proximity to the holy cities of 

Mecca and Medina. This led him to develop a more exclusionary form of Wahhabism. Making 

use of Qutb's revolutionary theses on Haakimiyah, Bin Laden developed a new reading of Ibn 

Taymiyah and Ibn Abd Al Wahaab that deemed their followers to be deviants, save for those 

who agreed with Bin Laden. Bin Laden did not have an apocalyptic fixation. Instead, his 

immediate concern was driving the disbelievers, local and foreign, out of the holy lands. His 

more distant goal was the establishment of a caliphate, which would act as a legitimate 

replacement for the discredited Saudi monarchy. His strategizing did not incorporate any 

references to the end of times in that regard. His creativity and chaos manifested in deadly 

attacks against civilians on a global scale and a propaganda apparatus dedicated to the constant 

recruitment of new followers.       

The conflict between Saudi and Bin Laden's Wahhabism is to an extent over 

authority. The Saudi monarch calls upon traditional and rational/legal authority. The 

Saudi clergy appeals to rational/legal authority, and to a lesser extent, charismatic. 

Conversely, Bin Laden had mostly appealed to charismatic authority, and a limited extent, 

to rational/legal authority. Authority in a Saudi context rests on the intertwined relationship 

between the monarch and the clergy. When the kingdom was founded, King Abdul-Aziz
 275

 was 
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essentially the head of an extended family and ruled as such. The current Saudi king, Salman,
276

 

has relied on traditional authority on occasion. This is expressed in the management of his 

relationship with members of his own family and his kingdom's foreign policy. As part of Saudi 

Arabia's geopolitical conflict with Qatar, King Salman held a family council to dispute the 

lineage of Al Thani (Qatar's ruling family) to Ibn Abd Al Wahaab. In doing so, King Salman 

attempted to undermine the prestige of a competing family in a Wahhabi context. The king has 

primarily called upon rational/legal authority to shore up his position. He staked his claim to 

power via a modern bureaucracy, intelligence services overseen by the United States,
277

 and 

membership in international organizations such as the United Nations. The Saudi monarch's 

official title is the Custodian of the Two Holy Sanctuaries, as an expression of his charismatic 

authority. The king's three forms of authority (charismatic, traditional, and rational/legal) have 

all received the acceptance, and the full-throated defense of the official religious establishment, 

which considers him to be the Wali Ul-Amr. In return, the Saudi mufti has the prerogative 

equivalent of a government minister. Wahhabi clerics are on the Saudi government's payroll and 

organized within its bureaucracy. While the Saudi monarchy has set about ameliorating the 

Wahhabi clerics' rational/legal authority, the Wahhabi clerics, in turn, have striven to augment 

the monarchy's charismatic authority. Saudi Arabia's establishment of religious international and 

non-governmental organizations further demonstrates this interconnected relationship. These 

organizations' purpose is to bolster the charismatic and rational/legal authority of its monarchy 

and clergy. The Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) and the Muslim World League 

(MWL) provide a formal and international forum for the Wahhabi establishment, the former 
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working directly with the United Nations (UN),
278

 and the latter with the United Nations 

International Children's Fund (UNICEF).
279

 At the same time, these organizations reinforce the 

stature of the Saudi king as a religious figure at the international level.   

Bin Laden attempted to imbue himself with a rational/legal authority, especially during 

the early days of Al Qaeda. Bin Laden called upon the rational/legal authority of Abdullah 

Azzam to legitimate his arguments. Azzam was a professor at King Abdul-Aziz University, a 

Saudi state university.
280

 Bin Laden appealed to his supposed religious training under Abdullah 

Azzam to present himself as a scholar of Islam, whereby his religious edicts carry the 

institutional weight of Azzam. Bin Laden sought out Omar Abdulrahman’s perceived 

rational/legal authority for similar reasons. Abdulrahman was a huge fan of Ibn Taymiyah and 

Qutb,
281

 a graduate of Al Azhar University, and the spiritual leader of two like-minded 

organizations: Abdullah Al Samawi's Al Gammaah Al Islamiyah and Ayman Al-Zawahiri's 

Tanzim Al-Jihad.
282

 Abdulrahman would eventually be arrested for his suspected involvement in 

the 1993 attack against the World Trade Center. He would be imprisoned for the rest of his life 

in the United States, following his conviction for planning a bombing campaign in the United 
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States.
283

 During Bin Laden and Al-Zawahiri's first and only press conference, they passed 

around laminated copies of Abdulrahman’s fatwa against Americans, Jews, and 

Christians.
284285286

 In doing so, Bin Laden and Al-Zawahiri presented themselves as the heirs of 

Abdulrahman’s rational/legal authority. The fatwa itself has rhymes and focuses on 

Abdulrahman’s imprisonment, adding to its emotional impact. Bin Laden also invented his 

institutions to imbibe himself with rational/legal authority further. Bin Laden's 1998 fatwa 

against the United States was in the name of the World Islamic Front.   

Bin Laden portrayed himself as a sheik, in reference to Azzam's rational/legal authority, 

and to emotionally bind his followers. To further his pretensions to religious scholarship, Bin 

Laden has on some occasions dressed as a Saudi cleric, while on other occasions as an Ikhwan 

cleric.
287288289

 Not to be confused with the Muslim Brotherhood, the Ikhwan was a Wahhabi 
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من الشيخ الأسير عمر عبدالرحمن إلى المسلمين في كل مكان: دمروا بلدان الأمريكيين واليهود والصليبيين.. دمروا اقتصادهم. 

. أقتلوهم في البر والبحر والجوأحرقوا شركاتهم وأعمالهم. أغرقوا سفنهم وأسقطوا طائراتهم  

.… 

 الثأر له من الأمريكيين كي لا يذهب دمه هدرا

“From the captive Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman ... To all Muslims everywhere: Destroy the 

countries of the Americans, Jews and crusaders… Destroy their economies, burn their 

companies, destroy their businesses, sink their ships, and bring down their airplanes. Kill them in 

the sea, on land and in the air… [I demand] vengeance from the Americans so that his [my] 

blood is not wasted.”
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tribal rebellion against King Abdul-Aziz, angered by his decision to prevent tribal raids into 

British-held Iraq, and the king's decision to allow for some Western innovations, such as cars. By 

copying the Ikhwan's fashion, Bin Laden sought to reach out to Wahhabis who were dissatisfied 

with the status quo and recruit them by channeling the Ikhwan's revolutionary spirit. Bin Laden's 

play at charismatic authority and his primary recruiting method was the audio-visual recordings, 

which showcased Bin Laden's oratory skills. Moreover, to increase his emotional appeal, Bin 

Laden cultivated an image of a "mujahid sheik,"
290

 as his followers called him. Bin Laden 

presented himself as a man so true to the faith that he abandoned a life of riches and luxuries to 

wage a religiously obligatory war. Bin Laden's relationship with dreams is a poignant example of 

his charismatic authority.  Bin Laden attempted to recruit members into his organization based 

on his interpretation of dreams.
291292

 In addition, Bin Laden partially justified the 9/11 attacks in 

dreams his followers saw. Bin Laden claimed that the idea came to him when one of his acolytes 

dreamt of a soccer game being played between his followers and the Americans.
293

 Bin Laden 

presented himself as an exceptional leader via his supernatural capacity to interpret and realize 

these "visions." His ability to wage attacks on the West was a cornerstone of his charismatic 
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authority, which in turn kept his movement together. This is evidenced by his organization's 

fragmentation following Bin Laden's death and his inability to follow up on the 9/11 attacks.  

Al Qaeda's other leaders have persisted in appealing to charismatic authority, as the case 

of Anwar Al-Awlaki demonstrates. Al-Awlaki was a senior Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 

(AQAP) cleric, who oversaw its English propaganda, recruitment, and international attacks.
294

 

Owing to his oratory and writing skills, fluent English, American citizenship, and most 

importantly, charisma, Al-Awlaki became one of Al Qaeda's most prolific members. A 

counterterror analyst described him as: "The second-most charismatic al-Qaeda leader after Bin 

Laden."
295

 Al-Awlaki's emotional appeals tied in with Qutb's. Al-Awlaki wrote about how Qutb 

inspired him during his imprisonment, such that he felt Qutb was with him in the prison cell 

when he read his books.
296

 Al-Awlaki crafted an image of a revolutionary scholar, willing to 

abide by the faith, irrespective of the rulers' wishes. Al-Awlaki portrayed his writings as a vessel 

for the radical overthrow of the political status quo, as Qutb did before him. In doing so, Al-

Awlaki drew parallels between his suffering and Qutb's and demonstrated in the process how 

Qutb's charismatic authority and fundamentalist views shape Al Qaeda.  

2.9 Splits among the Adherents of Bin Laden's Fundamentalist Rationalization: The War 

between Al Qaeda and the Islamic State 

Following the disappearance of Bin Laden's charismatic authority disputes over 

rational/legal authority have driven a wedge between IS and Al Qaeda. These divergences over 
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authority were in turn seen within the lens of Qutbism. The divisions engendered were so deep 

that IS and Al Qaeda's members, having been part of the same organization, have accused each 

other of blasphemy. This has led IS and Al Qaeda to launch suicide bombings and beheadings 

targeting their former comrades, as these movements are wont to do. The issue was the 

legitimacy of IS's caliphate. According to IS, the caliphate symbolized the group’s superior 

stature. IS claimed that its caliphate was a means for Muslims to reassert their dignity and undo 

the humiliation imposed by Western colonization. While other Wahhabi organizations, such as 

Al Qaeda, were mere guerrillas, IS was a state. Accordingly, IS argued that its religious 

importance superseded those of its Wahhabi rivals. As the group’s spokesperson, Abu 

Muhammad Al Adnani,
297298

 put it:  

“We clarify to the Muslims that with this declaration of khilafah, it is incumbent upon all 

Muslims to pledge allegiance to the khalifah Ibrahim [Abu Baker Al Baghdadi] and 

support him. The legality of all emirates, groups, states, and organizations, becomes null 

by the expansion of the khilafah’s authority and arrival of its troops to their areas.”
299

 

 IS argued that it had accomplished a critical religious obligation by establishing a 

caliphate and that it was incumbent on all believers to maintain Islamic rule, as expressed by the 

caliphate.  In a similar vein, IS argued that true Muslims must pledge allegiance to Abu Baker Al 

Baghdadi. Al Baghdadi was IS's leader and caliph. Making use of Qutb, IS claimed that the 

failure to support the Caliphate entails the refusal to implement Islamic dominion fully and is 

nothing short of blasphemy. Conversely, Al Qaeda argued that Bin Laden had pledged an oath of 
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allegiance to the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, i.e., the Taliban. Thus, IS's caliphate 

undermines Islamic rule and is therefore blasphemous.
300301

 

Both organizations have a fundamentalist mindset, to an even greater extent than Bin 

Laden. Their exclusivity has become even narrower, such that it excludes some followers of Bin 

Laden, in addition to all those excluded by Qutb, Ibn Abd Al Wahaab, and Ibn Taymiyah. Their 

feelings of rage were further stoked by the inability of Bin Laden to realize his vision of 

expelling the infidels from the holy lands. Their paranoia was intensified by the factionalism that 

struck his followers after Bin Laden's death. Moreover, both IS and Al Qaeda saw the other 

faction as being renegades and apostates for needlessly splitting the ranks of Bin Laden's 

acolytes. Of particular note is IS's apocalyptic thinking. Unlike Al Qaeda, IS's apocalyptic 

thinking was highly present in their recruitment efforts and their self-identification. As the 

degree of paranoia increased within the group, it made increasing use of kairotic time. The group 

could only see its future through the prism of an apocalyptic event with the “caliphate” playing 

center stage. The group could not offer a specific, Cartesian, timeframe for the transformative 

event. Nevertheless, IS’s emotional attachment to ever-imminent apocalyptic events continued to 

ratchet up in tandem with the strengthening of the international campaign arrayed against it. 

 The apocalyptic Battle of Dabiq was first mentioned in passing by Abu Musab Al 

Zarqawi, the founder of Al Qaeda in Mesopotamia, IS's previous organizational incarnation. IS's 

apocalyptic thinking became more central to its identity when the group developed a unique 
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belief system revolving around the Battle of Dabiq. Dabiq was the location of a supposed 

apocalyptic showdown between them and the forces of blasphemy.
 302

 So profound was IS's 

apocalyptic shift that the group decided to name its propaganda magazine Dabiq. Also, IS called 

their elite units on occasion Jundi Dabiq, or the Soldiers of Dabiq.
303

 In doing so, IS showcased 

its belief in the imminence of this battle. IS and Al Qaeda's feelings of paranoia, rage, and new 

apocalyptic narratives will continue to manifest in tandem with the appearance of new splinter 

groups. Their inability to attain their objectives, whether that pertains to establishing a Caliphate 

or the expulsion of the United States from the Persian Gulf, will only reinforce their 

fundamentalist mindset. This will also directly affect their perception and dealings with the 

Christian minority under their power.    

2.10 On the Praxis of the Fundamentalist Rationalization: The Role of the Christian 

Minority in IS’s Caliphate 

2.10.1 Power sharing 

 Christians were not allowed any political power. IS predicated its rule on Wahhabi-

Qutbism. IS’s ideal type was one in which religion dominated all aspects of life, including 

politics. IS’s perception of the role of religion stems directly from Taquideen Ahmad Ibn 

Taymiyah and Muhammad Ibn Abd Al Wahaab’s unique religious views. Ibn Taymiyah and Ibn 

Abd Al Wahaab’s fundamentalist rationalizations are another source of IS’s conceptualization of 

religion. Wahhabi religious thought holds that its adherents are the only true believers. Following 
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Sayyid Qutb, IS holds that religion must be fully implemented such that failure to do so leads 

one to blasphemy.
304

 This Qutbist reading of religious rule is evidenced in numerous statements 

produced by Abu Baker Al-Baghdadi, the group’s founder and caliph. According to him: “The 

Muslims today have a loud, thundering statement, and possess heavy boots. They have a 

statement that will cause the world to hear and understand the meaning of terrorism, and boots 

that will trample the idol of nationalism, destroy the idol of democracy, and uncover its deviant 

nature.”
 305

  

 This shows how IS considers any form of non-Islamic rule to be blasphemous. This 

belief can be directly traced to Sayyid Qutb, who claimed dominion to be equivalent to worship. 

This is why both IS and Qutb use the term “idol” when discussing non-Islamic (according to 

them) rule. Non-Islamic rule signifies for Qutb, IS, and Al Qaeda that one is associating partners 

with God and is as such polytheism. When these two views combined, IS deemed themselves to 

be the only true Muslims. IS like Qutb deems themselves to be the only true believers. According 

to Abu Baker Al-Baghdadi in the same speech:  

“O ummah [nation] of Islam the world today has been divided into two camps and 

two trenches, with no third camp present: The camp of Islam and faith, and the camp 

of kufur (disbelief) and hypocrisy-the camp of the Muslims and Mujahedeen [i.e. his 

followers] everywhere, and the camp of the Jews, the crusaders, their allies, and with 

them the rest of the nations and religions of kufur…”
306

  

Significantly, Al-Baghdadi uses the term “today.” Therein lies his avowal that the ideology and 

politics that IS represents are a very modern phenomenon. This speaks to my characterization 

of IS being a fundamentalist movement, a modern phenomenon that stands against 
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traditionalist understanding of religion as well as Western influences. Consequently, IS 

considers that permitting the Christians any form of political power in its state would cause the 

group to fall into blasphemy.   

 IS considers even Wahhabi Qutbists who are not part of the group to be 

blasphemous. This is evidenced by their relationship with Al Qaeda. Both groups accused the 

other of being blasphemous, due to their laxity in fully implementing Sharia. The Wahhabi 

Qutbism of IS is not static. Instead, IS’s fundamentalism is constantly constricting. Its definition 

of belief is ever-narrowing. It constantly considers more people to be blasphemous, due to them 

not complying with an aspect of its fundamentalist beliefs. When taken to its logical conclusion, 

the seeds of IS’s disintegration are sown. By adopting Qutb’s definition of worship, IS considers 

anyone who stands against any aspect of its political project to be blasphemous. However, 

disputes are bound to appear regarding strategy, policy, and religious doctrines within the group. 

The inevitable result is different factions within IS accusing one another of blasphemy, due to 

their neglect of fully implementing Sharia and/or deviating from its proper implementation.   

 This fundamentalist rationalization has already caused the first major split within IS. 

The issue of dispute was the group’s commitment to a Qutbist understanding of worship. Some 

members of IS had asked their leader Abu Baker Al-Baghdadi if it was permissible for IS’s 

operatives to defend themselves in Iraqi courts to escape the death penalty. Al-Baghdadi replied 

in the affirmative. He did so possibly aiming to preserve the lives of his experienced followers in 

the hopes of a future prison break. This approval infuriated some of IS’s members. They argued 

that any engagement with the Iraqi courts, even in matters of life and death, was blasphemy. In 

addition, anyone who fails to consider that action to be blasphemous has himself become a 
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blasphemer.
307

 These dissidents used their positions within IS’s bureaucracy to carry out a purge 

against those who disagreed with them on this point.
308

 IS’s governing institutions, which had 

been a point of pride for the group, were turned against each other. 
309

  

 Even though the group was the wealthiest terror organization in history, and 

possessed a high degree of organization, it was nevertheless splintered as a consequence of its 

fundamentalist rationalization. Other factors helped bring IS’s internal tensions to the foray. 

With an international coalition arrayed against it in 2014, the fortunes of IS began to change. In 

the context of setbacks on the battlefield, IS’s leaders blamed one another for the caliphate’s 

decline. The ability of IS to manage its religious tensions was affected by the elimination of the 

group’s mufti, Al-Binali, in a coalition airstrike. Abu Baker Al-Baghdadi was forced into hiding, 

reducing his ability to rapidly respond to religious controversies festering within his group. In all 

likelihood, these conflicts provided the opportune moment for intelligence agencies to stir the pot 

even further. It is for similar reasons groups with similar fundamentalist rationalizations have 

collapsed. Egyptian Islamic Jihad and Al-Gamaa’ah Al-Islamiyh organizations, which were both 
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led by Omar Abdul-Rahman,
310

 would have a falling out over similar ideological questions and 

splinter into many competing factions.
311

            

2.10.2 Economic questions 

 Christians living in the areas conquered by the group were told to choose between 

conversion, paying a so-called Jizyah to IS,
312

 or death. Jizyah per IS’s understanding was an 

option offered to Christians whereby they would pay IS in exchange for the opportunity to live in 

the areas controlled by the group. The “Jizyah” was nothing more than propaganda, as the 

Christian leaders refused to meet IS’s summons, fearing execution.
313

 Christians were given 

a fourth option invented personally by the group’s caliph Abu Baker Al Baghdadi, which is 

exile. By choosing that option, IS deemed that these Christians have elected to forfeit all the 

property that they have left behind.
314

 IS used that to provide housing for its international 

followers who had migrated to the so-called lands of the caliphate.  

 IS’s objective was to rewire the demography of the areas it controlled in its image. 

That served a theoretical and practical purpose. Filling the area with its supporters would make it 

more difficult for foreign intelligence agencies to infiltrate it. In addition, IS exploited this new 

demographic reality to portray its new polity as a place where the authentic creed could be 

implemented fully, as it was the community of true believers. It served another objective of IS, 

namely a total break with the socioeconomic and political status quo, drawing a sharper contrast 
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between IS and the rest of the world. This is evidence of a new media strategy on the part of IS. 

The group was previously content to broadcast to the world its killing of Christians. Its offering 

of “Jizya” was an attempt on IS’s part to differentiate itself from other Wahhabi-Qutbist 

organizations. Furthermore, IS sought to showcase how it had established a caliphate, a Salafist 

State, in full adherence to the teachings of Ibn Taymiyah. IS and Al Qaeda are not the only 

groups predicated on fundamentalist rationalization. The Muslim Brotherhood is also a 

fundamentalist group. However, the nature of its fundamentalism is different as the Muslim 

Brotherhood bowdlerized different religious and philosophical traditions, with concomitant 

repercussions for Iraq’s Christian minority.   

2.11 Yusuf Al-Qaradawi: The Founder of the Brotherhood's Contemporary 

Fundamentalist Rationalization 

Yusuf Al-Qaradawi is the most senior religious figure in the Muslim Brotherhood. The 

Brotherhood on its website states: "Al-Qaradawi has been defined by the Muslim Brotherhood 

Movement perhaps as much it is defined by him."
315

 Thus, Al-Qaradawi is the IIP’s most 

important religious figure. This is significant for a religious party, such as the IIP. Crucially, Al-

Qaradawi has developed another form of fundamentalist rationalization, which is also predicated 

on the rejection of traditional authorities, harkening back to a golden age, and the process of 

bowdlerization. However, the religious doctrines that Al-Qaradawi bowdlerized do not entirely 

match those that Ibn Taymiyah bowdlerized. Al-Qaradawi bowdlerized Wahhabi thought, 

whereby he borrowed some elements of it all the while proposing his alternative. Al-Qaradawi's 

fundamentalist rationalization reflects on the political strategies adopted by the Brotherhood as a 
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global organization as well as its Iraqi branch, the ethnicity it is constructing, and its 

relationship with IS.    

The Mechanics of Al-Qaradawi’s Bowlederization in the Service of His 

Fundamentalist Rationalization 

Yusuf Al-Qaradawi takes a big-tent religious approach, whereby he appeals to different 

forms of fundamentalism and non-fundamentalist ideologies while subsuming all of them under 

his leadership. Al-Qaradawi's bowdlerization is different from Ibn Taymiyah's and Qutb's, which 

is more subtle. Al-Qaradawi's bowdlerization is characterized by selective appropriation and 

syncretism of competing religious trends. From Al-Qaradawi's perspective, he has invented a 

new school of jurisprudence. While Al-Qaradawi bowdlerized different sources, he did not 

directly reject them. Instead, some of his religious sources are fundamentalists, namely Qutb and 

Ibn Taymiyah. Wherein, Al-Qaradawi endorses these fundamentalists' belief that anyone who 

does not follow them is a blasphemer and whose killing is permissible. In other words, Al-

Qaradawi encourages the fundamentalists' mass takfir
316

 of society and their concomitant 

violence.  On the one hand, Al-Qaradawi has praised non-fundamentalists, like Abduh and Al-

Banna. On the other hand, Al-Qaradawi considers anyone who does not rule by Islamic law to be 

a heretic. Like Qutb, Al-Qaradawi believes anyone who is not ruled by Islamic law has 

committed blasphemy.
317318319

 Al-Qaradawi echoes Qutb in claiming an exclusive connection to 
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[Belief obligates the nation to return to its religion, to the book of its Lord, and the creed and 

judgements of its Prophet Muhammad Peace be Upon Him. That is the logic is faith and if we 

were to be judged by it, we must return to the Quran, the creed and judgements and Islam rulers 
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a previous golden age. Al-Qaradawi also makes use of Ibn Taymiyah in his rejection of 

traditionalists and portrays them as a hindrance to the return to the last golden age.   

By including Wahhabis in constructing his thought, Al-Qaradawi attempts to seduce 

Wahhabis even though some of their leaders have deemed him as a heretic, most notably 

Muhammad Naasir Al-Din Al Albani and Masharee Rashid Al ‘Afaasy. Al Albani and Al 

‘Afaasy
320

 represented the Saudi establishment and were extremely distrustful of Al-Qaradawi, 

owing to his acceptance of Qutb and his revolutionary program.
321322

 Al-Qaradawi was more 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

and ruled. Otherwise, we would be charged with hypocrisy and blasphemy via injustice and the 

committing of great sins, and who charges us with so is the Quran].       

From Yusuf Al Qaradawi’s book: 

 [Why Islam] لماذا الإسلام  

Page 7  
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successful in reaching out to the Sahwah and has incorporated Sahwah clerics into his 

organization. In addition to the ideological overlaps that Al-Qaradawi has crafted, the Sahwah 

has thrown its lot with Al-Qaradawi owing to their shared hostility against Saudi Arabia. That, 

and the fact that Qatar sponsors both the Sahwah and the Brotherhood owing to Qatar’s 

geopolitical rivalry with Saudi Arabia. However, when Al-Qaradawi deems scholars such as 

Sayyid Qutb and Ibn Taymiyah as legitimate, his ability to present an alternative to IS is limited. 

This is more so the case, as Al-Qaradawi and IS deem anyone not following them to be a heretic. 

In addition, both encourage suicide bombings. Even though Al-Qaradawi's type of 

fundamentalism is different from IS's, he is willing to accept some of their religious theses. For 

while IS deems Al-Qaradawi to be a deviant, Al-Qaradawi seeks to gain the support of their 

ideological cousins, i.e., fundamentalists with remarkably similar leanings. Opportunism reigns 

within fundamentalism in the name of Islam, especially because bowdlerization constitutes the 

main ideological and operational tool.  

The Praxis of the Brotherhood’s Fundamentalist Rationalization  

The Brotherhood following Al-Qaradawi's religious tenets has developed a 

fundamentalist mindset, albeit to a lesser extent when compared to IS and Al Qaeda. This 

fundamentalist mindset can be traced to the affinity some of its members have to Qutb and his 

concomitant rejection of society. The Brotherhood is not a fully Qutbist group. It nevertheless 

tolerates his thought spreading in society. Al-Qaradawi has echoed Qutb's full rejection of 

society while not completely applying it in practice. This difference can be partially explained by 

the external pressures each organization faces. IS and Al Qaeda are listed as terrorist 
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organizations and are on the receiving end of covert drone strikes and military campaigns. Their 

degree of paranoia is exponentially more significant than the Brotherhood's. While the 

Brotherhood is banned in some Arab countries, it is part of the political scene in others, such as 

Iraq. Also, neither the United States nor any European country has interdicted the Brotherhood. 

The aims and the ideology of the Brotherhood are different from IS and Al Qaeda's. The 

Brotherhood seeks to establish a mass movement. It accepts political liberals as well as Qutbists. 

Its primary aim is participation in the political process. It has run in and encouraged democratic 

elections when it considers them to be opportune. When the Brotherhood judges its chances of 

winning via democratic means to be slim,
323324

 or when it is excluded from the political process 

altogether, the Brotherhood allows its more Qutbsit members to take the reins. In such a case, the 

Brotherhood encourages the seizure of power by force. IS and Al Qaeda are more of a 

revolutionary vanguard, in the Qutbist sense. They are unwilling to embrace political liberalism 

for peaceful political participation. Their rejection of society is far more profound, such that 

embracing political liberalism is heresy in their eyes.   

The praxis of Al-Qaradawi's thought lends itself towards extreme pragmatism. Al-

Qaradawi's approach considers all means possible to attain power and build religious coalitions. 

Al-Qaradawi appeals to both extremes of the spectrum, as he has endorsed suicide bombings and 

encouraged his supporters to join the US military. Al-Qaradawi has spoken out forcefully in 

favor of democracy in Egypt while remaining silent on his patron host Qatar, an absolute 

monarchy. While presenting himself as a moderate, Al-Qaradawi has lavished praise on Ayman 
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Al Zawhari's Al-Jihad organization, which would later become Al Qaeda. Al-Qaradawi has 

expressed admiration for how the group "has raised its followers on the meanings of strength and 

resilience and the values of sacrifice and martyrdom for the sake of Allah."
325326

 That has not 

prevented the IIP from participating in the political process. Al-Qaradawi has praised Zionism 

while still being revered by Hamas. The form of fundamentalism Al-Qaradawi espouses is not 

anti-West, nor does it derive its legitimacy from it. Instead, it is open to working within official 

structures of the US-imposed order. It is equally amenable to cooperating with organizations 

blacklisted for terrorism. The malleability of the Brotherhood's discourse reflects Al-Qaradawi's 

vision. The form of authority he lays claim to is a mix of charismatic and rational-legal.  Al-

Qaradawi is the founder and leader of an organization called the International Union of Islamic 

Scholars. Al-Qaradawi has also called upon his Al Azhar education to bolster his rational/legal 

authority further. Al-Qaradawi's rhetorical skills showcased on Al Jazeera,
327

 spoke to his 

charismatic authority and broad appeal.
328

   

2.12 Conclusion 

In conclusion, fundamentalism informs the rationalization of the Iraqi Brotherhood and 

IS. These organizations perceive themselves and the world that they interact with via the process 

                                                           
325

 Tanzeem Al Djihaad 
326

 The full quote reads as follows: [We do not forget groups and movements which had 

influenced and contributed to the Sahwah with their different directions and sources, in addition 

to the mother of and the largest of Islamic movements, the Muslim Brotherhood. Among them is 

Al Jihad group that has raised its followers on the meanings of strength and resilience and the 

values of sacrifice and martyrdom for the sake of Allah].    

و حركات كان لها أثرها و مساهماتها في مجال الصحوة على اختلاف اتجاهاتها و مشاربها بالإضافة إلى و لا ننسى جماعات 

أمّ الجماعات و كبرى الحركات الإسلامية حركة الإخوان المسلمين. و منها: جماعة الجهاد التي ربت أتباعها على معاني القوة 

 يبل اللهو الصلابة و قيم البذل و التضحية و الاستشهاد في س
327

 Qatar’s extremely popular news network 
328

As cited in Al Sayyid, op. cit., 63. 



  

119 
 

of bowdlerization. Both portray themselves as having an exclusive connection to a past golden 

age. The ideological genesis of both organizations can be traced to Ibn Taymiyah, Ibn Abd Al 

Wahaab, and Qutb. While there is an ideological overlap, the two organizations differ in terms of 

the ethnicities they develop and the types of authorities they appeal to.  

The IIP prefers the use of rational/legal authority, with its participation in a modern state 

as a political party. Its appeal to charismatic and traditional authority relies on Yusuf Al-

Qaradawi. Al-Qaradawi has opted for a broad religious appeal, and selective use of Wahhabism 

and Qutbism, all while overtly supporting the United States military and its actions. 

Consequently, the IIP's ethnicity relies on self-identification as a Sunni Arab actor, resulting 

from the constitutional arrangements in Iraq. The IIP has appealed to Wahhabi religious rhetoric 

to deem its religious rivals as being heretics. One of the IIP's leaders, who is influenced by Ibn 

Taymiyah and Ibn Abd Al Wahaab, deemed his Shiite electoral competitors as being in league 

with the blasphemers to divide Muslims. This did not prevent another of the IIP's leaders from 

speaking out against sectarianism, all the while refusing to disavow the IIP leader who made the 

above-mentioned comments.
329330

 Simultaneously, the IIP has presented itself as a nationalist 
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actor, willing to work within the official parameters of a democratic polity set up by the United 

States and recognized by the international community. IS, on the other hand, appeals to Al 

Baghdadi's charismatic authority. Al Baghdadi's unique religious stature is based on an 

admixture of Qutbism and Wahhabism, whereby he becomes the realization of the religiously 

obligated position of Caliph. IS's rational-legal authority is based on the replacement of the Iraqi 

state and does not make allowances for traditional authority. IS's ethnicity rests on the belief that 

the group's members are the Salaf, the only true believers. Moreover, they are religiously 

obligated to fight any person or entity to realize a real Islamic state.  

The IIP has been ineffective in countering IS in terms of its construction of an ethnicity 

and views on authority. The IIP has accepted and reinforced the category of "Sunni Arab" in an 

official Iraqi context. The result is the construction of a politically disenfranchised minority and 

the complication of cross-sectarian and cross-ethnic alliances. Also, it allowed the IIP to 

establish its patronage network. By deeming Qutb and Ibn Abd Al Wahaab as religiously 

legitimate actors, the IIP serves to justify the ethnic projects and actions of groups that are more 

committed to these religious figures, such as IS. Naturally, the destruction of IS's ethnic project 

cannot be seen in a vacuum, IS was defeated by an international military coalition, not the IIP's 

patronage networks. IS is being replaced not by the IIP but by actors who appeal to traditional 

authority, and tribalism.
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Chapter 3: IS and IIP: State Building Aspirations 
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This chapter examines another ethnic market of IS and the IIP’s ethnicities, which are their 

state-building projects. This thesis argues that the commonalities between IS and the IIP’s 

ethnicities can be elucidated through their strategies of governance. The Muhasasah and 

Mutasirifyah were predicated on ethnicity. These two concepts are the conceptualization of 

religious diversity. Polities predicated on the Muhasasah and Mutasirifyah had a diverse 

population whose members were Muslims and Christians, such as Maronites, Assyrians, and 

Chaldeans. The Muhasasah and Mutasirifyah can be traced to the Ottoman Millet system. They 

conceptualize diversity as pre-modern religious pluralism, combined with non-territorial 

autonomy. This form of diversity is attributed to minorities and Christians by IS and the IIP, 

without actually enabling or realizing it.  This chapter will make use of Habermas’s insights on 

ethnicity as a theoretical framework. From that, this chapter will compare and contrast IS and 

IIP’s religious terminologies and political concepts to better elucidate their political projects 

which underpin their ethnicities, vis a vis Iraq’s Christian minority.  

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter builds on the insights generated by the previous ones to further examine the 

extent to which the IIP is an effective foil against IS from a religious and political perspective. 

The second chapter compared the two fundamentalist organizations from the perspective of their 

rationalizations. This chapter examines how the two groups seek to manage ethnic conflicts in 

service of their state-building ambitions. It analyzes how these two groups view themselves, the 

mutual “other,” and their political ambitions by examining their religious terminology. Of note 

are points of overlap, and their consequences in terms of governance. IS has been able to 

establish its system of governance because of the weaknesses of the post-invasion Iraqi state, 

which the IIP has played a significant role in establishing and maintaining.     

This chapter argues that state-building is a key element of IS and the IIP’s conflict 

management processes. It further argues that the lacunae in IIP’s state-building project regarding 

ethnic conflicts paved the way for IS’s alternative state-building project. Both IS’s and the IIP’s 

empowerment can be directly traced to the same context: the 2003 United States’ invasion of 

Iraq. The new Iraqi state is characterized by ethnic conflicts based on sectarianism. This 
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management of conflict through the empowerment of sectarian conflicts is based on the 

Lebanese model. This chapter will examine the concept of Muhasasah(meaning proportionalism)  

which denotes a sectarian quota system that governs the allocation of power in governance. It has 

been the cornerstone of Lebanese political life, ever since it was a Mutasirifyah, which was a 

limited form of self-governance on a sectarian basis. These political concepts inform the nature 

of post-invasion Iraq. The state-building projects of IS and the IIP will be contrasted vis à vis 

these political concepts. Habermas provides a theoretical lens by which the relationship between 

states’ legitimation and their management of ethnicity can be addressed. This study hence shifts 

towards a comparative approach. It addresses key religious concepts which have a significant 

bearing on self-proclaimed Islamic groups. They pertain to their identity, their relationship with 

the other, and how they seek to implement their religious beliefs. By assessing how the IIP and 

IS define these concepts, this chapter will shed some light on the identity and practices of these 

two groups, using their language in such a way that they can recognize themselves. Furthermore, 

it will show to what extent the IIP challenges IS, in terms of its actual religious beliefs as well as 

their implementation.   

From a theoretical standpoint, this chapter will examine the concept of ethnicity and 

its theoretical interlocutors. It will showcase the history of this concept, and how it is 

currently problematized. This better situates the study vis à vis the literature. It will also further 

clarify how ethnic conflicts occur in the context of IS and IIP’s competing ethnicity and state-

building projects. This in turn will lay the foundation, in the next chapter, to see how those 

groups in the context of their ethnic conflict deal with Iraq’s Christian minority.  

This chapter argues that the IIP does not challenge the IS concerning its ideology, due to 

the significant overlap between the two organizations. Due to the influence of Ibn Taymiyah and 
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Qutb on both IS and the IIP, their definitions of Aqeedah, Jihad, People of the Book, and the 

caliphate overlap significantly. The regimes established by IS and the IIP showcase the 

differences between the two groups. The IIP has paid little heed to its ideology. Instead, political 

expediency dominates its governance. The IIP has attempted to legitimize its political project by 

joining the pre-existing political process, whatever that may be. Hence, the party’s simultaneous 

embrace of ethnic sectarianism and democracy. Conversely, IS has been more committed to the 

teachings of Ibn Taymiyah and Qutb. It is attempting to legitimize the polities it tries to establish 

by asserting its commitment to Ibn Taymiyah and Qutb’s beliefs.  

3.2 The Relevance and Deployment of Ethnicity 

Ethnicity has been portrayed as a political resource by various theoretical frameworks. 

They provide competing explanations on how ethnicity has been deployed by Ba'athist Iraq. The 

primoridialst explanation, which was predominant in academia until the 1960s, claims that 

ethnic identities are the result of deep attachments to culture and group identities.
332

 It sees the 

Ba'athist leadership as the continuation of a pre-existing set of identities that consist of racial and 

religious categories. These ethnicities/identities would compete with one another, irrespective of 

the Ba'ath Party's desires. The Ba'athist leadership would be equally helpless when it comes to 

generating a new ethnicity, for such a process would take many years. The instrumentalist 

approach sees ethnicity as essentially a political strategy. Ethnicity is a means by which the elites 

control and manipulate the masses while not having an objective and independent reality of its 
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own. Per such an approach, the Iraqi leadership invented competing ethnic categories as part of 

its divide-and-conquer strategy to control the gullible masses.  

The situational approach argues that ethnicity is fluid and contingent. This approach is 

the dominant paradigm in anthropology.
333

 The situational approach is a study of the 

construction of ethnic identity in specific contexts. The situational theoretical framework 

explains how Ba'athist Iraq came to adopt a unique ethnic identity. The official ethnicity which 

was invented by the state was a blend of Iraqi nationalism and Pan-Arab nationalism. It was a 

reflection of pre-existing identities and Ba'athist regional ambitions. The situational approach 

conceptualizes why the Iraqi leadership has changed on numerous occasions its ethnic identity. 

Ba'athist Iraq has alternated between a desire to impose its ethnic identity and offering 

concessions to competing ethnic actors. These shifts are in turn based on changing power 

relations.  

 The deployment of ethnicity in Iraq has gone through numerous shifts, before the US 

invasion. The Ba'ath party would firmly establish control over Iraq in 1968. Concomitant to this 

was its unique management of ethnicity. Officially, the Ba'ath party stands for Pan-Arab 

nationalism. Per its official rhetoric, it sought to unify the Arab world under Baa’thist Iraqi 

leadership. At the same time, Ba’athist Iraq promoted Iraqi nationalism. The ideal modern Arab 

was presented as an Iraqi Arab. It sought to establish its hegemony over Arabs by reshaping 

Arab nationalism in its image. Ba’athist Iraq would redefine the contemporary Arab identity 

based on Iraqi culture and history. Rhetoric notwithstanding, the Ba'ath party managed ethnicity 
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through clan and familial connections.
334

 This trend was especially prevalent during Saddam 

Hussein’s advent to absolute power in 1979, owing to an internal coup within the Ba'ath party.  

The Iraqi-Arab identity put forth by the Ba'ath party was an instrument of 

marginalization of anyone who stood opposed to its construction of a new ethnicity. It involves 

the exclusion of the Ba'ath Party’s political opponents and members of ethnic and religious 

minorities. Excluded groups included liberals, Kurdish ethno-nationalists, and Shiites who 

sought a greater role for religion. As a whole, non-Arab minorities were cast as potential internal 

enemies by the state, which sought to marginalize them when it could.
335

  Ba’athist Iraq has 

alternated between a scorched earth policy and limited concessions. The Ba’athist state has often 

resorted to extreme violence to maintain its grip on power. Chaldean, Kurdish, and Arab villages 

which were suspected of disloyalty were razed to the ground. At the same time, it has attempted 

to act pragmatically by offering limited concessions when the balance of power was not in its 

favor. To reduce support for the Kurdish uprising in northern Iraq, Iraq in 1970 agreed to allow 

the Assyrians, Syriacs, and Chaldeans a form of limited cultural autonomy. They were allowed 

to publish their magazines.
336

 These minorities were also permitted to establish schools that 

taught in the inhabitants’ native Syriac, as opposed to Arabic.
337
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3.3 Theoretical Frameworks on Nationalities and Nation-States 

3.3.1 The theoretical framework: Jürgen Habermas’s views on the legitimacy of state-

building projects 

3.3.1.1 Frankfurt School 

 The Frankfurt School/Critical Theory shows how state-building projects are faced with a 

crisis of legitimacy. The Frankfurt School was developed as a Marxist critique of modernity and 

capitalist societies.
338

 This theory stems from Karl Marx’s prediction of how capitalist societies 

undermine themselves. Per Marx, capitalistic societies are characterized by a “crisis-ridden 

process of economic growth.”
339

 Economic growth establishes and conceals unequal power 

relations. Increased economic growth means more complexity and ultimately more problems 

being generated. This is how capitalistic societies in their quest for continued economic growth 

ultimately end up destabilizing themselves. 
340

 

A key theoretical addition by Habermas is the legitimation crisis.
341

 When 

conceptualizing nations and states, Habermas goes beyond Marx’s fixation on economic 

processes. Habermas identifies three forms of subsystems underpinning social systems: 

economic systems, political-administrative systems, and socio-cultural systems.
342

 Habermas 

theorizes that these social systems are surrounded by an environment. That environment is 

characterized by an inner nature and an outer nature. The outer nature denotes resources from 
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non-human sources. The inner nature consists of members of that society. Social systems expand 

toward their environment. This expansion of societies towards the outer nature is through the 

production of knowledge while a broadening towards the inner nature occurs through 

socialization.
343

   

The legitimation crisis is a phenomenon occurring in societies going through late 

capitalism, whereby these societies’ contradictions are bringing about their de-legitimation. 

Advanced capitalism is defined by Habermas as a stage in capitalism where the state is 

increasingly forced to intervene in the market due to “functional gaps.”
344

 The legitimation crisis 

is the decrease in confidence in the state’s administration, institutions, and leadership. Moreover, 

such a state does not have the administrative capability to attain its goals. Late capitalist societies 

threaten the continued existence of their members. These factors correlate with the disruption of 

the state’s normative structures, which in turn leads to social disintegration. The legitimation 

system works as a reaction to market dysfunctions.
345

 The basic bourgeois ideology
346

 has 

collapsed owing to these dysfunctions. The economic system functions on the inputs of work and 

capital, and its outputs are consumables. The economic crisis,
347

 which is part of the legitimation 

crisis, refers to the destabilization of outputs. The distribution of rewards and burdens does not 

take place per the legitimating value system. This economic crisis leads to two types of crises 

within the political system: A rationality crisis
348

 and a legitimacy crisis.
349

 It is a rationality 
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crisis when the state cannot meet the demands of the economic system: “the administrative 

system does not succeed in reconciling and fulfilling the imperatives received from the economic 

system.”
350

 It is a legitimation crisis when the political authority fails to continue to attract 

support. Thus, the state cannot meet the requirements of the economic system. 

The Iraqi state is going through a legitimacy crisis right now. The Iraqi state’s institutions 

are going through late capitalism because they were modeled on the basis provided by the 

occupying powers in 2003. The Iraqi state has constantly gone through an economic crisis and its 

concomitant destabilization of outputs. This crisis is more acute in Iraq owing to the extreme 

corruption characterizing its institutions. Despite the country’s immense natural resources, the 

state has been consistently unable to provide basic services. This has led to a legitimation crisis, 

for the Iraqi state has been unable to attract massive support. This in turn requires a greater deal 

of legitimation from the state. The Iraqi state has resorted to violence to maintain its existence. It 

has also made use of sectarian and ethno-nationalist rhetoric to legitimate its control. As 

discussed in the second chapter, minorities, and members of civil society have been on the 

receiving end of the state’s crises. The self-replicating nature of Iraq’s sectarian system means 

that internal reform is all but impossible.  

The IIP’s sustained participation in Iraq’s governance has led to the group being affected 

by the state’s legitimacy crisis. The IIP has hemorrhaged support among its target audience, the 

Sunni Arabs because they perceive it to be part of the problem. This provides an opening for IS. 

This crisis of legitimacy reflects on IS and IIP’s strategies for state-building. IS has been able to 

exploit the IIP’s inability to establish a legitimate state, by constructing its proto-state as an 
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alternative, namely its caliphate. Despite its ideological overlap with the IIP, IS has been able to 

attract support with its project for an alternative state. This trend will continue.  

3.3.1.2 Communicative Rationality 

 Habermas’s theory of communicative rationality is a study of successful 

communication.
351

 It provides insight into how IS and IIP communicate with one another, and 

how they reinforce each other’s message. Habermas defined communicative rationality as being 

the rational potential built into ordinary speech. The concept of communicative rationality was 

developed by Habermas as part of his broader study of the modernization of society. His broader 

goal was to measure the positive and negative consequences of modernization and to challenge 

its rationalization.
352

  Habermas aimed to show how modern culture has unbridled 

communicative rationality from its ideological constraints. The result is that in modern societies, 

no social norms are deemed valid unless they are subjected to critical reflection.   

 Communicative rationality occurs when individuals coordinate their speech in the pursuit 

of joint goals. This coordination works on the shared understanding that the goals are inherently 

sensible. Communicative action is possible when the actors agree that their goals merit 

cooperative behavior. It is a consensual form of social coordination, where individuals “mobilize 

the potential for rationality”
353354

 such that a rational agreement is attained. People have mastered 

the rules for reaching an understanding intuitively. Communicative rationality aims to transform 

that intuitive content into moral reasoning. Habermas claimed that communicative action allows 
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for dealing with validity claims. The validity of social and cultural claims is demonstrated 

through reflective argumentation.
355

 This argumentation connects with cultural traditions and 

social institutions. Habermas’s communicative rationality highlights areas of intersubjectivity, 

allowing for an alternative to postmodernism and its inherent contradictions through its 

exclusive reliance on self-referential claims.
356

   

Habermas’s communicative rationality enables us to show how the IIP reinforces IS’s 

message. This reinforcement occurs irrespective of the IIP’s attempts to portray itself as a 

moderate political actor. The ideological overlap between IS and IIP, regarding Sayyid Qutb and 

Ibn Taymiyah, is crucial. IS and IIP have a shared understanding that Qutb and Ibn Taymiyah’s 

goals are sensible. The more the IIP refers to Qutb and Ibn Taymiyah as being valid religious 

sources, the greater the degree of an intersubjective understanding between the Brotherhood and 

IS. The more IS and the IIP stay in power, the greater the potential for the social and cultural 

claims of Qutb and Ibn Taymiyah to affect Iraq’s cultural traditions and social institutions. The 

confrontational stances of these two religious-political movements are nothing more than a 

mirage. The religious differences between the two are minimal. The difference between IS’s 

and the IIP’s state-building projects is limited to praxis.  

3.4 Habermas’s Interlocutors: Competing Conceptualizations of Ethnicity 
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3.4.1 A History of the Concept of Ethnicity 

The concept of ethnicity was first problematized in anthropology. Based on his study of 

the Kachin people,
357

 Edmund Leach claimed that “social units are produced by categorical 

ascription [sic] that have no necessary relationship to observers’ perceptions of cultural 

differences.” 
358359

 This led to a debate over whether units of analysis should be based on the 

observer’s criteria or indigenous indicators. That debate in turn led to another debate between 

Michael Moerman and Raoul Naroll
360361362

 regarding the possibility of analytical units which 

can be inferred from observed cleavages. Moreman’s position, echoing Leach, was that such an 

inference was not possible. It would be his position that would dominate the discipline. Leach 

and Moreman’s position on ethnicity would be further reinforced by Fredrik Barth's, Ethnic 

Groups and Boundaries, which essentially echoed their position that such cleavages cannot be 

observed.
363

 Barth argued that “that boundaries persist despite the flow of personnel across 

them.”
364

 Individuals can thusly change their ethnic identities and are not fixed. Ethnicities are 

not defined in isolation but rather are the product of contrasting relationships between groups. 

This approach is social constructivism, which conceptualizes changes in ethnic identities.
365
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3.4.2 The Debate Today: Primordialism and Instrumentalism 

Ethnicity is now being debated in terms of the relationship between ethnic identity and 

nationalism.
366

 One side of the debate, represented by Geertz, sees ethnicity as being the 

outcome of primordial identities. Opposed to that is Wallerstine’s instrumentalist approach, 

which characterizes ethnicity as being the manipulation of culture in the service of political and 

economic goals. The two approaches overlap in several key aspects. Both approaches have 

simple explanatory variables. Both agree that ethnic conflicts have become increasingly common 

following the end of the Second World War. Both seek subjective understandings of modern 

realities. Moreover, these two theories have limited predictive value. Predicting how identity 

claims shape conflicts is simply not feasible. The main point of difference is how ethnicity 

changes. Instrumentalists hold that changing economic and political circumstances lead to the 

reworking of ethnic identities. Ethnic groups are seen “essentially as a weapon in pursuit of 

collective advantages.”
367368

 The emotional aspects of ethnic identities only held if objective 

material interests were being furthered. Primoridalists
369

  hold the opposite assumptions of 

instrumentalists. Entrenched sentiments allow people to deal with a constantly shifting social 

context. Ultimately they respond to deeply held emotional needs that manifest themselves even 

in the absence of economic and/or political necessities.  

These two theoretical approaches have similar blind spots. Neither of these theoretical 

approaches explains how people recognize commonalities whether these are economic interests 

or sentimental attachments. Nor do they explain “what elements of commonality are embodied in 
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particular symbols (name, descent, language, religion,) in settings.”
370

 Another issue that neither 

the primoridialists nor the instrumentalists can adequately explain is the development and 

attachment to symbols, regardless of their economic or cultural benefits. Primoridialism has been 

critiqued by Anthony Smith who has pointed out that it fails to explain why humans are so 

deeply differentiated by ethnic origins. Moreover, primordialism is unable to explain the 

mechanisms underlying the emergence and dissipation of ethnicities. Moreover, this framework 

is unable to identify much less explain the phenomena of people choosing to assimilate into other 

ethnicities. Another failure is its inability to explain why xenophobic ethnic nationalisms 

sometimes make way for a tolerant multicultural identity. Instrumentalism has the opposite 

problem, concerning its explanatory value. It cannot show why ethnic conflicts are intense or 

why they are so unpredictable if they are merely window-dressing for the ambitions of self-

interested politicians. It also is unable to explain why ethnicity is so successful in mobilizing the 

masses, to the point where armed conflict breaks out. The durability of ethnicities, irrespective of 

political and economic transformations, represents another conceptual flaw in that theory.   

 

3.4.3 Sociobiology 

Pierre van der Berghe’s sociobiology is an attempt to combine the primoridalist and 

instrumentalist reading of ethnicity. Common cultural attributes aid their members in crafting 

alliances when faced with economic and political threats. Ethnicity can thus be explained by a 

biological “predisposition towards kin selection.”
371372

 In addition, attachment to primordial 

symbols is a reinforcement of biological predisposition. Another attempt to square the 
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primoridalist and instrumentalist conceptions is Charles Keyes’s theory. Rejecting sociobiology, 

Keyes suggests that ethnic identities serve deeply rooted psychological functions. However, 

these identities are only relevant if they yield access to “means of production,” products of labor, 

or facilitate any exchanges within the groups defined by said ethnicity.   

3.4.4 Habermas on Ethnicity 

Habermas’s views on ethnicity are a consequence of his eclectic approach. Habermas was 

influenced by Max Weber, as well as by critical theory, which is influenced by Marxism. 

Following critical theory, Habermas sought to move beyond the Marxist focus on capital and 

class. Instead, he honed his focus on the relationship between “capitalist exploitation and 

bureaucratic state rule, and their implications for individual identity and collective political 

autonomy.”
373

 Habermas rejected the deterministic Marxist reading of history, which saw the 

triumph of socialism over capitalism as being inevitable. Instead, Habermas, being influenced by 

other critical theorists such as Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, was concerned with 

how the Enlightenment, as a form of Weber’s instrumentalist rationality, has become a means of 

enslavement. As Habermas put it: “My problem was a theory of modernity, a theory of the 

pathology of modernity, from the viewpoint of the realization – the deformed realization – of 

reason in history.”
374

 Habermas’s alternative is thus predicated upon the reworking of the 

classical theories, especially of Marx and Weber.  

Habermas’s alternative theory revolves around the “reconstruction” of the 

assumptions underlying people’s communications, collaborations, and disputes. It clarifies 

the effects of the IIP’s competing ethnic communications with IS. In turn, it influences how 

ethnicities are disseminated, disputed, and communicated. Habermas’s theory of communicative 
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action argues that the use of language to describe the world assumes that what we are saying has 

a meaning and is truthful. Moreover, we are sincere in our declarations. Habermas describes it 

“as a speech act carried out in an attitude oriented to understanding.”
375

 According to Habermas, 

a rational agreement is only possible when no one is excluded, which led to his theory of truth. 

Habermas saw the truth as being embedded in assertions: “I am claiming that the proposition that 

I am asserting is true.”
376

 If one claims to be a member of an ethnic group, then it is because he is 

claiming that such is the truth. Truth is equated with the extent it can be justified. “Truth 

condition of propositions is the potential assent of all others.”
377

 Habermas has shifted his 

position regarding how such a justification can be attained. Initially, he saw the truth as being the 

outcome of agreements, i.e. an idealized consensus. More recently, Habermas has theorized that 

the objective world is the “truth-maker.” When the Brotherhood assents to IS’s assertion that 

Ibn Taymiyah and Qutb are credible religious figures, they are justifying the 

implementation of Ibn Taymiyah and Qutb’s teachings, irrespective of their liberal 

platitudes. This consensus by IS and the IIP on the validity of Ibn Taymiyah and Qutb has 

a marked effect on the objective world, such as IS’s caliphate.   

Habermas’s idealized consensus carries on to his views on discourse correlating with his 

perception of ethnicity. Habermas developed the “discourse principle,” which can explain how 

ethnic conflicts are described. A choice is justified if all those affected by it deem it to be 

reasonable in their discourse. This was first seen as a principle for moral discourse, but 

Habermas now claims impartial justification for all types of discourse. An agreement that 
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excludes no one is necessary, and evidence recognized as such by everyone determines to what 

extent an ethnic discourse is accepted.
378

  

Habermas argued for a neo-Marxist reading of history, which also informed his critique 

of capitalism. Historical materialism,
379

 as understood by orthodox Marxism, needs to be 

reinforced by an appreciation of normative structures. Moreover, the context that Karl Marx 

theorized about was an industrialized Western Europe, which no longer holds for our modern 

reality. Habermas sought to bring into focus the role of the modern interventionist welfare state 

in generating conflicts. Habermas’s analysis revolves around the state, and how it displaces 

crises from the economic sphere to the political and cultural realms.  This certainly holds 

for how ethnic conflicts are generated. While economic crises remain at the heart of the 

state’s problems, what people experience are incoherent responses from the state to overt 

social, political, and ethnic tensions. This is what Habermas terms the “rationality crises,” 

which serve to weaken the state’s legitimacy. Among the unintended effects of the state’s 

ineffectual interventions is the demotivation of individuals, as they increasingly suffer from 

a loss of meaning and direction.       

Habermas’s theory of communicative action is a study of the conflict between different 

rationalizations in early modernity. That period is characterized by a clash between 

secularization and formal law on one hand, and the eroding appeals to authority on the other. The 

modern world would be dominated by market and bureaucratic structures.
380

 This is where 

Habermas draws his influence from and diverges from Max Weber. Weber saw a single 

rationalization process, influencing political, economic, and religious worldviews. Habermas in 
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contrast theorized two rationalization processes. These two processes consist of attitudes 

and practices. This “lifeworld” as Habermas calls it, is the world before philosophical or 

scientific analysis. For Habermas, the lifeworld consists of both attitudes and practices. It is a 

realm of informal cultural bases, understandings, and mutual accommodations. Modernity is 

characterized by the systemization of worldviews and the rationalization of the lifeworld. In 

tandem with that is the development of its markets and bureaucratic systems or as Habermas 

calls it, the colonization of the lifeworld. When human social arrangements are rationalized, they 

become rigid “social subsystems.” These “social subsystems” are analyzed but not criticized by 

studies on systems, such as sociological theories. Habermas agrees with Weber that these 

subsystems can become independent. The outcomes of which consist that these subsystems run 

independently of their moral and political origins in the lifeworld. According to Habermas: 

“Economic and bureaucratic spheres emerge in which social relations are regulated only by 

money and power.”
381382

 

3.4.5 Habermas’s “Systemically Distorted Communications” 

Jürgen Habermas’s contribution to the study of ethnic conflicts is his concept of 

“systemically distorted communications.” Habermas originally came up with that concept to 

examine class relations in a capitalist society. However, Habermas now uses “systemically 

distorted communications” to describe ethnic relations, hence its relevancy.
383

 This framework 

starts from the postulate that one cannot know all the assumptions underpinning his encounter 

with the other, misunderstandings are inevitable. Thus, there is a gap between what we perceive 

in people’s behavior, and the generative mechanisms underlying them. Consequently, superficial 
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similarities between people, such as language will lead to incorrect assumptions of mutual 

comprehension. The result of these distorted communications is that feelings of confusion and 

alienation are generated. The incorrect attribution of motives and the invention of interethnic 

stereotypes are also a consequence of “systemically distorted communications.” This theory 

explains to an extent how the Iraqi state manages ethnic conflicts. The segmentation of the 

Iraqi population on an arbitrary basis is the cornerstone of its mismanagement of ethnic 

relations. 
384

       

3.4.6 Anthony Smith’s Ethnicity Versus the Modernist Theory of Nationalism 

 The modernist reading of nationalism sees it as a wholly modern phenomenon. 

Nevertheless, the scholars who adhere to that approach, such as Benedict Anderson, Ernest 

Gellner, and Eric Hobsbawm are not in agreement on the exact origins. The term modern is in 

itself contextual, which can partially explain the theoretical approaches. Gellner traced it back to 

the Industrial Revolution while Benedict Anderson has it to “between say, 1760 and 1830.”  Eric 

Hobsbawm argued that “the principle of nationality [can be traced] to “the period from 1830 to 

1878.”
385

 What these theories have in common is a common rejection of the primoridialst belief 

that ethnic origins underlying nations have a long history. Anderson drew a contrast between 

“the objective modernity of nations to the historian’s eye vs. their subjective antiquity in the eyes 

of nationalists.”
386

 

Anthony Smith’s theory of “ethnosymbolism” stands as a counterpoint to the modernist 

theory of nationalism, and by extension, its reading of ethnicity. In The Ethnic Origins of 
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Nations, Smith argued against modernism’s views on ethnicity and nationalism by highlighting 

the importance of traditions. Nations are not modern entities. Rather, nationalism can be traced 

back to the Middle Ages, if not to antiquity. “[n]ot merely the processes of modernization, but 

also to earlier pre-modern identities and legacies that continue to form the bedrock of many 

modern nations.”
387388

 At the bedrock of both is the development of social and symbolic 

processes. Also essential are shared memories, values, and traditions. Smith emphasized the 

importance of traditions, memories, and symbolism of non-elites, in the construction of nations.  

Ethnosymbolism is Smith’s main theoretical contribution to the study of nationalism. At its base 

is the concept of ethnie, the French word that Smith preferred over the ethnic community. Ethnie 

is Smith’s means by which the pre-modern basis of the nation is understood. Smith’s approach 

differs from primordialism to the extent that ethnie differs from the nation. Primoridialism 

assumes the ongoing existence of ancient nations while Smith argues that the ancient ethnies 

transformed themselves into nations.  

Eric Hobsbawm’s contribution to nationalism theory and by extension the study of 

ethnic conflicts is his concept of invented traditions. Invented traditions are “taken to mean a set 

of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic 

nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition, which 

automatically implies continuity with the past.”
389390

 This process involves the selection of 

appropriate events in the past and the establishment of continuity with it. However, this 
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continuity between the new tradition and the past may be fictitious. As Hobsbawm put it: 

“Inventing traditions, it is assumed here, is a process of formalization and ritualization 

characterized by reference to the past, if only by imposing repetition.”
391

 One final point of 

differentiation between the two is continuity. While Smith stressed the importance of continuities 

for the construction of ethnicities and ethnic conflicts, Hobsbawm was largely indifferent.
392

 

3.5 Definitions to be compared: 

The issue of definitions is important to show how ethnic conflicts are being expressed. 

With regards to IS and IIP, while they are involved in the construction of competing ethnicities, 

they do not perceive it as such. The conflicts that they engender are not justified in terms of 

ethnicity. Thus, it is crucial to show to what extent religious concepts are given different 

definitions by these two groups. It will show to what extent they are in opposition to one another. 

The terms to be compared are Aqeedah, Jihad, People of the Book, and the Caliphate.  

3.5.1 Aqeedah 

 The issue of Aqeedah or creed is one of the fundamental points of a religious group’s 

identity. In the case of IS and the IIP, there are numerous points of overlap. A study of these 

groups’ Aqeedah provides insight into how these groups perceive themselves and others. It 

explains how they determine belief and blasphemy. Both groups, like any movement that claims 

to be Islamic, will state that at the base of their creed lies the belief that there is no God but 

Allah, and Muhammad is His messenger. The differences lie in how they believe in Allah and 

how they perceive the Prophet and his rules. With regards to IS, their melange of Wahhabism 

and Qutbism leads them to believe that they are the only true believers. As such, they deem the 
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IIP to be blasphemers owing to their participation in non-Islamic rule. Following Qutb’s 

precepts, IS holds that participating in any manner in a regime that does not fully abide by 

Islamic law is blasphemy.
393

 IS holds that since it has established a caliphate, all other 

organizations are illegitimate.
394

 

 The IIP does not have a single, unified creed/aqeedah. Rather, different factions and 

leaders hold different beliefs. This phenomenon is not particular to the IIP, but rather it 

characterizes the entirety of the Muslim Brotherhood. The Muslim Brotherhood is characterized 

by its ideological malleability. Its ideology changes along with external political circumstances 

and the group’s internal dynamics. Under the group’s founder Hassan Al-Banna, the group was 

ideologically traditionalist, opposed to the British colonial presence, with the ultimate goal of 

restoring the caliphate. Al-Banna’s vision of the caliphate, and by extension the Brotherhood’s, 

was the Ottoman Empire.  

The IIP’s founder Muhammad Mahmoud Al-Sawaaf was influenced by Al-Banna.
395

 

After meeting Al-Banna, Al-Sawaf would for a short while join Al-Banna’s Brotherhood, which 

was growing in strength and momentum. Al-Sawaaf would then establish in Iraq his movement, 

the Islamic Brotherhood Organization (IBO).
396

 The IBO was supposedly meant to represent 

Sunni Muslims and assert their interests on a religious basis. Like Al-Banna’s organization; Al-

Sawaaf’s group would be ideologically opposed to British colonialism as well as communism. 

The IBO’s creed, when compared to Al-Banna’s Brotherhood, was more open to different 
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ideological currents. Al-Sawaaf would call upon senior Shiite clerics, such as Talib Al-

Rifai,
397398399

 to join his nascent movement. Al-Sawaaf would seek to cajole the Shiite clerics by 

arguing for a common front against their common enemy, communism. This was a step that Al-

Banna was not willing to take, owing to the religious divide between him, as a Sunni cleric at the 

head of a Sunni movement, and the Shiites. Moreover, Al-Sawaaf’s attempts to entice the Shiite 

clergy would prove to be unsuccessful.
400

 The creed of the Iraqi Brotherhood’s forerunner was 

open to different religious views, even when these views were contradictory to one another. The 

IBO under Al-Sawaaf would officially join the Brotherhood in 1960 when it had completely 

transformed under the ideological leadership of Sayyid Qutb.   

The creed of Qutb is revolutionary and radically exclusionary. The IIP incorporated that 

creed to an extent. Qutb, as previously mentioned, considered himself and his followers as the 

only true believers. The revolutionary aspect of Qutb’s creed is illustrated by its call to 

overthrow the pre-existing blasphemous political order. Aside from joining Qutb’s group, the IIP 

on numerous occasions would express support to Qutb personally. The IIP’s founder and leader 
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Al-Sawaaf had a photographed visit to Qutb, signifying their bond.
401

 The IIP would try to assist 

Qutb when he was imprisoned by Egypt’s leader Jamal Abdel-Nasser, even calling on Shiite 

clerics to intercede with the Egyptian government on Qutb’s behalf.
402403

 After Qutb’s execution, 

the IIP would hold protests in condemnation. The IIP served as an instrument by the Iraqi 

republican regime against Nasser’s pan-Arab nationalism, whose popularity was far greater than 

the IIP’s.  

It is worth noting that the IIP did not wholeheartedly embrace Qutb’s creed. The IIP did 

not call for a violent revolution, even though Iraq was not under Islamic rule. At the same time, 

some of its members went into exile, with the United Kingdom being their primary 

destination.
404

 Others maintained an underground presence in Iraq. Neither of these two 

approaches complies with Qutb’s thoughts. Qutbism sees only two options for the one who is 

living under a non-Islamic rule, and is seeking to preserve his faith: Either one rebels against the 

said blasphemous regime or one separates oneself from society. Neither those living under 

Saddam Hussein nor those in the United Kingdom were living under Islamic rule. Hence, the IIP 

did not become a fully Qutbist group. Instead, the IIP treated it as a valid ideology, among 
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others. The IIP treated Qutbism as a networking opportunity, enabling it to establish connections 

with global movements. The execution of Qutb, the Brotherhood’s failure to gather mass support 

as well as the influence of exile politics led the IIP to undergo yet another transformation in its 

creed, leading to the creed it adheres to today.     

 The contemporary creed of the IIP is heterogeneous, reflecting the different 

influences on the IIP over the years. The IIP has sought to be a legal entity and allowed to 

participate in the political process, whatever that process may be. The IIP’s self-perception as a 

legitimate moderate actor is a direct consequence of its creed. The Qutbist and Wahhabi 

influences represent points of overlap with IS and Al Qaeda. Some factions within the IIP are 

perenialists, while others are Wahhabis. The perennialists have been used by the IIP to present an 

image of moderation vis à vis Iraq’s Christian minority. With regards to IIP’s Wahhabi 

operatives, they serve to mobilize Sunnis against the Shiite heretics. Their purpose was also to 

serve as a possible avenue from which the IIP could obtain financial support, whether from Saudi 

Arabia or Qatar. During Al-Sawaaf’s leadership of the IIP, the group became particularly close 

to Saudi Arabia, whereas now it is allied with Qatar.
405

  What sets the IIP’s Wahhabism apart 

from IS’s is that the IIP’s Wahhabis refuse to be subsumed by IS’s caliphate and military 

campaigns.  
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3.5.2 Jihad 

How IS and the IIP view Jihad is essential to how they aim to implement their vision. 

With regards to IS, it argues that Jihad is an obligation upon every Muslim. Taking their cue 

from Qutb, IS holds that establishing a pure Islamic rule is the difference between belief and 

blasphemy.
406

 A person, who lives under a non-Islamic regime, is obligated to either overthrow 

this blasphemous regime or quit such a regime to preserve one’s faith. Thus, one must migrate to 

the land of belief i.e. the caliphate. Conversely, lone wolf attacks are the direct outcome of such 

a view. This link is not merely theoretical. Rather, IS in its propaganda outlets such as its 

magazines, and speeches by the group’s spokesperson directly called for such types of attacks as 

a religious duty.
407

As for the Brotherhood, they have constantly reinterpreted their understanding 

of Jihad. The IIP does not engage with IS’s theological reasoning for its attacks. It has to a very 

limited extent characterized IS’s attacks as being terrorism.
408

 It critiques IS because of its 

actions, nothing more. What the IIP does not do in its daily press releases is attack 

Wahhabism and Qutbism, lest it highlight its possible points of overlap between it and IS 

or alienate its Qatari support.      

3.5.3 People of the Book 

How the People of the Book are perceived differs from the viewpoints of IS and the IIP. 

The IIP is willing to share power with Iraq’s Christians.
409

 This political pluralism stands in 
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marked contrast with IS. The IIP does not want to antagonize the United States. The IIP has 

desired international recognition as a legitimate actor. It is willing to adhere to the rules 

established by the United States, governing Iraq’s political process. Consequently, the IIP’s 

political participation came in tandem with political representation for Iraq’s Christians on the 

IGC.
410

 This is why the IIP participated within and praised official institutions that provided 

quotas for Iraq’s Christians.
411

 The willingness of the IIP to share power also reflects its pluralist 

ideology. Aside from the quotas, the IIP is open to certain democratic processes such as the 

ballot box. It has no ideological qualms about working with politicians from different religions, 

including Christians. This is not to suggest that the Muslim Brotherhood in its entirety has 

adopted liberalism and democracy wholesale. Rather, the IIP has adopted political liberalism 

because it has provided the IIP with a means of presenting itself as a moderate actor in the 

United States. Political liberalism has also allowed the IIP to attain some power. The expediency 

is demonstrated by its stance on sectarianism. The IIP has no problem with the Iraqi sectarian 

quota system which keeps Sunni Arabs and Christians as permanent political minorities. The 

objective of the IIP is to represent the Sunni Arab minority, by presenting itself as a pliant 

interlocutor to other sects and foreign powers.  

As for IS, its lack of political pluralism is one of its main differentiators from the IIP. 

While IS can tolerate the existence of Christians in its caliphate, under several caveats, what it 

cannot do is share power with them in any way. IS seeks to implement its religious rulings in all 

facets of life, especially governance. According to IS, all legitimate authority must be 
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concentrated in the hands of the Caliph, or the deputies whom he empowers. A blasphemer has 

no standing to act as Caliph, nor any other position of religious standing. Concerning the issue of 

enslavement of the People of the Book, the sources begin to differ. It has been reported on a few 

occasions that Christians were enslaved by IS, according to the group’s interpretation. In other 

cases, Christians were given privileges under IS’s rule not allocated to people following other 

religions. Whoever IS viewed as apostates, namely those who identified as Muslims but did not 

adhere to IS’s creed were given two choices: Embrace IS’s creed or face immediate execution. 

The Yazidis were meted out a different treatment. This is the consequence of IS’s perception of 

Yazidis as followers of a heretical religion, who were not among the people of the book. Thus, IS 

could not tolerate their existence in the slightest, especially in their caliphate.
412

 From that 

stemmed IS’s policy of executions and enslavement. IS in its propaganda outlets justified their 

enslavement so that the new generation would be raised in the ideology of the group.
413

  

As for Iraqi Christians, as previously mentioned, in some cases, they were given the 

choice of paying a so-called Jizyah. In exchange for such a payment, Christians were permitted 

to stay in their homes and not subjected to IS’s attacks. The other options offered to Iraq’s 

Christians were conversion or expulsion. Christians who opted for the third choice saw their 

homes confiscated by IS. IS in turn would distribute these houses among its supporters, to 

encourage foreign fighters to move to the caliphate, along with their families. That became part 

of IS’s program of demographic reengineering. IS did not simply seek to attract foreign fighters, 

but rather it attempted to lure entire families. The group’s aim was the total reconstruction of 

society following its religious precepts. By replacing the population, IS would be in a position, 

per its perspective, to establish a community of true believers, while simultaneously punishing 
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those who refused to adhere to its values. IS’s treatment of Iraqi Christians in that regard 

can be explained in terms of both value and instrumental rationality. The instrumental 

rationality of that policy was that it provided a financial windfall for the group. These 

added resources in turn enabled IS to construct a more sophisticated and efficient 

administration of its caliphate. The value rationality was the desire of the group to act 

following their religious precepts. Thus, for their caliphate to be legitimate from a 

Wahhabi-Qutbist perspective, it had to treat the People of the Book in such a 

manner.
414415416

  

3.5.4 The Caliphate 

IS and IIP have widely diverging views regarding the caliphate. The Muslim 

Brotherhood, including its Iraqi branch, has constantly shifted its views regarding the caliphate. 

At the same time, none of the Brotherhood’s varying conceptualizations of the caliphate are 

identical to IS’s, though they have on some occasions come quite close. The changes to how the 

Brotherhood views the caliphate, as previously stated, can be partially explained as being a result 

of internal changes within the group. Another key factor shaping the Brotherhood’s desire for a 

caliphate is to what extent the pre-existing political system is amenable to the Brotherhood’s 

influence.  

Originally, Hassan Al-Banna sought the resurrection of the Ottoman Empire. This 

objective correlated with the fact that the political space under the Egyptian monarchy was very 
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constricted. An elected parliament with limited powers existed. Moreover, the elections to the 

parliament were constantly rigged. At the same time, the Egyptian monarchy itself was a 

plaything of British imperialism, meaning that effectively, the Egyptians had no say in how their 

country was run. Al-Banna’s goal of the caliphate thus involved the eventual overthrow of the 

then-ruling Egyptian monarchy, and the British colonial rule underpinning it.
417

 Al-Banna’s 

vision of a caliphate was quite different from IS’s. In addition to the political context, Al-

Banna’s value rationality differed from IS’s. The values Al-Banna pursued for their own sake 

were traditionalism and a creed shared by most of Egypt’s population. In contrast, IS’s value 

rationality differs significantly from Al-Banna’s on numerous points. IS’s value rationality is in 

total agreement with the Saudi uprisings against the Ottoman Empire.  

Under Qutb, the concept of the caliphate was neglected in favor of total revolution 

against all pre-existing religious and political institutions, including the Ottoman Empire. At the 

same time, Egypt had shifted from a monarchy to a military dictatorship. The junta, led by Jamal 

Abdul-Nasser had no interest in sharing power and had set about crushing the Brotherhood. The 

Brotherhood saw that as further justification of its value rationality of a Qutbist total revolution, 

as there was no political opening available to it. Following the death of Abdul-Nasser, the 

political system in Egypt became slightly more pluralistic. Abdul-Nasser’s successor, Anwar Al-

Sadat sought to undermine his leftist and Nasserite opponents. To that end, he allowed the 

Brotherhood and some of his other religious opponents
418

 some political and social leeway. The 

Brotherhood was allowed to re-establish itself in Egypt and establish its recruitment networks in 
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universities.
419

 Following Al-Sadat’s assassination, his successor Muhammad Husni Mubarak 

followed Al-Sadat’s strategy for dealing with the Brotherhood. It was allowed to participate in 

the regime’s rigged elections, enabling the group to have limited representation in parliament.  

The Brotherhood under Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, including the IIP, is simply not interested in re-

establishing the caliphate. Rather, its goal is participation in the pre-existing political processes, 

whatever they may be. The IIP’s contemporary (and revised) reading of politics does not extend 

beyond participating in a flawed democracy.   

This is best exemplified by the IIP in its official obituary of Numan Abdul-Razzaq Al-

Sammarai,
420

 one of the group’s co-founders and its first leader. The IIP characterized Al-

Sammarai’s entire efforts as being a national educational renaissance. In doing so, the IIP was 

attempting to minimize its religious agenda. In another hagiography of Al-Sammarai posted by 

pro-Brotherhood religious clerics, the IIP was described as being Al-Sammarai’s reformist and 

nationalist project.
421422

 It is worth pointing out that when Al-Sammarai co-founded the group in 

1960 it was a Qutbist group. While Al-Sammarai was in exile in Saudi Arabia, he taught at its 
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universities. This in turn led Al-Sammarai to shift his views closer to the Saudi monarchy’s 

religious perspective.  

As previously mentioned in Chapter 2, the official Saudi stance on the caliphate is that 

the Saudi king is the rightful Islamic ruler. Thus, a caliphate would be illegitimate. The Saudi 

view of the Ottoman Caliphate is even more disdainful, as Saudi Arabia could only have been 

established via the fall of the Ottoman Empire. The raison d'être of Saudi Arabia, as per the 

justification of its Wahhabi clerics, was that the Ottoman Empire was blasphemous.
423

 This is 

because the Ottoman Empire had an improper creed, and had allowed blasphemous innovations 

to corrupt the faith of the believers. By extension, the Ottoman Caliphate was illegitimate, and 

overthrowing it was an act of worship on the part of the Saud family and the Wahhabi clergy.   

Consequently, the IIP’s leadership could only establish itself in Saudi Arabia by 

abandoning Al-Banna’s cherished goal of re-establishing the Ottoman Caliphate. Having its 

leadership teaching in Saudi universities
424

 entailed further ideological repercussions for the 

group. Saudi universities, then and now have emphasized loyalty to the regime above all. Beliefs 

and ideologies that undermined the official ideology of the absolute monarchy were simply not 

tolerated. The IIP was co-opted by the Saudi monarchy in several ways, and not just through the 

group’s political subservience. Rather, the IIP actively preached its loyalty to the Saudi 

government, in exchange for a haven and employment. At that time, elements of the IIP began 

incorporating the official Saudi ideology. Muhammad Mahmoud Al-Sawaaf would go so far as 
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to imitate the attire of the Saudi Wahhabi clergy.
425

 As such, the thought of Ibn Taymiyah began 

exerting an increasing influence on the group. Ibn Taymiyah was henceforth deemed to be a 

reliable religious source by the IIP and was used by some of its cadres in shaping their creeds. At 

the same time, the IIP members who did not adhere to Ibn Taymiyah’s thought existed in 

symbiosis with those who did, the former accepting the latter’s continued membership in the 

group, and vice versa.  

This situation regarding Ibn Taymiyah continues to this day. When some senior IIP 

cadres make use of Ibn Taymiyah to deem Shiite political opponents as heretics who merit 

execution, other members would simply say that they do not agree with Ibn Taymiyah on that 

point. The IIP of today is that of Yusuf Al-Qaradawi: By following the religious precepts of the 

Brotherhood’s most senior religious figure worldwide, the IIP has been attempting to rework its 

religious language. Al-Qardawi has attempted to please different religious groups 

simultaneously. This involves holding different value rationalities within the group, while not 

seriously pursuing them. Unless the said value rationality can help the group attain power. Thus, 

under Al-Qaradawi, the Brotherhood has taken a more instrumentalist view of its religious 

precepts. Al-Qaradawi’s value rationality is a hodgepodge of previously developed value 

rationalities that contradict one another. Al-Qaradawi has on some occasions claimed to have 

been inspired by modernists like Muhammad Abduh. Al-Qaradawi has on other occasions drawn 

directly from radical revolutionaries like Sayyid Qutb.
426

 Al-Qaradawi has deemed Ibn 

Taymiyah to be a reliable religious source, while taking the Qutbist perspective, as opposed to 

Ibn Taymiyah’s, on numerous occasions. Al-Qaradawi has heaped praise on Ayman Al-Zawahiri 
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as well as democracy.
427

 Thus, Al-Qaradawi’s value rationality, which is predicated upon the 

bowdlerization of different value rationalities, can be viewed from its instrumental rationality: It 

allows the Brotherhood to gain many supporters quickly, by attracting a variety of individuals 

with different value rationalities all at the same time. The instrumental rationality of that 

approach is also exhibited by the fact that it allows for political flexibility. As such, the 

Brotherhood can maintain its international support by appearing to be a moderate group. The 

Brotherhood does so by giving the perception that the group has harmonized its thought with the 

dominant ideological trends, in the countries where it has set up its base.   

In the case of the IIP’s Speaker of the House, Saleem Algbure, he has adopted a 

perennial philosophy. This perennial philosophy has been expressed on numerous occasions, 

especially during his public interactions with Iraq’s religious minorities. Algbure has wished his 

blessings to Christians on Christmas day.
 428

 He also wrote that he blessed one of the religious 

holidays of the Mandaean Sabians.
 429

 At the same time, the pro-Ibn Taymiyah faction continues 

to enjoy its influence within the IIP.
430

 These different factions exist within the same movement.  

Of the different factions within the IIP, the ascendant one is the one with a proclivity toward 

political liberalism. Thus, the IIP has been redefining itself as being focused on service provision 

and representing an ethnic group within the context of the Iraqi sectarian democracy. As a status 
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quo actor, the IIP is not pushing for a greater role for religion. Also, it does not challenge in the 

slightest Iraq’s foreign policy concerning the United States and Iran. These changes in the 

group’s value rationality went in tandem with a focus on instrumental rationality. 
 431432433

 

3.6 An Overview of Iraq’s Ethnic Conflicts 

3.6.1 US Invasion 

Iraq’s contemporary ethnic conflicts can be traced to the 2003 American invasion. 

Iraqi history is replete with religious wars, ethnic strife,
434

 and even genocides.
435

 However, the 

political structure established by the US informs Iraq’s contemporary ethnic conflicts. Using as a 

pretext the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s non-existing weapons of mass destruction and 

fictitious connections with Al Qaeda, the United States and some of its allies invaded the 

country. Hussein was quickly ousted,
436

 leaving the United States and Iran to shape Iraq’s ethnic 

fault lines, while generating new ones. One of the first acts of Paul Bremer, the United States’ 

Administrator of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) of Iraq, and the country’s de facto 
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ruler was the de-Baathification laws.
437

 Ostensibly to prevent Saddam Hussein’s loyalists from 

working in the government, these laws served to disenfranchise many Sunni Arabs from the new 

political process,
438

 as many were ousted from their governmental positions. All of Iraq’s 

political processes following the invasion were governed by sectarianism. Along with the CPA, 

the United States established the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC). The IGC was divided on an 

ethnic and sectarian basis. The genesis of Iraq’s political institutions would be segmented based 

on ethnicity and religion, a pattern that would continue informing the country’s political system. 

On one hand, Iraq’s first “democratic” elections were mostly boycotted by Sunni Arabs. On the 

other hand, Kurds participated to maintain their regional autonomy. Crucially, these elections 

were dominated by an alliance of Shiite religious parties.
439

  

The Muhasasah
440

 or the quota-based system formalized Iraq’s ethnic conflicts. This new 

system offers yet another example of how a means to rationalize society has become a novel 

means of its subjugation. The Muhasasah was used to organize the Iraqi opposition to Saddam 

Hussein, whose members were in exile. Members of the opposition included religious Shiite 

parties such as the Dawa Party
441

 and the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution. It also 

included ethno-nationalist Kurdish parties, such as the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) and the 

Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). The opposition in exile also encompassed the Iraqi Islamic 

Party (IIP). The IIP stood in as the Sunni Arab representative. The political opposition saw in the 
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Muhasasah system a means by which Iraq’s ethno-sectarian groups could be represented 

proportionally.
442

 This form of social action was instrumentally rational, per the definition of 

Max Weber and Jürgen Habermas, whereby it is determined by expectations about people’s 

behaviors. Institutions that represent the ethnic cleavages of Iraq’s myriad opposition were 

expected to provide for the conditions by which the attainment of the rationally pursued ends 

could be realized. In this case, these rational ends are the establishment of US-friendly governing 

institutions, which could act as a replacement for the just-deposed Baa’thist regime.  

The United States' efforts in that regard fall under their overarching attempts to 

rationalize Iraqi society. Rationalization, in a Western model, is reflected in the embryonic 

governing institutions developed by the Western-based Iraqi opposition. To that end, the 

rationalization of Iraqi society involved seeking efficiency.
443

 Instead of the corrupt and 

nepotistic Baa’thist functionaries, the opposition promised Iraq a new, Western bureaucracy. 

This new bureaucracy promised maximum results with minimum inputs,
444

 being leaner and less 

wasteful than Saddam Hussein’s governance. Following the US invasion, the Coalition 

Provisional Authority (CPA) took control of Iraq. Led by Paul Bremer, its American head, the 

CPA reworked Iraq’s bureaucracy. The CPA’s main instrument in that regard was the above-

mentioned de-baathification law.
445446

 Its ostensible aim was the elimination of the retrograde 
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influence of the previous regime, and to bring about a modern Iraq. The supposed instrument of 

modernization was instead a tool for generating and increasing pre-existing sectarian divides. 

The result of the de-baathification law was that Sunni Arabs were excluded from their 

government jobs and the new Westernized order. At the same time, the unofficial embeddedness 

of sectarianism meant that institutions were working at cross-purposes. Society’s predictability 

was one of the aims of the changes being imposed on Iraq, as a more rational society, per the 

understanding of Weber, was the overarching objective of the changes being imposed on Iraq. 

The sectarian application of the de-baathification law meant that irrespective of its rationality, 

sectarian segmentation was deeply embedded in the institutions of the new Iraq.  The Iraqi 

opposition, including the IIP, agreed upon such a system
447

 during a series of meetings in the 

United Kingdom.
448

  

The US invasion of Iraq would result in the Muhasasah system underpinning the 

country’s political process. This is because the United States implemented the Muhasasah system 

to govern Iraq, ostensibly to provide an ethno-sectarian balance. This system was also conceived 

as a reaction to Saddam Hussein’s ideology of pan-Arab nationalism, which disenfranchised 

ethnic minorities. Furthermore, the Muhasasah also served to counteract Saddam Hussein’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

because they were affiliated with Saddam Hussein’s regime or were apologists of the fallen 

regime. The JAC’s head when this decision was taken was Ali Al-Lami. Al-Lami was 

simultaneously a candidate for the Iraqi National Alliance (INA). The INA represented most of 

Iraq’s major Shiite political parties. This illustrates the conflict of interests and sectarianism 

governing Iraq’s de-baathfication efforts.    
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perceived exclusion of the Shiites. It is worth noting that there was a minimal familiarity in Iraqi 

political culture with institutionalized parties, in the American sense. Parties served as political 

vehicles for religious movements or personalities, rather than being institutionalized entities. 

Despite their political divergences, these factions came to the de facto agreement that a strong 

state able to enforce the rule of law was not in their ideological interests. In tandem with such 

concerns, an ethno-sectarian quota system, or a Muhasasah, was the cornerstone upon which 

Iraq’s new governing institutions were established. To that end, the distribution of positions 

within Iraq’s first governing body following the invasion, the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), 

was done on an ethnic and sectarian basis.   

3.6.2 The Lebanese Precedent 

It is important to note that Lebanon was a direct inspiration for the Muhasasah 

system.
449450

 It is no coincidence that both countries are plagued by endemic corruption and 

constant civil strife. Sectarianism is the foundation on which both countries’ political systems 

were built. As in Iraq, these sectarian cleavages existed before the establishment of the Lebanese 

state, and its predecessor entities. However, the existence of a Muhasasah system would only 

serve to increase tensions, such that sectarian civil wars have been a fixture of Lebanese politics, 

ever since the country’s inception. Both Lebanon’s and Iraq’s Muhasasah systems have led 

sectarian identities to become instruments of political mobilization.
451

 Elite capture is another 

feature of such a system, as Muhasasah does not consider demographic changes nor does it 
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incorporate the possibility of the population’s changing preferences. Such a system does not 

envision a process by which the population is permitted to reduce political sectarianism.  

Sectarian strife is not a bug, but rather a feature of such systems. The origins of Lebanon 

and Iraq’s Muhasasah systems can be traced to 1840 when the European powers forced the 

enfeebled Ottoman Empire to grant the Maronite Christians and Druze residing in Mount 

Lebanon a form of autonomy.
452

 This offers yet another example of how Weberian 

instrumental rationality has become a means of enslavement, per Habermas. The European 

Powers saw these religious minorities as a means by which they could undermine their Ottoman 

rival, and expand their influence in the Middle East. The French presented themselves as the 

protectors of the Maronite community, while the British established links with the Druze. The 

Russian Empire furthered its ties with the Greek Orthodox while the Prussians courted the 

Shiites.
453

 The involvement of international actors on a sectarian basis has further entrenched 

such systems. This is the case in Lebanon as it is in Iraq. In the Lebanese case, this sectarian 

autonomy would provoke more sectarian conflicts. The autonomous region of Mount Lebanon 

was divided into two prefectures (Qai’maqamatayn),
454

 one being populated mostly by the 

Maronites, while the other being of the Druze majority. The Druze district was led by a Maronite 

while the Maronite district was under a Druze leader.
455

 A system that further politicized 

sectarian tensions and was influenced by international tensions was not one to keep ethnic 
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conflicts at bay. The Druze and Maronites were soon at war with each other, which provided an 

opportunity for their European sponsors to get further involved in the Middle East. The conflict 

between the Druze and the Maronites
456

 represented an opportunity for the British and French to 

engage in yet another proxy war.
457

  

The failure of the 1840 system led to the Mutasarifiya system in 1860. Mount Lebanon 

was to be ruled by a political system that once again enshrined sectarianism.
458

 The Mutasarifiya 

allocated power on a sectarian basis once more, the difference being that the Maronites were 

given a more prominent role vis à vis other communities.
459

 The Mutasarifiya was to be led by a 

Christian acceptable to both the Ottoman Empire and the European sponsors of the Mutasarifiya. 

The Mutasarifiya would implode under internal and external pressures, further showcasing the 

fragility of Muhasasah. The Ottoman Empire had a dim view of the Mutasarifiya, as it was 

essentially imposed on it by the European powers. The Ottoman leadership was attempting to 

centralize its rule, which put it at ideological odds with the Mutasarifiya. With the outbreak of 

World War One, the Ottoman Empire became at war with the Mutasarifiya’s European backers. 

The Ottoman leadership perceived the Mutasarifiya as being a hostile entity and decided to do 

away with it. To that end, it laid siege to the Mutasarifiya. The Mutasarifiya soon became under 

a double siege, as the allies were blockading Ottoman ports. The Mutasarifiya’s problems were 

compounded further still by an environmental catastrophe, as hordes of locusts destroyed the 

Mutasarifiya’s agricultural sector.
460

 The Mutasarifiya’s existence ended with a refugee crisis. 
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Many of its inhabitants left Mount Lebanon to escape their impoverishment and perpetual lack of 

security. It is worth noting that the Mutasarifiya’s sectarian allocation system would persist after 

the collapse of the Mutasarifiya itself, albeit with some modifications. However, a perpetually 

failed state and sectarian tensions would characterize the successor regimes that would employ 

such a Muhasasah.  

The establishment of modern Lebanon is the direct result of the Mutasarifiya’s economic 

and social failures. Following the conclusion of the war and per the 1916 Sykes-Picot accord, the 

areas consisting of modern-day Syria and Lebanon, including the Mutasarifiya, became 

colonized by the French.
461

 The French decided the Mutasarifiya was simply too small to be 

economically sustainable. In its stead was Greater Lebanon, whose borders are unchanged to this 

very day. Beirut and Tripoli were given to Lebanon to provide ports to this new entity. Also, the 

Beka Valley and Akar were taken from the Damascus Wilayah
462463

 to provide a larger 

agricultural sector for Lebanon, irrespective of the inhabitants’ wishes. The sectarian makeup of 

Lebanon was permanently altered, as it now had a greater number of Sunnis and Shiites. 

However, the political system of Lebanon did not reflect these new changes. Rather, parliament 

was dominated by the Maronite community, as was the presidency. All these institutions were 

window-dressing, as a French High Commissioner did as he pleased.
464

 Modern Lebanon would 

continue to be characterized by weak institutions tinged with sectarianism, long after the French 
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left.
465

 However, this was the starting point for the ineffective management of ethnic conflicts in 

that area, which constantly resulted in armed clashes breaking out, as well as international 

interventions.    

3.6.3 Key Differences between Lebanon and Iraq 

 None of the religious groups in Lebanon were a monolithic block, as Lebanon’s 

sectarian system perceived them to be. Rather, politics in Lebanon were, and still are, revolving 

around large families which could provide patronage. The Shiites did not have a religious 

organization
466467

 that represented them in Lebanese politics as a sectarian group. Consequently, 

the inhabitants of this new Lebanon were essentially forced to support a sectarian system that did 

not reflect them. It is worth pointing out some key differences with Iraq. Iraq has a stronger 

claim to a historic identity when compared to Lebanon. When the Ummayds combined the 

provinces of Basra and Baghdad, they named that new entity Iraq in 674.
468

 Lebanon as a state 

did not come into being until 1920, due to the political machinations of the French High 

Commissioner who was then ruling the area. Unlike Lebanon, Iraq has a stronger economic 

foundation.
469

 Iraq has some of the richest oil reserves on the planet. Lebanon does not have any 

oil deposits. Iraq also has natural gas. Throughout most of Lebanon’s history, natural gas 

deposits were not yet discovered. A gas field has been discovered over the last decade, in the 
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Mediterranean Sea.
470

 However, it has yet to be exploited by the Lebanese side. When compared 

to Lebanon, Iraq has a much more expansive agricultural base along with some of the largest 

rivers in the region, the Tigris and the Euphrates. All in all, Lebanon is a much resource poorer 

country when compared to Iraq. By extension, its strategic value to other countries is of far lesser 

importance. Nevertheless, this study argues that both countries have failed to manage their ethnic 

tensions, and this correlates with the Muhasasah system.  

Independence did not resolve Lebanon’s spiraling ethnic tensions but instead hardened 

them. Following the departure of the French in 1946, an unwritten sectarian power-sharing 

mechanism between Lebanon’s elites known as the “national pact” underpinned the country’s 

politics. Instead of a sectarian system that better represents the country’s sectarian makeup or 

doing away with it altogether, the Maronites were granted more power.
471

 The presidency, which 

was informally granted to the Maronites, was given the powers of the French High 

Commissioner. Also, the head of the military and most seats in parliament were allocated to the 

Maronites. This is because the raison d'être of Lebanon, whether it was a Mutasrifya, a French 

mandate, or an independent country was to provide a state for the Maronite Christians. This is 

how the international powers, especially the French, saw Lebanon. The Prime Minister was to be 

a Sunni while the parliamentary speakership was a position allocated to the Shiites. Cabinet 

portfolios were also distributed on a sectarian basis. The rigidity of Lebanon’s system meant that 

as in Iraq it never considered the possibility of the population changing its views on sectarianism. 

Nor did it foresee the possibility of Lebanon’s sectarian makeup changing. Nor is it meant to. 

Such a sectarian system picks “winners and losers.” It pits different sects against each other via 
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an unequal distribution of political goods and services. Groups are permanently disenfranchised. 

In the case of Lebanon, it served to entrench Maronite rule at the expense of members of other 

religions and Christian denominations. The Muhasasah was imposed from the top down and 

maintained via deals between political elites who in turn were beholden to their international 

benefactors. It encouraged sectarian mobilization as the most direct route to power. The 

destabilizing outcomes of such a system are manifold. It further weakens the state, whereby 

powerful religious groups with international backing have the potential to be not so much a state 

within a state, but rather a state within a failed state. Unlike the Weberian conception of the state, 

whereby it has a monopoly on violence, sectarian actors have been able to establish their security 

forces. These forces in turn are stronger than the national army. This applies to Lebanon as it 

does to Iraq, as both countries have a similar Muhasasah system, although Lebanon’s is more 

formally enshrined in laws and national agreements
472

.           

Muhasasah has reinforced sectarian divisions, along with undermining feelings of 

national unity. Sectarianism and ethnic identity politics governed how power is attained within 

legal means. Muhasasah, as it has been practiced since its inception, has caused governmental 

ministries and their associated resources to be monopolized by political parties. Instead of 

providing services to the public, parties in control have gone about hiring their supporters in the 

government bureaucracy, to maintain their support. Such a system acts as legal cover for blatant 

corruption and nepotism. Muhasasah has served to undermine the Lebanese as well as the Iraqi 

state in other ways. The above-mentioned Shiite sectarian parties which attained power were 

originally based in Iran, and ideologically beholden to it. These newly empowered sectarian 

actors, along with other parties in Muhasasah, acted per their ideology. They self-identified as 

                                                           
472

 Such as the Ta’if Agreement. 



  

166 
 

religious actors, whose religious paragons were the leaders of Iran. The Muhasasah system 

empowered them, as members of a said ethnic group. Moreover, such a system encouraged 

foreign influences, as it kept a weak state with leaders ideologically driven to seek guidance from 

other countries.   

The IGC (Iraqi Governing Council) was established in 2003, the interim government of 

2004, and the governments formed after each national election, in 2005, 2010, and 2014 were all 

shaped by the sectarian Muhasasah. Consequently, the cabinet was divided on an ethno-sectarian 

basis. Ministries were allocated to the ethno-sectarian parties as their reward for mobilizing 

voters along ethno-sectarian lines. In turn, each party would then exploit the resources of the 

ministry they were awarded to further its patronage network. Getting employed in the 

government was contingent upon one joining a pro-Muhasasah political party.
473

 Muhasasah is 

an expression of how Iraqi politicians have resorted to ethnic nationalism and sectarianism as a 

cover for their corrupt patronage networks, all the while increasing tensions among their 

voters.
474

  

The Muhasah’s genesis is partially due to the Iraqi political culture when the United 

States invaded Iraq. Iraq did not have any broad institutionalized political parties, nor was there 

any familiarity with them. Of the political parties that were willing to participate in the new 

political process, many of them had their private militias. Because the Iraqi state lacked a 

monopoly on violence, Iraqi politicians were disinclined to forge hard compromises, using 
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exclusively peaceful means. There was no acceptance of the rule of law or the necessity of 

democracy in itself. Rather, the appearance of democratic rule was maintained by these ethnic 

and religious actors to please the United States, and bolster their image among the international 

community. That is not to say that the United States had no say in the matter. If anything, it was 

the main instigator of who got to participate in the political process, and in what manner. The 

United States wanted institutions that had the formal appearance of a democracy. Democratizing 

Iraq was one of the principal justifications for the US invasion. At the same time, the US sought 

to co-opt powerful actors so that it would not resist the presence of the United States. This 

arrangement also pertains to Iranian influence in Iraq. Iran saw in such an arrangement an 

opportunity to eliminate its old Baa’thist foes and ensure an ideologically hostile strong state 

would never menace it again.    

The Muhasasah system in Iraq exemplifies the gap between the formal law and 

institutions, and its actual implementation. It is the practice by which politicians and bureaucrats 

are appointed based on their sectarian or ethnic identity. The state is thus run by those who 

attained their positions for reasons that have nothing to do with their merit or any sort of 

qualification. The Muhasasah system is not fully enshrined in law. What it does is represent and 

build upon pre-existing identities and ethnic tensions. The Muhasasah system is to an extent a 

reaction to Saddam Hussein’s Baa’thist regime. The Baa’thists, in the name of secularism, 

crushed the religious opposition, and in the name of pan-Arab nationalism oppressed ethnic 

minorities.
475

 The Muhasasah is applied on a top-down basis. Top-level executive positions are 

allocated on a pre-arranged basis to Iraq’s main ethnic groups. A points system handles the 

distribution of government jobs to the political parties and coalitions within an ethnic group. It is 
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worth noting that sectarianism can be a component of these ethnic identities, such as Sunni and 

Shiite Arabs.  

The presidency, speakership of the house, and the position of the prime minister, the 

three most senior executive positions, are given to a Kurd, a Sunni Arab, and a Shiite Arab, 

respectively. With regards to government ministries, they are divided up using the approximate 

formula: 54% go to Shi’a Arabs, 24% go to Sunni Arabs, 18% are allocated to the Kurds, and 

4% are for minorities. The minority seats are often given to Christians.
476

 For example, Adel 

Abdul-Mahdi’s cabinet, which was in power from 2018 to 2020, was made up of 22 ministries: 

Twelve ministries went to the Shi’a, six to the Sunni, three to the Kurds, and one to minorities. 

Adding to the complexity of the system of sectarian allocations is the differentiation between 

sovereign and non-sovereign ministries. Sovereign ministries are perceived to have greater status 

and authority. Consequently, they have a larger budget allocated to them. Since 2006, the 

Ministry of Defense has gone to Sunni Arabs while the Shiites control the Ministry of the 

Interior, owing to yet another informal agreement. The Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs are split between the Kurds and Shiite Arabs. If for example, the minister of 

finance is a Kurd, then a Shia Arab takes the ministry of foreign affairs. Coalitions in parliament 

lead to control over government ministries. Ministries with little political influence and small 

budgets are often given to minorities or women.
477

 Ministries allocated to women are distributed 

on an ethno-sectarian basis. Moreover, these women are representative of Iraq’s main political 
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parties. The result is women ministers who represent their parties’ leadership and are opposed to 

offering any gendered critique or alternative to Iraq’s governance.  

The power-sharing system in Iraqi Kurdistan is also quota-based, incorporating an elite 

that is self-replicating. While there are some different nuances about the context in which it was 

established as well as the actual ethnic segmentation of the government, the fact remains that 

Iraqi Kurdistan has been dominated by the same ethnic actors since its inception, its democratic 

pretensions notwithstanding. Its relative stability can be partially explained by the limited 

penetration of the Wahhabi Qutbist value rationality as opposed to Kurdish ethnic nationalism, 

and traditional Ash’ari Sufi tariqas.
478479

   

Concerning the instrumental rationality of the ethnic actors in power, Iraqi Kurdistan’s 

management of conflicts can be traced back to 1998. Following a Kurdish uprising against 

Saddam Hussein, in 1991 and the establishment of a no-fly zone in northern Iraq, a new form of 

managing ethnic conflicts was developed in the newly autonomous region in the Kurdish 

majority areas of northern Iraq. However, such a process was by no means smooth. The Kurds 

were in no way a monolithic ethnic actor. The two most powerful parties were the Kurdish 

Democratic Party (KDP), led by the Barzani clan, and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), 

which is controlled by the Talabani family. Also, there is the question of ideology, with the KDP 

being more conservative, while the PUK exhibits more socialist tendencies. While both are 

dedicated to an independent Kurdistan, the KDP is backed by Turkey, having once been an ally 
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of Saddam Hussein. The PUK has long been supported by Iran. Both groups engaged in armed 

clashes against one another, in 1996. The result of this is that Iraqi Kurdistan has been de facto 

split into two, with separate bureaucracies and security services. This power-sharing mechanism 

was formalized in the 1998 Washington Agreement, which foreshadowed US plans for Iraq. 

Since then, the KDP and the PUK have controlled Iraqi Kurdistan via their patronage 

networks.
480

 That agreement brought stability to Iraqi Kurdistan, but not democracy. Rather, it 

entrenched the rule of these two factions.  

Thus, while opposition factions are tolerated, and there exists a quota for women, the 

Kurdistan Regional Government’s (KRG) major positions fall under the purview of the PUK’s 

and the KDP patronage networks. Such has been the case, since the signing of the above-

mentioned Washington Agreement in 1998. At the same time, both parties enjoy friendly 

relations with the United States and are represented in the federal Iraqi executive and legislature. 

The Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) enjoys financial and administrative autonomy. This 

remains the case, even after the KRG held an aborted independence referendum in 2017. Thus, 

the instrumental rationality of both parties has been expressed via a state and a bureaucracy that 

has been distinctly influenced by the United States. Another outcome is that the KRG is under 

the effective duopoly of the KDP and PUK. These two parties have controlled the media, 

economy, security services, and bureaucracy, ever since the KRG’s establishment. Other Kurdish 

factions and parties representing minorities are either incorporated within the patronage networks 

of the KDP and the PUK or are excluded from effective power and are relegated to serving as 
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window dressing for the KRG clan-based rule, which in itself represents two clans, and by the 

extension the KRG’s, value rationality.
 481

 

In terms of instrumental rationality, the bureaucracy of the KRG was the brainchild of the 

United States. This applies to the whole entity of the KRG, whereby its control by two ethnic 

clans, is reflective of how the United States designed its political system. This system became 

closer to the Western model, especially when compared to how it was before Western 

intervention.
482

 The value rationality of the KRG is ethnic nationalism, which the American 

intervention has only served to reinforce as being an acceptable way for gaining and attaining 

power, irrespective of its negative consequences for the region’s ethnic conflicts.  

This duopoly which does grant any real power to minorities is illustrated by the case of 

the Assyrian town of Alqosh. Kurdish political actors, especially the KDP, saw Alqosh as 

belonging to Iraqi Kurdistan. However, the inhabitants of Alqosh, saw themselves as being 

ethnically Assyrians and as such were not enticed by the KRG’s Kurdish ethnic secessionism. 

Moreover, the inhabitants were bitter with the KDP Peshmerga due to its poor performance 

against IS, and its inability to protect their Christian coreligionists from the terror group. To 

square that circle, the KDP simply ousted Alqosh’s mayor and replaced him with a KDP loyalist. 

This was done despite a court order from the Iraqi federal judiciary. Thus, Alqosh in 2017 was 

under its new mayor Lara Yusuf. Yusuf is a KDP apparatchik, but whose status as a Christian 
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and an empowered woman has been exploited to match the value rationality of the KRG with 

that which is predominant in the United States.
483

  

Consequently, the Muhasasah system ensures its survival via the replication of its ruling 

elites. Such a system correlates with high levels of corruption. By constantly recycling its ruling 

elites, based on their sectarian affiliation, accountability becomes less attainable. A system 

predicated on sectarian quotas increases ethnic and sectarian tensions while downplaying other 

overlapping identities. Such a system also benefits sectarian and ethnic actors through their 

continuous empowerment, who would otherwise not be able to gain and maintain a majority. At 

the same time, it has generated cross-sectarian opposition due to its poor outputs. Such a system 

has failed to deliver accountability, regarding the country’s endemic corruption. It is equally a 

failure when it comes to the government’s provision of basic goods and services, which is either 

lacking or simply non-existent.
484

 

The key turning point regarding Iraq’s sectarian conflicts was the 2006 bombing of 

the Askari Shrine.
485

 That action was used as a justification by Shiite militias, whether or not 

they held positions in the government, to launch a campaign of sectarian bloodletting 

targeting Sunnis. Also, IS’s predecessor known as the Islamic State in Iraq, which was then 

loyal to Al Qaeda, sought to increase sectarian tensions by bombing Shiite civilians. The United 

States decided to change the nature of the conflict, by breaking the cycle of mutually escalating 
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sectarian tensions. This is because the sectarian conflict was being exploited by Al Qaeda and the 

Islamic State in Iraq to recruit the Iraqi populace.  

The Sahwah
486487488

 shows how the sectarian conflict in Iraq was momentarily stopped, 

and how the mismanagement of the conflict resolution process led to the immense exacerbation 

of the sectarian conflict. The United States established the Sahwah tribal councils among the 

Sunni Arabs to launch a campaign against Al Qaeda in Iraq, in exchange for an official 

relationship with the Iraqi government.
489490491

 The Sahwah tribal councils consisted of small 

Sunni Arab tribes, which sought to gain influence at the expense of their larger tribal 

competitors. This tied in with another key aim of the Sahwah, to undermine the tribal actors who 

were cooperating with Al Qaeda.
492

 The members of the Sahwah were given arms and protection 

by the United States so that they would be empowered to fight Al Qaeda in Iraq. An added 

incentive to the deal was the promise of the future employment of the Sahwah tribesmen within 

the Iraqi security services. From the perspective of value rationality, the dynamic of the Iraqi 

sectarian civil war changed because the Sunni Arab tribes were chafing under the rule of Al 

Qaeda. The value rationality that was being imposed by Al Qaeda did not accord with the 

religious beliefs of Iraq’s Sunni Arabs. Beyond the issue of religion, the social norms that Al 

Qaeda in Iraq was imposing were alien to the tribal mores of Iraq’s Sunni Arabs.
493
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rationality also explains how the Sahwah partially resolved Iraq’s ethnic conflict. The 

instrumental rationality of a modern government that could provide a space for these actors was 

also another reason for which these tribes joined the Sahwah.  

 However, the Sahwah experiment proved to be short-lived, as well as the progress 

gained through the effective management of Iraq’s ethnic disputes. The Iraqi government led by 

Nouri Al-Maliki had no intention of adhering to the agreement. Their value rationality led them 

to perceive the Sahwah to be a threat. According to the Maliki government, it was officially open 

to national reconciliation. However, reconciliation cannot come at the expense of the continued 

fight against crypto-Baa’thists and Al Qaeda’s sympathizers.
494

 From the perspective of the 

Iraqi government, the bargain struck with the Sahwah would have led to the joining of security 

services, their political and religious enemies.
495

 Moreover, that bargain would have threatened 

Shiite control over the security services. At the same time, the United States’ exit strategy was 

predicated on turning control over to the Iraqi government which it had empowered, irrespective 

of its treatment of the Sahwah, or the Sunni Arab tribes for that matter. Without the support of 

the United States, the Sahwah collapsed under the pressure caused by the sectarian policies of the 

Iraqi government on one hand, and attacks from IS on increasingly vulnerable Sahwah on the 

other.
496

  

These shifting power relations correlated with a change in the instrumental rationality of 

some tribal actors. They reconsidered IS as being a lesser threat, when compared to the 

Iraqi government. Consequently, they threw their lot behind IS as a means by which they could 
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apply pressure against a sectarian central government. Combined with the corruption and 

complete ineptitude of the central government,
497

 IS would come back with a vengeance. IS’s 

comeback was greatly facilitated by the utter collapse of the security services, resulting in the 

group’s seizure of a third of Iraq, and its declaration of a caliphate. As a reaction to the rise of IS 

and the defeat of the security services, the Shiite community felt particularly threatened.
498

 The 

sectarian mobilization engendered by IS led to a sectarian backlash on the part of some 

Shiites.
499

 This change in their value rationality, whereby members of their community became 

more acutely aware of their identity because IS was targeting them.  

This new context led to the establishment and rapid empowerment of the Popular 

Mobilization Forces (PMF).
500

 The PMF was established following a fatwa
501

 by Iraq’s most 

senior Shiite religious figure, Ali Al-Sistani.
502503

 It would soon be dominated by pro-Iranian 

armed religious parties, at the expense of the Iraqi government and the Al-Sistani factions.
504

 The 

rise of the sectarian PMF went in tandem with a change in instrumental rationality among 

numerous Shiites. This is because, at the most basic level, the Iraqi state could not offer 

protection. Backed by an international coalition, the Iraqi army, and the PMF crushed IS, which 

de-escalated Iraq’s sectarian conflict. The new context is shaped by the low-level insurgency 

carried out by IS and the exhausted Sunni Arab community. It is also characterized by the Shiites 
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exploring other concerns beyond survival, all of which inform Iraq’s contemporary ethnic 

conflicts.  

3.6.4 Sectarianism-Attempts to Move Beyond it 

Sectarian conflicts in Iraq are further clarified by the failure of the attempts to resolve 

these conflicts. In 2021, there was a concentrated effort by members of non-governmental 

organizations and civil society actors to challenge the sectarian status quo in Iraq. The failure of 

the civil society protests shows how deeply the sectarian Muhasasah system is entrenched. It also 

sheds some light on the principal actors benefiting from Iraq’s sectarian tensions. The 

Muhasasah system would be seriously challenged by the civil society protests, as they argued 

that it embodied everything that had gone wrong. “The system underpins the corruption, 

collusion, and patronage networks that characterize public life in Iraq.”
505

 The objective of the 

civil society protests was to take an explicit stand against the sectarian regime. A particular bone 

of contention was the blatant corruption that characterizes the Iraqi bureaucracy. In a similar 

token, the lack of government services was a principal motivator of these protests. Another key 

demand of the protests was an end to Iranian intervention, as Iranian influence had become 

manifest in military, social, economic, and political spheres. To that end, some protestors sacked 

an Iranian consulate. The alternative sought by the civil society protestors was a secular regime. 

Iraqi nationalism represented another ideal of the protestors, as they presented it as a means to 

overcome Iraq’s sectarian difficulties. This social action was both instrumental and value-

rational, from a Weberian perspective. The civil society protestors demanded a more efficient 

state that could provide services. At the same time, their value rationality was expressed in their 

calls for Iraqi sovereignty. The fact remains that those demands were not mutually exclusive. 
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Rather, the civil society protests viewed Iranian influence as being directly linked to the rise of 

sectarian actors, and a hindrance to the establishment of a modern Iraqi state.   

In other cases, the protests took on a religious dimension. On numerous occasions, the 

protests would stop on Friday, so that the protestors would be able to listen to Shiite Marja’
506507

 

Ali Al-Sistani’s Friday sermon. Adding to the complexity of the situation, while Al-Sistani is an 

Iranian citizen, he represents the Shiite religious seminaries in Iraq as opposed to their Iranian 

counterparts. The Iraqi Shiite seminaries tend to be more apolitical and crucially, do not 

subscribe to the doctrine of Wilayat Al-Faqih.
508509

 The doctrine of Wilayat Al-Faqih calls for 

total loyalty to Iran’s Supreme Leader because he is presented as being the Hidden Imam’s 

representative. Thus, Al-Sistani represented for many of these protestors an alternative source of 

religious legitimacy while simultaneously providing a means by which their Iraqi identity could 

be respected. The civil society protests broke out mostly in Baghdad and in the south where the 

Shiites are the majority. Thus, even protests against sectarianism were colored by ethnic and 

religious divides. While there was some limited participation on their end, most Sunni Arabs 

chose not to participate in the civil society protests. This is because the protests where the Sunni 

Arabs formed a majority were brutally suppressed in 2013 by the Iraqi government. The Iraqi 

government justified its actions by accusing the protestors of being closeted Baa’thists and IS 
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sympathizers. The infiltration of some protests by IS sympathizers certainly did not help things. 

Another factor that hindered the Sunni Arabs’ participation in these new protests was the feeling 

of exhaustion prevailing over most of them. The regions where they formed a majority were a 

battleground between IS and the international coalition aimed at dislodging it. In Iraqi Kurdistan, 

the secessionist values of some Kurds caused them to disregard what was happening in the rest 

of Iraq. Also, the failed independence referendum further poisoned inter-communal relations.  

These protests would be violently suppressed by pro-Iranian armed groups, acting in their 

official or unofficial capacities. The role played by the mercurial cleric Moqtada Al-Sader in 

eliminating the protests is worthy of special mention. Al-Sader has always presented himself as a 

political maverick, constantly shifting his political positions so that his support would constantly 

be sought after.
510

 Al-Sader has long portrayed himself as a champion of the downtrodden and 

oppressed Shiite masses of Iraq. Al-Sader attempted to co-opt the protests by utilizing them to 

undermine his Shiite political rivals, including the prime minister. Al-Sader attempted to reframe 

the protests as being part and parcel of his longstanding campaign against the corrupt Shiite 

oligarchies in power. To sweeten the deal, Al-Sader deployed his militia to protect the 

demonstrators. However, Al-Sader failed to rally the civil society protestors to his cause. This is 

because Al-Sader has been an integral part of the post-2003 order. His patronage network has a 

stranglehold on the Iraqi ministries of health and electricity. It is no coincidence that these two 
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ministries are particularly riddled with nepotism and corruption.
511

 Their failures in providing 

even the most basic of services have been a rallying cry for the protestors. Moreover, Al-Sadr's 

militia has been heavily involved in sectarian massacres. Al-Sader would also be met with 

pressure from Iran to suppress the protests, as these protests were directly against its influence in 

Iraq. Consequently, Al-Sader turned against the protestors.
512

 Civil society protestors would 

suddenly see themselves being attacked by their erstwhile protectors.   

The Muhasasah’s resilience was further demonstrated by the PMF’s deadly crackdown 

on the perceived menace to their patronage networks. Thus, these protests would be bloodily 

repressed by the Iraqi government, PMF factions, who subscribed to Wilayat Al-Faqih, and the 

Iranian Revolutionary Guard.
513

 At the same time, the protestors received no protection from 

other militias within the PMF that did not adhere to Wilayat Al-Faqih, such as those loyal to Al-

Sistani.
514

 Moreover, the United States did not act. This is because reducing corruption in Iraq 

was not perceived to be in its core interests. By the same token, the establishment of a strong 

state was not deemed to be of any particular importance; hence the international apathy to the 

violent suppression of the civil society movement.  
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Despite the manifold challenges listed above, the protests have nevertheless engendered 

some changes regarding how ethnic conflicts are managed in Iraq. They have also pushed Iraq 

towards a more Weberian and Habermasian instrumentally rational state, albeit to a very limited 

extent. Some civil society protestors were able to establish a political party that would serve to 

stand as a counterpoint to the sectarian parties from the ideational point of view. At the same 

time, the explicitly pro-Iranian parties suffered an electoral setback. Regarding Muqtada Al-

Sader, he portrayed himself as an Iraqi nationalist, which enabled him to gain a plurality of the 

vote. As part of the broader trend against the sectarian status quo, the IIP suffered from the 

voters’ wrath, failing to gain a single seat in the 2021 Iraqi parliamentary elections. It is worth 

mentioning that by no means does this signify the end of sectarian politics. For one thing, the 

Muhasasah continues to govern Iraq. At the same time, Iran remains a powerful patron for the 

Shiite militias and is in a position to ensure that its assets and client militias are well protected.    

3.7 The Regimes Established by IS and the IIP: A Parallel Collapse 

The changes to the IIP’s value and instrumental rationality have hastened the group’s 

collapse. In fact, following the Iraqi parliamentary elections which were held in 2021, the IIP 

was completely wiped out. The IIP, which was a constant fixture in Iraqi politics since 2003 and 

the Sunni Arabs’ supposed representative failed to win a single seat.
515

 Its erstwhile electorate, 

Iraq’s Sunni Arabs have been re-evaluating their instrumental and value rationalities. It is worth 

noting that the IIP came to power as the Sunni Arabs’ nominal representative by default. Sunni 

Arabs had for the most part decided to boycott the political process established by the United 
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States following its invasion of Iraq. Irrespective of the instrumental rationality of such a move, 

the Sunni Arabs made that move to register their opposition to the invasion and to a political 

system that marginalized them.
516

 By participating in the political process, the IIP’s value 

rationality endorsed the sectarian segmentation of the country. The instrumental rationality of the 

IIP was expressed in their desire to construct a modern Iraqi state. It sought to replace it with a 

more Westernized version, per the view of the United States. The shift in the value rationality of 

the IIP and the Sunni Arabs regarding sectarianism was shaped by a similar context: The 

outbreak of sectarian conflicts which only added to the Sunni Arabs’, and the whole of Iraq’s 

misery. 

Instrumental and value rationalities are not fixed. The IIP further demonstrates that. The 

Iraqi state, with its sectarian quotas, failed to foster national unity. It was equally incapable of 

protecting its citizens. Iraqi democracy, which the IIP helped establish, was always at most a 

partial one. This is because the state did not have a monopoly over violence. Moreover, with its 

deeply ingrained corruption, the Iraqi state fell far short of that promised by the IIP’s 

instrumental rationality.
517

 While the IIP presented a value rationality tinged with ethnic 

sectarianism, Iraq fell into a full-blown civil war, between the Sunni and Shiite Arabs. Making a 

bad situation worse, IS and its precursor organizations purposefully stoked a sectarian civil war. 

The value rationality of the IIP would shift along with a decrease in ethnic tensions. The IIP 

has recently emphasized Iraqi nationalism as its value rationality, as well as bringing attention to 
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the issue of service provision to Sunni Arab areas. The destruction of IS presents a potential 

common narrative around which Iraq’s different ethnicities can unite around. 

 More to the point, the extreme violence engendered by sectarianism had run its course. 

Many Sunni Arabs, who had initially boycotted the Iraqi political process, had realized that they 

were unable to overthrow or radically alter the status quo. To that end, they began participating 

in the political process. Because of this, these formally politically disinterested voters chose new 

representatives, notably the parties founded by the businessmen Muhammad Al-Halbousi and 

Khamis Khanjar. The Sunni Arabs’ newfound alternative to the IIP demonstrates a desire for a 

more secular leadership. Like the IIP, both Al-Halbousi and Khanjar had friendly ties with Iran 

and Turkey. All the above-mentioned parties have promised to improve services and facilitate 

the reconstruction of the Sunni-majority areas that were mauled during the war with IS.
518

 The 

main difference between these political newcomers and the IIP was that they were overtly 

secular. This difference was expressed electorally, with new political parties all but annihilating 

the IIP in the ballot box.  

These political newcomers were more in tune with the changes in the value rationality of 

the Sunni Arab community. In addition, the instrumental rationality of the new secular Sunni 

politicians has paid dividends. These new secular actors have demonstrated that they could carry 

out their promises concerning the physical reconstruction of Iraq. These new actors were able to 

further reinforce their popularity at the expense of the IIP by laying the groundwork for a modern 

state and a functional bureaucracy, in the Sunni Arab areas. This is not to sugar-coat the corrupt 
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and sectarian nature of the Iraqi state. Rather, it showcases the alternative being embraced by the 

Sunni Arab community to IS’s caliphate. This matters, in the context of reduced sectarian 

tensions, owing to the above-mentioned reasons. The more secular alternative, from the 

perspective of instrumental rationality, provided far more than what the IIP had been able to 

offer to the Sunni Arab community, under its religious rhetoric.    

In brief, this chapter has addressed another dimension of IS and IIP’s ethnicities, 

which is their competing polities. The situational theoretical framework, when compared to its 

primordialist and instrumentalist interlocutors, best explains how Ba'athist Iraq came to adopt a 

unique ethnic identity. The role of IS and IIP’s polities in their ethnic conflict is further clarified 

by Habermas’s legitimation crisis. Based on the Frankfurt school, the legitimation crisis provides 

a theoretical framework to explain how the lacunas in Iraqi state-building projects allowed an 

opening for IS’s alternative polity. The legitimation crisis that the Iraqi state is going through is 

characterized by the Iraqi state’s inability to inspire its population’s confidence in its institutions 

and leadership. This undermines the normative message of the Iraqi state and the IIP, which has 

played a key role in its establishment. This in turn has made the IS’s caliphate a more credible 

and alluring alternative in the eyes of some of the disenchanted Iraqi population.  Habermas’s 

analysis of ethnicity underlines the importance of an idealized consensus. When IS and the 

IIP are following their religious paragons, the influence of these religious figures on the 

objective world becomes more manifest. Habermas illuminates yet another aspect of ethnic 

conflicts with his concept of “systemically distorted communications.” “Systemically 

distorted communications” examines mutual failures of understanding between different 

ethnic groups owing to a lack of perception of the assumptions governing behaviors. This 

leads to feelings of alienation and confusion between different ethnic groups. It also leads to the 
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generation of harmful stereotypes, further poisoning ethnic relations in the process. The Iraqi 

state has inflamed ethnic tensions due to the incorrect segmentation of its ethnic groups. By 

ensuring that power is based on these haphazard ethnic cleavages, the Iraqi state has become 

dysfunctional and has locked ethnic groups in zero-sum competitions. By supporting the Iraqi 

state, the IIP has hemorrhaged support. In contrast, the extreme alternative of IS gained traction. 

These dysfunctional ethnic relations inform how IS and the IIP treat Iraq’s Christian 

minority. The treatment of Iraq’s Christians forms a crucial part of IS and IIP’s ethnic 

identities.    

3.7.1 More Brotherhood Front Groups: The Resistance 

3.7.1.1 Association of Muslim Scholars in Iraq 

The role of the Association of Muslim Scholars in Iraq (AMSI) was to act as a pro-

resistance religious body. Thus, the Brotherhood could influence the burgeoning anti-American 

resistance while not jeopardizing the political gains of the KIU and the IIP. This provides yet 

another example of the Brotherhood playing the “game of the interceder.” It is also 

demonstrative of the malleability of group identity, in the context of the Brotherhood. The 

Brotherhood will adopt or even invent new identities when faced with a new political context. 

When it is unsure which side will triumph, the Brotherhood will invent new front groups through 

which politically useful alliances can be struck. It also speaks to the flexibility of the 

Brotherhood’s ideology. The Brotherhood is willing to embrace competing ethnic claims to gain 

more supporters. This is evidenced by the Brotherhood’s simultaneous embrace of Kurdish and 

pan-Arab nationalism.      
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The origins of the AMSI were a series of efforts on the part of some Brotherhood clerics 

to reach an accommodation with the Baa’th regime. The rise of the AMSI
519520

 can be traced to a 

more permissive attitude on the part of Saddam Hussein in the 1990s. As previously mentioned, 

the IIP was banned by the Baa’thist regime. In 1991, the Iraqi dictator took a more relaxed 

attitude towards the Brotherhood. The Baa’thist regime sought to use the Brotherhood to balance 

against Saudi-promoted Wahhabism via a more manageable alternative. To that end, several of 

the Brotherhood’s leaders were released from prison. In the city of Fallujah, and elsewhere in the 

province of Al-Anbar, Brotherhood clerics such as Makki Hussein al-Kubaysi were permitted to 

preach openly.  

This permissive context was informed by the Baa’th Party’s Faith Campaign. Influenced 

by the religious fervor of Khomeini’s supporters, Saddam Hussein sought to give religion a 

greater space. In doing so, the Baa’thist regime would reduce the opposition to it, in a context 

brought by military and economic ruin following its defeat in the First Gulf War. Al-Kubaysi 

was part of the Baa’thist Faith Campaign. His role was to promote a version of the Brotherhood 

that was loyal to the Baa’thist regime. The AMSI, following the fall of Saddam Hussein, 

attempted to act as the lynchpin between the Brotherhood, and the armed factions opposed to the 

new Iraq. Al-Kubaysi became one of the founders of AMSI. Under his direction, the AMSI 
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channeled money to Brotherhood-influenced guerillas, such as the 1920 Revolution Brigades
521

 

and the Islamic Army in Iraq.
522523

  

 The AMSI has attempted to play the game of the interceder with both Al Qaeda in Iraq 

and the United States Military. In doing so, the AMSI was attempting to carve out a new group 

identity: The Sunni reference for the resistance. Such a role would permit the AMSI to act as a 

reliable interlocutor between the Iraqi government and the United States on one hand, and the 

Iraqi resistance on the other. By not participating in the Iraqi government, the AMSI sought to 

preserve its credibility in the eyes of the anti-government fighters. By not directly taking up 

arms, the AMSI aimed to not completely alienate the Iraqi government. The AMSI sought to 

construct a broad grouping such that the different ideological and identity markers of the 

resistance could be incorporated. The AMSI even attempted to co-opt Al Qaeda in Iraq’s 

presence. The AMSI included Al Qaeda in Iraq as part of the resistance. This expanded grouping 

on the part of the AMSI was done to strengthen its hand when dealing with the Iraqi government. 

The AMSI equally aimed to control Al Qaeda in Iraq by grouping it as part of the resistance. The 

AMSI aimed to moderate Al Qaeda in Iraq’s behavior, increasing the stature of the AMSI in the 

process in the eyes of both the United States.  

The ideology preached by AMSI and its leader is a mixture of Wahhabism and the 

Brotherhood’s.
524

 It is closely connected with Yusuf Al-Qaradawi’s International Union of 
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Muslim Scholars (IUMS).
525

 As mentioned in Chapter 1, Yusuf Al-Qaradawi is the chief 

ideologue of the Brotherhood and is influenced by Ibn Taymiyah. It is this ideological affinity 

that led Osama Bin Laden to praise the leader of the AMSI, Harith Al-Dari.
526

 Irrespective of 

their ideological affinity, the ethnic identities constructed by Bin Laden and Al-Dari are not 

wholly the same. The AMSI’s leader Harith Al-Dari has criticized Al Qaeda in Iraq’s use of 

suicide bombers, and the use of foreign fighters.
527

 This went in line with the AMSI’s vision of 

an Iraqi resistance.  

Al-Dari has lavished praise on the Mujahedeen Shura Council in Iraq (MSCI), which was 

yet another Al Qaeda in Iraq front group. According to Al-Dari, the MSC is “part of the 

legitimate resistance.”
528

 Al-Dari went further, claiming: “These factions attack the occupation 

forces and do not target the civilians because it is a resistance that broke out immediately at the 

beginning of the occupation. These factions do not receive support from any foreign party.”
529

 

The AMSI was attempting to drive a wedge between Al Qaeda in Iraq and its central leadership 

based in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Also, by severing Al Qaeda in Iraq’s international links, the 

AMSI would have benefited the United States and Europe. This is because Al Qaeda’s central 

leadership was committed to Osama Bin Laden’s strategy of striking the “faraway enemy” i.e. 

the United States and its European allies. By shifting Al Qaeda in Iraq’s focus to an exclusively 

local concern, the AMSI would have reduced the security threats emanating from Al Qaeda 
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while further empowering itself. Al-Dari’s statement that “Ayman al Zawahiri doesn’t represent 

Iraqis,”
530

 is yet another proof of AMSI’s attempt to reconstruct the ethnic markers of Al Qaeda 

in Iraq such that they would align with those of the AMSI. That process would in turn empower 

the AMSI by bringing Al Qaeda in Iraq under its control.  

 The limits of the game of the interceder are evidenced in the rejection of AMSI by both 

the Iraqi government and Al Qaeda. The Iraqi government decided to shut down the headquarters 

of the AMSI, with the backing of pro-government clerics. This move was justified by one of 

these clerics, as being the consequence of AMSI’s attempts to reach out to Al Qaeda: “The 

association [AMSI] has always justified killing and assassinations carried out by al Qaeda.”
 531

 

Furthering the divide between the Iraqi government and AMSI, the Iraqi government issued an 

arrest warrant for the leader of AMSI. The Iraqi government considered AMSI as belonging to 

the same group as Al Qaeda. AMSI’s leader would spend the rest of his life in exile, further 

marginalizing his group. Al Qaeda would consider the AMSI as a collaborator with the Iraqi 

government. That group assassinated the nephew of Harith Al-Dari, who was a senior leader in 

the 1920 Revolution Brigades.
532

 While the AMSI attempted to expand its identity markers such 

that it would encompass, and be valuable to both the Iraqi government and Al Qaeda, the 

opposite happened. Both the Al Qaeda and Iraqi government grouped AMSI exclusively with 

their enemies, leading to AMSI’s total political neutralization.     

 

                                                           
530

 Ibid. 
531

 Ibid. 
532

 Lydia Khalil, “Leader of 1920 Revolution Brigades Killed by Al-Qaeda,” Terrorism Focus, 

The Jamestown Foundation, 4, no. 9 (April 10, 2007), https://jamestown.org/program/leader-of-

1920-revolution-brigades-killed-by-al-qaeda/. 

 



  

189 
 

3.7.1.2 The Armed Factions 

Issa Al-Sayir stood at the nexus between the Brotherhood’s various front groups. Al-

Sayir had long-standing connections with the clerics who would establish the AMSI. Al-Sayir 

transitioned from a Baa’thist to a guerilla commander; all while maintaining ties to the 

Brotherhood. Al-Sayir started his career as an officer in Iraq’s security services, indicating his 

Baa’thist bona fides, as well establishjing ties with the clerics who would found the AMSI. Al-

Sayir belonged to the Fallujah-based Albu-Issa tribe. The Albu-Issa had contributed the most 

members to the Brotherhood in the region. In 2003, along with the changed political context, Al-

Sayir switched from the pro-Baa’thist Brotherhood milieu to the IIP. The US occupation would 

enable the IIP to take control of municipal councils throughout Al-Anbar province, and its police 

departments. The provincial council of Al-Anbar would equally fall under the IIP’s sway. These 

IIP-controlled councils would coordinate with the US military while discreetly funding the 1920 

Revolution Brigades, the Islamic Army in Iraq, and other armed factions. 
533

 

The 1920 Revolution Brigades and the Islamic Army of Iraq (IAI) were the outcomes of 

the Brotherhood’s attempt to construct a new identity: Resistance Iraqi Salafism.
 534535

 The fall of 

Saddam Hussein led to a new power vacuum that the Brotherhood was keen to exploit. The IIP 

had an established identity as part of the Western-friendly opposition to Saddam Hussein in 

exile. That group's membership permitted the IIP to join the official governing structures of post-

invasion Iraq. While the IIP was able to gain formal power, such a move alienated it from its 

supposed core constituency, Sunni Arabs. To remedy the situation, the Brotherhood established 

close contacts with armed groups hostile to the new order. The capture of Saddam Hussein 
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presented these groups with the opportunity to take control of anti-occupation resistance from the 

Baa’thist factions.
536

 The 1920 Revolution Brigades were among the earliest armed factions to be 

established. That group had a more heterogeneous makeup. Among its members were former 

Baa’thists who had abandoned their ideology, while others were self-professed Salafists. That 

group was closely connected with the IIP,
 537

 the possibility of one group interceding on the 

other’s behalf underpinning their relationship.  

 In 2007, the IIP formed another armed front group: Hamas Al-Iraq, or Hamas of Iraq. 

The name itself is a nudge and a wink toward the group’s connections with the Brotherhood. 

Hamas Al-Iraq would focus its efforts on eliminating the IIP’s political rivals, while ostensibly 

being part of the resistance against the American occupation. Al-Sayir worked simultaneously as 

an aid to the city’s police chief and as a commander in Hamas Al-Iraq. Hamas Al-Iraq would end 

up joining the Sahwah,
538

 which was a tribal uprising led by the US military against the Islamic 

State in Iraq. This shift in the identity of this Brotherhood faction, from resisting the Americans, 

is due to a changed context in power relations. The Islamic State in Iraq was Al Qaeda in Iraq’s 

latest rebranding effort. It signified a decreased attachment to Al Qaeda’s central leadership, and 

importantly for Hamas Al-Iraq, a lesser willingness to cooperate with other armed factions. As 

the Islamic State in Iraq was gaining the upper hand over Hamas Al-Iraq, the US military offered 

an olive branch in the form of the Sahwah. This led Hamas Al-Iraq to reconfigure its identity. 

Crucially, Hamas Al-Iraq used its connections with the IIP to facilitate this transition. These two 

Brotherhood factions played the “game of the interceder” with the United States military.       
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This speaks to the malleability of the group identities promoted by the Brotherhood. 

Their inception is linked to a new context in terms of power relations, whereby the political 

alignment of the pre-existing branch of the Brotherhood stands in the way of gaining supporters. 

The fact that the Brotherhood’s various branches change their ideologies along with a different 

political context speaks further to the objectives of the Brotherhood, which is expanding these 

groups irrespective of the political concessions and new identity markers required. The game of 

the interceder is part of the Brotherhood’s malleable group identity. Ethnicity is defined by 

Horowitz as a belief in collective belonging
539

 which could be based on common descent, 

language, and history. However, the Brotherhood is willing to change these markers if it 

serves the Brotherhood’s overall popularity.         

3.7.2 How Al Qaeda in Iraq Became the Islamic State: Ethnic Identities Being Remade 

 

 It is important to note that the ethnicity produced by IS is by no means fixed. Rather, the 

markers of the ethnicity being constructed have constantly shifted. While IS and Al Qaeda have 

the same ideology, the ethnicity they have attempted to construct is different. The changes in 

these identity markers have been willful. One such marker pertains to the background of the 

group’s members. A constant in the strategy of IS and its predecessors is the continuous striving 

to go native. These organizations have purposefully transformed the makeup of their leadership 

and operatives so that the majority of both consist of Iraqis. The purpose of that transformation 

was to ensure the group’s survival.
540

 Another marker of ethnicity that differentiates Al Qaeda 

and IS is their different objectives. The objective of Al Qaeda was to drive the infidel US 
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military out of its bases in the Persian Gulf, which were close to the holy cities of Mecca and 

Medina. Another objective, which was for the longer term, was the replacement of the Saud 

monarchy with a true Islamic regime, per the thought of Bin Laden. IS’s objective differs totally 

from Al Qaeda’s. IS aims to establish a state, wherever it can.
541542

 When a power vacuum took 

place in Eastern Syria and Western Iraq, IS rushed to implement its state-building project there, 

even though the US military remained close to the two holy cities. The US bases in the Arabian 

Gulf were not IS’s priority.  

These differences in the strategies and objectives were directly reflected in competing 

ethnicities. Al Qaeda’s members saw themselves as part of a Qutbist vanguard whereas IS’s 

operatives saw themselves as belonging to a caliphate. The ethnic competition between the two 

groups is now characterized by IS attempting to supplant Al Qaeda’s international network. The 

construction of different ethnicities on the part of IS and Al Qaeda, combined with their 

increasingly acrimonious relationship has led to the splintering of the Wahhabi-Qutbist milieu, 

and armed conflict breaking out within it.   

The genesis of IS can be traced to Jama’at Al Tawheed Wal Jihad/ Congregation of 

Monotheism and Jihad.
543

 Its origins lie in the training camps established in Afghanistan in 1999 

by Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi. The naming of this group foreshadows the tenuous relationship 

between Al Qaeda and its Iraqi branch. While Osama Bin Laden agreed to finance Abu Musab 

Al-Zarqawi’s training camps owing to their shared ideology and objectives, Al-Zarqawi refused 
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to pledge an oath of allegiance to Bin Laden.
544

 The US invasion of Iraq provided a golden 

opportunity for Al Qaeda to establish a foothold there, as Al Qaeda was never able to expand its 

operations over there when Saddam Hussein was in power. In the ensuing chaos, Al-Zarqawi 

was able to establish his organization in Iraq.
545

 Al Qaeda and Al-Zarqawi’s organization 

reworked their group identities to match this new context. Each had what the other desired: Al-

Zarqawi offered Al Qaeda a presence in Iraq. Bin Laden offered Zarqawi international exposure 

and his network that could bring financing and foreign fighters.   

This led to a new organization: Al Qaeda in Iraq.
546

  When Zarqawi pledged an oath of 

allegiance to Bin Laden in 2004, his organization became Al Qaeda’s official branch in Iraq. 

However, all was not well between Al Qaeda’s central leadership and their Iraqi counterparts. 

Al-Zarqawi disregarded Bin Laden’s strategy of attacking the “faraway enemy.” Instead, Al-

Zarqawi focused his efforts on causing a sectarian civil war between Sunnis and Shiites. He 

aimed to spread his ideology among Sunnis by forcing them to come to his organization for 

protection from the Shiites. Furthermore, Al-Zarqawi ignored Al Qaeda’s central leadership 

when they rebuked him.
547

  

The next transformation of Al Qaeda in Iraq and its ethnicity was expressed through the 

Mujahideen Shura Council in Iraq (MSCI).
 548

  This was an umbrella group led by Al Qaeda in 

Iraq and Al-Zarqawi. The goal of that new outfit was to further entrench Al Qaeda in Iraq’s local 
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following. The MSCI was the vehicle by which Al Qaeda in Iraq could incorporate anti-

occupation resistance movements. The overarching aim of MSCI was to monopolize the anti-US 

resistance in Iraq. Following Al-Zarqawi’s death in 2006, the MSCI was led by an Egyptian 

named Abdel Moneim Ezz El-Din Ali Al-Badawi
549

 aka Abu Ayub Al-Masri. This reflected the 

limited inroads Al Qaeda had established in Iraqi society.
550

  

In 2006, the MSCI dissolved itself and announced the establishment of the Islamic State 

of Iraq (ISI).
551

 The ISI was a key step in the process of Al-Zarqawi’s original organization 

going native. The leader of ISI was an Iraqi, Hamed Dawood Mohammed Khalil al Zawi,
 
aka 

Abu Omar Al-Baghdadi.
552553

 As for Abu Ayub Al-Masri, he became the ISI’s minister of war. 

This indicates that the process of incorporating Iraqis into the leadership was so important for 

MSCI’s identity that its leader accepted a demotion to facilitate that development. The 

establishment of the ISI took place without the approval or even knowledge of Al Qaeda’s 

central leadership. The objectives of the two organizations diverged further. The name of the 

new group, the Islamic State of Iraq, reflected the group’s state-building aspirations as opposed 

to striking the far enemy. According to ISI, Al Qaeda in Iraq no longer existed. The only thing 

that bound the two organizations was the oath of allegiance between Al-Zarqawi and Bin Laden. 
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However, ISI would not assert that claim until 2013, with the establishment of the Islamic State 

in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). In the meantime, Osama Bin Laden was killed in 2011.  

The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) represented a crucial step in the break-up 

between Al Qaeda and IS, and the construction of separate ethnicities. When the Syrian Civil 

War broke out, ISI sensed an opportunity to expand its influence and ethnicity. It dispatched Abu 

Muhammad Al-Jawlani to establish a seemingly independent group known as the Nusrah Front 

(NF). The NF shows how ethnic markers are willingly manipulated by both Al Qaeda and IS 

(which were then officially aligned). The NF was presented as a local group, to attract support 

among the Syrian population as well as not to attract the wrath of the United States. When the 

NF became more powerful, ISI attempted to forcefully reincorporate the NF by exposing its 

historic ties with the NF. ISI also reinvented itself as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 

(ISIL). This re-identification took place without the approval of Al Qaeda’s central leadership. 

When the NF attempted to pull rank and appealed to Al Qaeda’s central leadership, ISIL 

officially broke with Al Qaeda when Ayman Al-Zawahiri ruled in favor of the NF.
554

  

The Islamic State (IS) represents the final iteration of that ethnicity. It declared a 

caliphate in 2014, when it occupied Iraq’s second-largest city, Mosul, and was at the height of its 

powers. By removing Iraq and Levant from its name, IS reconceptualized itself as being a global 

phenomenon. In tandem with the reworking of its identity markers, IS sought to replace Al 

Qaeda’s international network. IS aimed to monopolize control of Wahhabi Qutbism at the 

expense of Al Qaeda. By declaring a caliphate, IS fully actualized the differences between its 

ethnicity and Al Qaeda’s. Identifying as a caliphate sets IS apart from all other Wahhabi Qutbist 
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organizations. This new ethnicity is also an assertion on the part of IS that all other Wahhabi 

Qutbist organizations have become illegitimate as they lack the stature of IS and its leader, who 

was portrayed as the leader of the believers. This new ethnicity was expressed by IS: “Thus he 

[Abu Baker Al Baghdadi] is the Imam and khalifah [caliph] for Muslims everywhere. 

Accordingly, the Iraq and Sham in the name of the Islamic State is henceforth removed.” 
555

          

The Brotherhood did not accept the caliphate of IS or its ethnicity. According to Al-

Qaradawi, IS’s declaration of a caliphate was invalid. One of Al-Qaradawi’s issues with IS’s 

declaration of a caliphate was the group’s unsavory reputation. Also, what Al-Qaradawi found 

problematic were certain technicalities, specifically regarding the mechanisms of the caliphate’s 

declaration. This, as opposed to its ideology and actions: 

“The declaration of the caliphate and the appointment of Abu Baker Al-Baghdadi the 

caliph of the Muslims does not satisfy numerous Sharia-related requirements, not least of 

which the caliph being a deputy for the entire Islamic nation, the principle of the Shura as 

well as tying the caliphate with a particular organization infamous among the people for 

its extremism.”
556557
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Al-Qaradawi, the Brotherhood’s most senior religious figure, suggested instead “a modern 

alternative to the caliphate.”
558559

 The crux of the Brotherhood’s religious critique against IS’s 

caliphate is modernist. According to Al-Qaradawi:  

“The caliphate that can be established in this era can be via the several states governed by 

Sharia through rulers and populations who desire it. This can take the form of a 

federation or a confederacy, and not as it was once before.”
560

  

Essentially the fault of IS’s caliphate, per Al Qaradawi, is that it is too faithful to the teachings of 

the Salaf. Al-Qaradawi does not criticize the ideology itself of IS. This is because any critique of 

Wahhabism and Qutbism would reflect on his teachings. Crucially, Al-Qaradawi does not accuse 

IS of misunderstanding Ibn Taymiyah, Ibn Abd Al Wahhab, or Qutb. This is because Al-

Qaradawi tacitly agreed with IS that their caliphate is a faithful praxis of their ideology. The 

Brotherhood’s alternative is modern systems of government because they are more popular and 

more accepted by the West. Al-Qaradawi offered two alternatives to IS’s caliphate, Egypt 

under Muhammad Mursi and Turkey under Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Both were more 

appealing to Western sensibilities and the local populace. According to Al-Qaradawi:  
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“[I refuse] to consider that political Islam failed in Egypt, rather it was victorious! Where 

in which, a general revolution (meaning the revolution of the 25
th

 of January 2011), and 

all the Egyptian groups with their different beliefs and ages participated in it and the 

revolution succeeded.”
561

 
562

   

Turkey is Al-Qaradawi’s most contemporaneous political paragon, which he inaccurately 

characterized as being governed by democratic elections and Western norms: “The methodology 

of the elected leader Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his brothers with him in the 

Justice and Development Party is based upon the global, centrist, and balanced vision.” 
563564

 

According to Al-Qaradawi: “Turkey is the capital of the coming caliphate and … Erdogan is 

blessed by Allah and could be the one to lead the Islamic world order.”
565

 

3.7.3 The 2017 Kurdish Referendum 

The 2017 Kurdish independence referendum was a watershed moment in Iraq’s ethnic 

relations. It led to increased tensions with Assyrians, Kurds, and Arabs, as previously mentioned. 

It worsened tensions between the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) and the central Iraqi 

government. The independence referendum is another identity marker in the construction of 

different ethnicities on the part of the IS, IIP, and KIU. IS portrayed the situation as being the 

vindication of its righteous strategy. IS argued these new tensions portended the collapse of the 

alliance against it. That in turn would remove the final obstacle towards the caliphate’s inevitable 
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restoration. IS claimed: “By Allah’s grace, the sons of the Khilafah [Caliphate] continue to prove 

that they are the firm and solid rock on which will break the alliance of kufr [blasphemy]…”
566

 

IS took a Qutbist reading of Kurdish nationalism and its praxis. According to IS’s spokesperson, 

Abu Al-Hassan Al-Muhajir [the immigrant]
567

: 

“O tribes and Sunnis in Sham [Greater Syria] in general, and east of the Euphrates in 

particular, for a long time the Islamic State has warned and cautioned against the mistake 

of joining the ranks of the Kurdish atheists and made clear the atheism of this apostate 

sect, its disavowal of the divinity of Allah, and its socialism and licentiousness with 

possession and dignity, with its putrid jahiliyah call for Kurdish nationalism as a basis for 

its establishment of its so-called state.”
568

 

IS portrayed the efforts to actualize Kurdish nationalism as being akin to atheism. Irrespective of 

the ideological and political differences within the Kurdish political factions in Syria and Iraq, IS 

constructed them as being a monolithic whole. According to IS, there was a binary: The Kurdish 

jahiliyyah and the true faith represented by IS. By extension, the independence referendum was 

yet another un-Islamic process in service of a blasphemous objective. It is important to note the 

IS not just copied Qutb’s ideas, but his terminology as well.    

 The IIP had a hostile view of the Kurdistan independence referendum. The IIP’s ethnicity 

was predicated upon being a Sunni Arab actor within the new Iraq. The party supported Iraqi 

sovereignty to showcase its nationalist credentials. By seeing itself as a Sunni Arab ethnic actor, 

the IIP was locked in a zero-sum competition with Iraq’s other ethnicities. While Kurds are 

mostly Sunnis, the IIP perceived Kurdish nationalism as being of no benefit neither itself nor its 

target audience, Sunni Arabs. In addition, Kurdish independence would undermine the post-2003 

political order, and by extension would undermine the IIP’s privileged position in it. The General 
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Secretary of the IIP, Iyad Al-Samaraeie
569

 explained his party’s position the following way: “We 

are with the unity of Iraq, the unity allows for the participation of all the national constituencies. 

As for the complaint regarding sectarian policies and holding them responsible for the secession, 

that is not a justification.”
570

 The IIP is very much a status quo actor; it is for preserving ethnic 

identities, even though it admits they have led to unjust sectarian policies. This has been 

expressed in Al-Samaraeie’s statement: “We as Sunni Arabs suffer from sectarian policies 

tenfold that which is suffered by the Kurds, but we did not demand secession. Poor policies on 

the part of some political players do not lead us to blaspheme in Iraq’s unity.”
571572

  

 Kurdish ethno-nationalism was a key marker of the ethnic identity being constructed by 

the Kurdistan Islamic Union. The KIU’s leadership wholeheartedly supported the independence 

referendum. From the perspective of the KIU, Kurds were a nation and were thus entitled to self-

determination. In the words of Salahaddin Bahaddin, the KIU’s secretary general: “The 

referendum was a difficult step, and on the whole, the right of self-determination is a right for 

every Kurd.”
573

 The KIU prioritized gaining a following among the Kurds through its ethno-
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nationalist message, even though that involved poisoning ties with other ethnicities. As 

mentioned previously, Assyrians were not enamored with a Kurdish ethno-nationalist political 

project. The KRG replaced the mayor of an Assyrian-majority locality to facilitate its ethno-

nationalist project. The referendum undermined ties with other minorities in the KRG. 

Muhammad Mahdi Al-Bayati,
574

 a member of parliament whose constituency is members of the 

Shiite Turkmen community
575

 saw the KIU’s support of the referendum as a reason to increase 

the religious divide. According to Al-Bayati, the so-called Islamic parties’ support of the 

referendum called into question their adherence to Islam. In the words of Al-Bayati: “O you who 

claim to be the only ones implementing the Sharia, as opposed to everyone else, have you heard 

of Massoud Barzani’s [the then-president of the KRG and leader of the KDP] latest statement, he 

wants to divide Iraq. Is it not shameful that Iraq becomes divided during your time?”
576577

  The 

referendum also undermined relations with the central government. As a direct reaction to the 

referendum, the central government carried out an armed assault against the security services 

loyal to the KRG. The outcome of these armed clashes between the KRG and the central 

government was a defeat of the pro-KRG forces.  
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Furthermore, the goal of an independent Kurdistan was undermined by the failure of the 

referendum. However, despite all these issues, the KIU continued to support the referendum. 

This is because the KIU prioritized its Kurdish ethnonationalism over all other considerations 

and identities. A key identity marker in the ethnicity being constructed by the KIU is an ethno-

nationalist interpretation of religion.
578

 In the words of Hassan Shamerani, the head of the KIU’s 

high council: “We believe, in terms of our religion and nationalism, in the rights of self-

determination for the Kurdish people.”
579

 The foil of the KIU’s ideology is communism.
 580

 

The KIU used its opposition to communism as a justification for its ethno-nationalist ideology. 

The ICP is the only political party in Iraq to act as a pan-ethnic actor on an ideological basis. 

Furthermore, the ICP failed to gain a large following among Kurds. In a similar vein, the IIP was 

unable to attract a large Kurdish following. This is because the IIP has historically been unable to 

engage with Kurdish nationalism. The KIU embraced Kurdish ethno-nationalism owing to the 

popularity of that ideology in the KRG. The ethnicity pushed by the KIU was reflective of the 

pre-existing ethnic tensions in the target society.  

In conclusion, the IIP and IS have competing ethnicities. These ethnic projects had 

significant repercussions for Iraq’s Christian minority. Power sharing and economic projects 

were significant markers of these ethnicities. The IS’s ethnic markers shifted with the 
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actualization of its caliphate project. Along with these changes, IS’s ethnicity diverged from Al 

Qaeda’s. The IIP’s ethnic markers were expressed with changing electoral quotas, in favor of 

Iraq’s Christians. The IIP’s ethnic project was supported by several front groups. The purpose of 

these front groups was to further the Brotherhood’s reach by appealing to different ethnic groups. 

Ultimately, the Brotherhood’s ethnic policies served to reinforce ethnic tensions. Its alternative 

to IS’s caliphate was a failed state hobbled with corruption and ethnic conflicts. IS was able to 

establish itself and expand in such a context.   

3.7.4 How the IIP and the Iraqi Government Engage with Iraq’s Christians 

3.7.4.1 Constitutional quotas 

 The first manifestation of the post-Saddam political order was the Iraqi Governing 

Council (IGC). Officially, it was granted significant powers to boost its legitimacy as well as to 

present the US army in a more benign light. The IGC was permitted to appoint diplomats on an 

interim basis. The IGC was also empowered to propose policies and budgets. However, all the 

decisions of the IGC were subjected to potential veto by the occupying authorities. Appointed by 

the United States, the IGC’s members were divided on an ethno-sectarian basis. Thirteen seats 

were given to the Shiites, representing the majority of seats on the council. Other seats were 

allocated to Sunni Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmen. A solitary seat was accorded to the representative 

of the Christian minority.
581

  

It is notable that despite the Assyrian Democratic Movement’s (ADM) anti-sectarian 

rhetoric, it accepted to participate in the IGC based on being a Christian party. Yonadem Kanna 

was the secretary general of the ADM and the ADM’s representative on the council. Kanna 

alluded to the controversies surrounding the identity he was supposedly representing by playing 
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it both ways: “In the beginning, I was a member of the Governing Council for the Christians and 

Chaldo-Assyrians”
582

 This proves how the ADM, as the supposed representative of the 

Christians, attempted to appeal to an ethnic identity, Chaldo-Assyriansim, to garner the support 

of its constituents. It presented itself as a religious actor in response to the changed political 

context. This new context was wholly dictated by the US Army, which emphasized their 

religious identity. Ultimately, the identity of Christians who still speak the language of Jesus was 

far easier for the US occupation forces to conceptualize than the ethnic divides discussed in 

Chapter 4. This view was implemented irrespective of the lack of buy-in from the perceived 

community in question.  However, this identity nevertheless leaves out Assyrians and Armenians 

who choose to emphasize their ethnic identity as opposed to their religious beliefs. Those who 

prioritized their religious identity did not necessarily belong to the same sect as Kanna’s. 

Consequently, from the very first day, the Iraqi system has set about making the Christian 

community a political minority after emphasizing their religious identity. It also reinforced 

divisions between pre-existing groups by making them more politically salient.
583

   

It is this governing council in which the IIP decided to participate. The IIP’s role was to 

act as one of the Sunni Arabs’ representatives. The IIP proved its willingness to work with 

Christian political parties. From their perspective, the quota seat given to them served to 

empower the Christians by ensuring their representation. In the eyes of the IIP, the opportunity to 

work with an identity group being reinforced by the United States made the issue even more 

appealing. The fact that this council was not remotely democratic, its members being handpicked 

by the United States, was hardly a bother for the Brotherhood. Nevertheless, all the participants 
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believed that they had offered their respective communities a real alternative to Saddam 

Hussein’s rule which was a totalitarian dictatorship. It was important for both actors that they 

had laid the foundations for a democratic Iraq.  This democratic Iraq has yet to be fully realized 

to this very day. Also, by participating in the political process, the IIP showed its detachment 

from Sayyid Qutb’s thoughts. This is because Qutb would consider the IIP’s participation in the 

IGC to be nothing short of polytheistic blasphemy. In doing so, the IIP would highlight the 

differences between it and more committed Qutbists who had split from the Brotherhood, such as 

Ayman Al-Zawahiri. This was a means for the IIP to show to the United States that it, like the 

rest of the Brotherhood, was a moderate actor.
584

 

The IIP was doubly represented in the IGC. This is because it was allocated another seat 

to one of its front groups: The Kurdistan Islamic Union (KIU). Salahaddin Muhammad Bahaddin 

was the secretary general of the KIU
585

 and the representative of the party on the IGC. Moshen 

Abdul Hameed was a professor at an Iraqi university,
586

 a prolific religious figure, and the 

representative of the IIP on the IGC. The strategy of the Brotherhood as a global movement is to 

gain acceptance within a local context, even if it means ideological flexibility on the group’s 

part. When faced with the deep entrenchment of Kurdish nationalism, the Brotherhood adapted 

its ideology to gain a following in Iraqi Kurdistan. The IIP was able to gain only a very limited 

foothold among the Kurds throughout its decades of existence. A notable example is Moshen 
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Abdul Hameed himself. While the IIP presented itself as a Sunni Islamic actor, it could never 

shake the perception of being an Arab party.  

Kurdish nationalists, such as the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic 

Union of Kurdistan (PUK), were able to gather and maintain a large following by directly 

challenging the depredations of pan-Arab nationalism.
587

 Pan-Arab nationalism meant a 

Baa’thist imposition of identity through extreme force. In addition, the Brotherhood’s other 

branches, such as the Palestinian, have made rhetorical gestures that have indicated a certain 

openness on the Brotherhood’s part towards pan-Arab nationalism. When challenged in that 

regard, the KIU justified its existence by stating that the only party that attempted to appeal to 

Iraqis as a whole was the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP), and it was a failure. Conversely, by 

presenting itself as a Kurdish actor, the KIU was able to obtain a far larger foothold in Iraqi 

Kurdistan when compared to the IIP’s lackluster showing. The KIU’s influence was also quite 

rapid, especially when compared to the IIP’s historic popularity in Iraqi Kurdistan, or lack 

thereof.
588

  

This strategy, of constructing new ethnicity in tandem with a changed political context, 

employed by the Brotherhood in Iraq has been replicated by the movement in other contexts. 

When Lebanon was facing a power vacuum owing to the possible retreat of the Syrian army in 

2005 and the country was extremely polarized, the Brotherhood invented another front group. 

From the historical branch of the group known as the Islamic Group
589

 (IG) came forth a new 
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faction called the Islamic Action Front (IAF).
590591

 The difference between these two 

Brotherhood factions was that the former faction would oppose the presence of the Syrian army 

in Lebanon while the latter would support it, in tandem with the political context.  

To that end, each faction joined a political alliance dedicated to that respective goal. IG 

joined the March 14 coalition
592

, which consisted of secular liberals, the Future Movement 

(FM)
593594595

 , and Christian parties: the Lebanese Forces (LF)
596

 and the Free Patriotic 

Movement (FPM).
597598599

 The Future Movement is the political front of the Hariri family. 

Founded and led by Rafik Al-Hariri until his assassination in 2005 by Hezbollah. Al-Hariri’s son 

Saad took the reins afterward. The FM represented Saudi interests in Lebanon.
600

 The LF was 

formerly a Christian militia involved in sectarian bloodletting against Muslims and Druze. It was 

originally the armed wing of the Phalange/Kataeb Party before splitting from the Kataeb in 1982 
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and becoming a wholly separate faction. Backed by the Israelis, the LF was heavily involved in 

the Sabra and Shatila massacre committed against Palestinian refugees.
601

 The LF also destroyed 

many opposing Christian militias and assassinated their leaders, along with their families.
602603

 

The FPM was the vehicle for former army general Michel Aoun. Backed by Saddam Hussein, he 

attempted to unite the country by bringing it under his heel in 1988. To enforce unity, he had his 

men beat up the Patriarch of the Maronite Church, Cardinal Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir.
604

 He 

waged an inconclusive war against the LF, only to suffer a crushing defeat at the hands of the 

Syrian Army afterward. Aoun sought political asylum in France while neglecting to tell his 

soldiers to stand down. These myriad factions were united in seeing the Syrian army apply 

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1559 and leave Lebanon. In doing so, Lebanon 

could attain its sovereignty, become more democratic, and improve its ties with the international 

community. Despite their differing ideologies, religious beliefs, and sordid history, the IG joined 

these momentarily coalesced allies out of sheer political expediency.  

The March 8 coalition
605606

 was led by the group called Hezbollah. Listed as a terrorist 

organization by the United States, it is nevertheless widely popular among the Shiite community. 
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Its popularity can be partially explained due to its guerrilla campaign against the Israeli 

occupation force in southern Lebanon, and the largess it receives from Iran. Hezbollah espouses 

the ideology of Wilayat Al-Faqih
607

and consequently is religiously beholden to the Supreme 

Leader of Iran.
608609

 Thus, Hezbollah can protect its community while offering them social 

services. Opponents of the group have ended up assassinated,
610

 which strengthened the group’s 

hold further. Also part of the March 8 coalition was the Amal Movement.
611612

 Originally a 

Shiite religious party and militia, it is now a front for the patronage network of Nabih Berri, the 

party’s long-lasting leader and Speaker of the Lebanese Parliament. Established in 2005, the 

objective of the March 8 movement was originally to maintain the presence of the Syrian Army 

in Lebanon. The March 8 alliance also aimed to ensure that Lebanon would remain allied to the 

Syrian and Iranian resistance regimes.  As was the case with the IG, the IAF joined forces with 

these groups irrespective of their religious and ideological differences.  

The joint goal of the IAF and IG was to strengthen the overall position of the 

Brotherhood. Irrespective of whether March 8 or March 14 was to triumph, the Brotherhood 

would have chosen the “winning side.”
613

 The combined strategy of the IG and IAF was to place 
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the Brotherhood in an advantageous position by which it could play both sides against each 

other. By making both the March 8 coalition and the March 14 forces reliant on the IAF and the 

IG respectively, the Brotherhood hoped to gain more supporters irrespective of their political 

persuasions, and ultimately empower itself.  

This strategy employed by the Brotherhood is not particularly original. The same 

stratagem has long been utilized by the Al-Murr family. This is political intercession
614615616

 and 

it has seen its practical application in the dealings of a Lebanese political dynasty. It works by 

having a political actor and a confederate take opposing sides in a conflict. Whoever wins, the 

secret allies will be on the victorious side. The actor will intercede on his confederate’s behalf to 

his victorious allies. In the case of the Al-Murr family, Michel Al-Murr has long been an ally of 

the Syrian regime.
617

 Helped in no small part with his links to the Syrian regime, Michel Al-Murr 

was a fixture in the Lebanese parliament. He also became the minister of interior and minister of 

defense on various occasions. He also became deputy prime minister, which owing to Lebanon’s 

convoluted sectarian system, was the highest position a Greek Orthodox Christian like Michel 

Al-Murr could attain.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

military actor in Lebanon, with its capabilities far superseding the Lebanese state. In addition, 

Hezbollah allies control key positions within the state, such as the presidency, the prime 

minister’s office, and the speakership of the house. In addition, the Lebanese state is an utterly 

failed one. Blatant corruption is the norm. The Lebanese state represents absolutely no danger to 

Hezbollah.   
614

 It has been informally referred to as the game of the interceder.  
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Gabriel Al-Murr, Michel Al-Murr’s son, stood at the other end of the political spectrum. 

Gabriel Al-Murr is a key member of all political groupings opposed to the presence of the Syrian 

army in Lebanon. His media empire made his influence all the more palpable. Nevertheless, 

Gabriel Al-Murr has been spared from the full wrath of the Assad regime. While other opponents 

of the Assad regime were imprisoned or tortured to death, the Assad regime took a 

comparatively light touch with Gabriel Al-Murr. Gabriel Al-Murr was ousted from parliament 

and his television station was shut down, but Gabriel Al-Murr was not physically harmed in any 

way. His other financial interests were similarly not affected. The reason why is that his father, 

Michel Al-Murr interceded on his son’s behalf. The mirror image of this strategy was played out 

when the Syrian regime withdrew in 2005. Michel Al-Murr was not harried in the slightest, 

partially owing to his son’s intercession on his behalf. Despite the numerous and rapidly 

occurring changes in the Lebanese political landscape, the Al-Murr family has remained well-

connected and powerful. All that has in turn ensured that the Al-Murr family remains wealthy, 

politically relevant, and popular in its fiefdom, the Metn district. This same strategy, applied by a 

Christian Lebanese family, dictates the political strategy of the KIU and the IIP.  Horowitz 

defined ethnicity as a belief in collective belonging, predicated on various identity markers. The 

game of the interceder is a mechanism by which identity markers are changed in tandem 

with a change of ethnicity. This change in these identity markers takes place for the Murr 

family as well as the Brotherhood when there is a shift in power relations.  

The Al-Murr political dynasty is by no means a religious paragon in the eyes of the 

Brotherhood. However, its political dealings would greatly influence the political strategy of the 

Brotherhood in Iraq. This pattern would be repeated in Algeria and Morocco, as the 

Brotherhood’s local franchises take opposed views regarding the Sahrawi independence 
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movement. The Algerian branch of the Brotherhood, the Movement of the Society of Peace 

(MSP),
618619

 wholeheartedly supports the independence of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic 

Republic led by the one-party rule of the Polisario Front. This support is reflective of the foreign 

policy of the military junta in Algeria. Algeria is the Polisario Front’s strongest and most 

persistent advocate at the international level. In exchange for allowing the MSP a legal presence, 

the MSP supports the Algerian regime regarding its key policy goals. The Brotherhood, via the 

MSP, can recruit members, spread its message, and obtain limited political concessions. In 

return, it supports the foreign policy of Algeria. The mirror image of that strategy is the 

Moroccan branch of the Brotherhood. The Moroccan branch of the Muslim Brotherhood is the 

Parti de la Justice et du Développement (PJD),
 620621

 an ostensibly completely separate entity 

from the MSP. As part of its efforts to gain the Moroccan monarchy’s approval, the PJD 

wholeheartedly supports Moroccan claims over the Sahara.
622

 Thus, when taking the global 

view, the Brotherhood is for and against Sahrawi independence under Moroccan sovereignty. By 

playing the game of the interceder, the Brotherhood can play both sides of the Sahara dispute 

against each other. In the event one of these sides can fully dominate the other, the Brotherhood 

will still come out on top. This is because the Brotherhood faction that has sided with the 
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dominant faction will intercede on behalf of the other Brotherhood faction. The Brotherhood 

would then apply Al-Murr’s strategy in Lebanon following the country’s polarization, leading 

the game of the interceder to come full circle.  

When forming the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), the United States treated the KIU as 

the third largest Kurdish party, after the KDP and the PUK. The Brotherhood was doubly 

represented in the IGC, whereby the KIU and the IIP were treated as completely separate 

entities. Both the IIP and the KIU are official members of the Brotherhood.
623

 So porous is the 

divide between the IIP and the KIU that Moshen Abdul Hameed would become the leader of the 

KIU, following his tenure as the leader of the IIP and its representative on the IGC,
624

 as 

previously mentioned. It appears that the Brotherhood believed that Abdul Hameed would be 

more popular among the KIU’s partisans owing to his Kurdish ethnicity. A key goal of the IIP 

and KIU’s political involvement is to please the United States by participating in all the political 

projects that the United States has devised. In addition, both the KIU and the IIP are in complete 

agreement concerning the political participation of Christians. Both the Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG) and the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC) have allocated quota seats for 

minorities, filled by Christians.  

3.7.4.2 The 2006 Parliamentary Elections 

 The 2006 parliamentary elections yielded very similar results for Iraq’s Christian 

community/Chaldeans/Assyrians/Chaldo-Assyrians. A single Christian was elected to Iraq’s 
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275-member parliament. This is demonstrative of Christians’ slow and limited integration into 

Iraq’s new political system. Younadam Kanna, of the Assyrian Democratic Movement, was once 

more the voice of all these ethnic and religious groups. However, Kanna was pleased with the 

changes engendered by the new political status quo, as they allowed for greater cultural 

recognition for the Christians and the Chaldo-Assyrians.  According to Kanna:  

“In general, we are very pleased for the first time in history to be recognized officially in 

this country. In the beginning, I was a member of the [Iraqi] Governing Council for the 

Christians and Chaldo-Assyrians. Later on, we were in the National Assembly as well. I 

mean, politically, there’s a big change. We are free to have televisions, radios, and 

publications; we are free to educate our kids in our model-language schools. The 

constitution recognizes our language—Aramaic—as an official language in our 

region.”
625

   

 Beyond the controversies surrounding quotas and the political alignment of various 

political parties, the Brotherhood along with the Christian parties had joined and empowered a 

fundamentally broken political system. The sectarian quotas solidified ethnic tensions. This new 

political system is characterized by high levels of corruption, with no legal mechanism for 

addressing torts. Instead, the Iraqi judiciary is part of the patronage networks of Iraq’s myriad 

sectarian militias. Labeling Iraq’s political actors as being political parties is a misnomer because 

they are essentially the political front of armed groupings. Ever since the US occupation, the 

Iraqi government has consistently failed to provide the most basic services such as clean water, a 

stable supply of electricity, and security. Iraqis who desire these services can only acquire them 

by joining the militias that are represented in the government and its bureaucracy. This applies to 

the Dawa Party, Muqtada Al-Sader’s variously-named factions, the KDP, and the PUK. The 
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ADM itself would eventually form its militia, the Nineveh Plains Protection Units (NPU),
626

 

tacitly admitting their lack of confidence in the Iraqi state and its institutions. Owing to their 

poor relations with Saddam Hussein, a failed state suited both Iran and the United States.  

This is further shown by the fact that all of the above-mentioned parties have striven in 

recent years to have healthy relations with both the United States and Iran. For example, the 

KDP prioritizes its ties with the United States. The Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution 

(SCIR)
627

 emphasizes its relationship with Iran. Nevertheless, both the KDP and the SCIR have 

refrained from completely severing their relationship with Iran and the United States 

respectively. The IGC has made the results of elections meaningless, as the same parties, listed 

above, have monopolized rule ever since the occupation through “consociational governments” 

or “governments of national unity.” Notwithstanding Kanna waxing poetic about the new Iraq, in 

2006, “Roughly 100,000 Iraqi Christians since the US-led invasion of March 2003—have either 

fled the country or been displaced.”
628

 In the words of Benjamin Sleiman, the Roman Catholic 

Bishop of Baghdad: “We live in a climate of fear.”
629

 

3.7.4.3 Quotas for Provincial Councils 

 To further bolster the political presence of Christians in Iraq, the Iraqi parliament 

allocated a few seats to minorities on provincial councils on November 3, 2008. The underlying 

context was that the Iraqi parliament had attempted to pass a law in September governing the 

conduct of provincial elections, without giving any consideration to minorities. Christian 
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politicians, including their only member of parliament, argued that they were being persecuted 

by the Shiite central Iraqi government. To that end, they demanded special protection from said 

government. To placate Christian concerns, the Iraqi parliament amended the proposed law. As 

part of these changes, Christians were allocated some of these quotas. However, these changes 

only served to alienate Christians from the central government. Furthermore, these quotas 

increased tensions between Christians and other minorities. In preparation for the upcoming 

regional elections, six quota seats on three provincial councils were reserved for Christians. 

Another three were for members of minority religions and ethnicities. They went to members of 

the Shabak ethnicity, as well as adherents of the Yazidi religion and the Sabian religion. The 

three provincial councils in question are those of Baghdad, Nineveh, and Basra.
630

  

These quotas frustrated Christians, who had demanded greater representation. 

Other proposals floated that were more amenable to their demands would have allocated 

either eight or twelve seats to minorities. The controversy surrounding the quotas shows the 

extent to which ethnic tensions have been reinforced by the sectarian quota system. It also 

illustrates the fear and loathing among legislators supposed to represent different ethnicities. This 

mistrust is more prevalent in ethnically heterogeneous areas. Ethnic conflicts are seen as a zero-

sum game, even in a supposedly democratic framework. A Sunni Arab politician, Hassan Alaf, 

attempted to assuage the concerns of the minority politicians by suggesting that they run as 

candidates for the large political parties that essentially represent larger ethnicities. Per Alaf: 

“That would give them more seats in addition to their guaranteed quota if they had enough public 
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support.”
631

 The allocation of quotas backfired, as it worsened ethnic tensions, particularly 

between Christians and Sunni Arabs. Younadam Kanna demanded that these proposals be 

vetoed.  Kanna deemed the quotas as an “insult,”
632

 Kanna went further and said these quotas 

showed the “fanaticism and racism of Arabs fearful of Kurdish influence. Arabs had feared that 

Christians would ally themselves with the Kurds and sabotaged this possibility by blocking the 

larger quotas.”
633

 Rhetoric like that served only to further poison communal relations, faintly 

echoing Yusuf Malek’s quixotic efforts at garnering support for his political projects while at the 

same time isolating his community through his stirring up racial animosities.  

The Iraqi Brotherhood has approved the quotas on the regional council. This is 

shown by the vote of Mahmoud Dawud Al-Mashhadani.
634

 Al-Mashhadani was the Speaker of 

the Iraqi Council of Representatives
635

 and a member of the Iraqi Accordance Front.
636637

 The 

Iraqi Accordance Front presented itself as a Sunni-Arab political coalition. The Iraqi Accordance 

Front was formed and led by the IIP. 
638639640

 Further to that point, as Speaker of the Iraqi 
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Council of Representatives, along with the President and the Prime Minister, Al-Mashhadani had 

veto power over the proposed law. Nevertheless, Al-Mashhadani approved the project 

notwithstanding Kanna’s concerns. From the perspective of the IIP, they had been more than 

accommodating to the Christian minority. They had allocated them quota seats that might have 

otherwise gone to the IIP. This speaks to the failure of the IIP and the ADM in managing Iraq’s 

conflicts via sectarian quotas. The sectarian quotas, irrespective of the numerical changes Iraqi 

politicians will entertain, are part of the problem and not the solution.     

At the root of this conflict is that, as mentioned in Chapter 4, Iraq’s sectarian quotas 

are predicated upon Arend Lijphart’s
641

 theorizing on consociationalism. Ethnic tensions 

are the purview of elites, by design. Consequently, sectarian elites have little political incentives 

to reach out to members of different ethnicities. A case in point would be Kanna’s public 

statements regarding Sunni Arabs. These statements betray Kanna’s perception that his position 

is not dependent on the support of any of Iraq’s myriad ethnic groups, save his own. Horowitz 

provides an alternative to that conundrum. Ethnic tensions can be mitigated through electoral 

changes. Electoral laws need to be reworked such that political parties cannot win elections 

without appealing to the various ethnic groups that make up a polity.  

3.7.4.4 The 2021 Parliamentary Elections 

 The 2021 parliamentary elections saw more quotas allocated to Iraqi Christians, only for 

that to lead to more ethnic tensions. These tensions manifested between Christians and other 
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ethnicities as well as within the Christian community. The Christian quota was raised to five 

seats, having been in 2006 a single seat. Abnaa Alnahrrain, an Assyrian nationalist party, 

boycotted the vote. While self-identifying as an Assyrian party, it saw the Christian quotas as its 

prerogative. Thus, the sectarian system has changed the identity of some Assyrians whereby they 

perceive their religious identity to supersede their ethnic belongings.  Its boycott was an 

expression of its frustration with the way the Christian quotas were handled. However, Abnaa 

Alnahrrain was unable to persuade other Christian or Assyrian parties to join its boycott. A new 

wedge thus appeared between such parties, between those willing to participate in the elections 

and those who were not. A senior party official “said that the party knew the results will not be 

fair as long as voting mechanism [sic] is not fair for the Christian quota.”
642

 

A key concern of that party was that while quota seats are supposed to represent 

Christians, those who can vote for the candidates competing for these seats do not have to 

be Christians. According to Abnaa Alnahrrain, their future participation in elections is 

predicated on: “the change of the current voting system, in which people from different 

regions of Iraq and even non-Christians [sic] can vote for the quota of the five Christian 

seats".
643

 Consequently, the vote of the community is effectively suppressed. According to the 

same representative: “Fatah movement which is a Shia's party backed by Iran, made their 

supporters vote for their affiliated party (AL-Babilyoon)[sic] [The Babylonian Movement], led 

by Mr Ryan Alkeldani.” Furthermore, “the outcome of the Christians quota was known long long 

time [sic] before the elections, therefore, we decided not to participate and boycott this 

                                                           
642

 Ninos Emmanuel, “Why Did Assyrian Parties Lose the Christian Quota in the Iraqi 

Parliament Elections,” SBS Assyrian, October 16, 2021, 

https://www.sbs.com.au/language/assyrian/en/podcast-episode/why-did-assyrian-parties-lose-

the-christian-quota-in-the-iraqi-parliament-elections/6lx0scjai. 
643

 Ibid. 



  

220 
 

election.”
644

 The consequences of the Iraqi political system, quota’s notwithstanding, are that the 

majority imposes its decisions on minorities.     

Christian parties are stuck within the Lijphart paradigm and are unable to conceive 

of any solutions beyond tinkering with the quotas. A case in point would be the statement by 

the leader of Ethad Bayt al-Nahirain party, another Assyrian nationalist party,
645

 in which he 

claimed:     

“The rights of the minorities are not taken not into consideration at all; the majority 

decides on behalf of us. They impose the decisions on the minorities, so the quota seats 

have to be increased to prevent such violations.”
646

  

This fixation on quotas to manage Iraq’s ethnic conflicts correlates with Younadam Kanna’s 

comments cited previously in this chapter. Whether or not the Christian quota is raised, the 

shortcomings of the Lijphart model remain. The Christian vote has been in constant decline, 

correlating with the community’s emigration from Iraq. This is also indicative of Christians’ 

disaffection with their socioeconomic as well as their political status quo. There is a lack of faith 

in the ability of Christian parties to affect significant changes whether that concerns their 

constituents’ economic prospects or security. There is no correlation between quota seats on the 

one hand and a reduction of corruption on the other. Quotas do not ensure that Christian 

parliamentarians are seen as genuine representatives by their supposed constituencies.     
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Chapter 4: The Ethnic Dimension: Determining How Iraq’s Christians Self-Identify 

 

  



  

222 
 

Chapter Abstract: This chapter examines the ethnic identities of the “Christian minority” using 

Horowitz’s theorization of ethnicity. It is essentially the mirror image of the previous two 

chapters examining how the minority in question perceives itself. While IS and IIP’s ethnicities 

treat this minority exclusively as a religious actor, this chapter shows that the ethnicity 

“Christian minority” refers to numerous ethnic identities which partially overlap in their 

religious ethnic markers.   

4.1 Introduction 

 This fourth chapter examines how Iraq’s Christian minority interacts with the 

ethnic identities of IS and the IIP, discussed in the previous chapters. Both groups claimed 

their legitimacy and ethnicity stem from their exclusive connection to a past golden age, 

despite their bowdlerization. IS and IIP aim to undermine the others’ claimed exclusive 

connection to the Salaf without undermining their own claims. Christians are seen by both 

groups as mere pawns in their ethnic battle over legitimacy.   This chapter undertakes to 

show that the term “Iraqi Christian” or “Christian Minority” is an exonym that supersedes 

numerous identity markers. Both IS and the IIP have imposed that exclusively religious term, 

irrespective of the ethnic identities of the group in question. Hence, the term “Iraqi Christian” 

is employed in this thesis as a comparative construct. By examining the ethnic identities of 

the groups collectively referred to as “Iraqi Christians,” this chapter elucidates how that 

minority perceives and responds to the polities and ethnic projects of IS and the IIP. The 

theoretical groundings of this analysis are established through Donald Horowitz’s theory 

on ethnic groups in conflict. While paying attention to the historical context, this chapter 

studies the linguistic, religious, and political markers that form the basis of the different 

ethnic groups collectively referred to as Iraqi Christians by IS and the IIP. A key marker of 

these various ethnic groups is diaspora politics. The Iraqi Christian diaspora has a noticeable 

influence on the Christian community in Iraq. The diaspora has also been engaged in a highly 

organized international lobbying effort while playing a significant role in the sustainment of their 
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group’s identity. This thesis argues that the Christians’ political participation and 

internationalization of their cause, did not lead to any lasting success. This study concludes with 

a comparison of how the so-called Islamic State (IS) and the Iraqi Islamic Party (IIP) interact 

with that minority. This thesis predicts that equal participation of Christians and other religious 

minorities in Iraq is impossible. These minorities will continue opting for emigration. This will 

lead to the annihilation of Iraq’s smaller ethnicities and churches.  

4.2 A theoretical framework to determine how Iraqis self-identify: Horowitz’s theory on 

“Ethnic Groups in Conflict” 

 

Donald Horowitz’s theory on ethnic groups in conflict is predicated on the assumption 

that individuals need to belong to groups. This is because groups enable the cooperation that 

individuals require. Groups allow individuals to develop social links and live in communities. 

This sociality that groups provide is not wholly exclusive. When groups are constituted, 

members of these groups perceive boundaries that separate them from other groups. The desire 

to form groups and differentiate them from others is extremely powerful and can be exploited 

with ease. The markers that constitute group identities can be widely varied. It is not necessary 

for groups to be constituted on shared biological markers any more than it is for them to be built 

based on a shared history. Ethnicity is defined by Horowitz as a belief in collective 

belonging
647

 “which could be based on common descent, language, history, culture, race, or 

religion (or some combination of these).”
648
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4.3 Social Identities 

 Cleavages between groups generate comparisons. Members of a group tend to deem 

themselves superior to outsiders. The same applies to the products generated by these groups, vis 

à vis their external competitors. This belief persists even in the absence of any evidence of 

intergroup competition. This remains the case even when positive outcomes are possible for both 

groups should they choose to cooperate. Members within a group overstate the resemblances 

among themselves, while they exaggerate the differences with members of other groups. 

Horowitz terms this concept as assimilation and contrast effects. Individuals deem themselves as 

being of greater value owing to their belonging to a group. Furthermore, members of a group 

obtain satisfaction from the group’s success. This satisfaction takes place, even when the 

contribution of these individuals to that success is minimal, or even nonexistent.  

Ethnic groups, like other groups, tend to manifest a desire to compare themselves with 

other ethnic groups. They also associate themselves with positive qualities and have an in-group 

bias. Exaggeration of differences between members of other groups also takes place. Also 

present is the potential for individuals to sacrifice themselves for collective interests. The 

difference, however, is that ethnic groups exhibit these attributes to a far greater degree when 

compared with other groups. They generate a greater degree of loyalty as opposed to other 

competing group categories. Conflicts between ethnic groups tend to be more severe. The most 

salient feature of ethnic groups is their strong belief in their in-group similarity. This belief in 

turn stems from socialization or a genetic basis, or both. Belonging to an ethnic group entails the 

perception of individuals that they possess attributes representative of the ethnicity that they 

embrace. It is this perception that leads individuals to submerge their own identities in the 

collective identity as well as make sacrifices for members of the same ethnicity.  
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In some extreme cases, individuals do not conceptualize a boundary between themselves 

and the ethnic group. Members of ethnic groups are attracted to others who share their beliefs. 

However, an attraction based on a supposed commonality in such a context often leads to an 

exaggerated belief in the similarity of members of the same ethnic group.
649

 This belief leads to 

group egocentrism, whereby individuals favor others whom they say are like them, owing to 

their belonging to the same ethnicity. Moreover, this belief in a commonality causes a greater 

degree of attraction. Egocentrism leads to ethnocentrism and an ethnic realization of sacrifice.           

Horowitz’s solution for managing ethnic tension in a democratic context is through 

electoral reform. He suggests writing electoral laws in a manner that makes it impossible for 

political parties to win elections without appealing to the various ethnic groups that make up a 

polity. Horowitz’s theoretical interlocutor is Arend Lijphart’s
650

 consociationalism. Lijphart 

stakes the claim that ethnic tensions are best managed by elites. Ethnic group elites are 

empowered to manage their ethnic communities’ cultural and political affairs. By extension, 

compromises are only made at the elite level.  Lijphart’s approach has been utilized to manage 

ethnic conflicts in Lebanon and Iraq, the former since 1840 with the establishment of the 

Quamiaqtayn and the latter following the 2003 US invasion.
651

 Horowitz’s counterpoint to 

Lijphart’s consociationalism is that it locks ethnic tensions in place. In addition, it’s more likely 

to end in violence.  

The prominence of ethnicity in conflicts is contextual. Ethnicity is particularly salient in 

divided societies. Many conflicts across different sectors become intertwined with ethnic 
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tensions.
652

 The saliency of ethnicity is also related to the international context. Ethnicity can be 

a more dormant factor when wartime alliances are established.
653

 Conversely, ethnicity becomes 

more relevant through wars or by their termination. Ethnicity’s increased political saliency lies in 

the 18
th

-century concept of popular sovereignty. It became more prevalent with the outbreak of 

nationalistic wars in Europe in the 19
th

 century and the German and Italian state-building 

projects. Following the conclusion of both the First and Second World Wars, ethnicity’s 

influence on conflicts became more pronounced. This correlated with the extensive spreading of 

the doctrine of self-determination.
654

 After the collapse of large multiethnic empires following 

the First World War, US President Woodrow Wilson’s espousal of self-determination for Eastern 

Europe brought ethnicity to the foray. A similar process occurred after the end of the Second 

World War, and the end of colonial empires.  

Internal factors play a role alongside external ones in making ethnicity more pertinent in 

conflicts. During colonial rule, resistance movements were not representative of all ethnic 

groups. In some cases, such as in Syria, ethnic groups that were not represented in the 

independence movements attempted to delay the termination of colonial rule. Nevertheless, 

ethnic tensions were for the most part suppressed until the end of colonial rule. As independence 

approaches, ethnicities are reorganized to produce larger “ethnic agglomerations.” These “ethnic 

agglomerations” were designed to be better suited for conflicts encompassing the whole territory 

that was to be independent. This phenomenon is called “supertribalism.”
655

 After independence 

was gained, these larger ethnic identities persisted, in symbiosis with the smaller and older ethnic 
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identities.
656

 These larger ethnic identities can now be mobilized in conflicts, just like their 

smaller and older counterparts.  

4.4 Iraq’s Ethnic Cleavages 

When applying Horowitz’s theory on Iraq’s ethnic fractures, what immediately stands out 

is their multiplicity and overlapping nature. Some of Iraq’s ethnic groups are socially constructed 

while others have a biological basis. Common descent informs Iraq’s tribal structures. Tribal 

affiliation segments various ethnic groups. Iraq’s Arab, Kurdish, and Assyrian communities are 

not a monolithic ethnic bloc. Rather, ancestry determines tribal belonging. Tribal identities can 

cut across religious affiliations. For example, the Shummar tribal confederation has Sunni 

and Shiite members.
657

 Around seventy-five percent of Iraq’s population belongs to a 

tribe.
658

 The existence of tribes contextualizes conflicts. Tribes can provide a unique forum by 

which individuals with religious differences to inter-family quarrels are enabled to discuss 

divisive issues because of a common identity. Conversely, criminal organizations such as 

protection rackets have been organized on a tribal basis. Per Horowitz, tribes form another 

marker by which individuals compare themselves. Members of Iraqi tribes may overstate 

differences between them and members of other tribes.      

Regionalism and political affiliations shape the degree tribal identities have an influence. 

Tribes are more influential in the countryside, while their influence is minimal in the cities. Most 

of Iraq’s population is urbanized. Nevertheless, Iraq’s tribes are quite powerful. Iraqi tribes, 

especially the Arab tribes of southern Iraq, are heavily armed. The tribes’ strategic location on 
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the border with Iran and Syria
659

 allows them to control the smuggling routes. These tribes form 

a key element of Iran’s strategy to undermine the international sanctions targeting it. Tribes have 

become a law unto themselves, imposing their idiosyncratic norms on women irrespective of the 

view of religious authorities and the international treaties that the Iraqi government has signed. 

Tribes have engaged in full-on warfare over control of the smuggling routes.     

Concerning Kurdish tribes, political and regional differences also shape their pertinence. 

Western Kurdistan is more socially conservative, controlled by the Kurdish Democratic Party 

(KDP). The KDP is essentially a vehicle for the Barazani tribe. More specifically, the KDP 

founder Mullah Mustapha Barazani, and his family control the party. The Patriotic Union of 

Kurdistan (PUK) controls the eastern part of the KRG and is the KDP’s main Kurdish rival. The 

PUK owing to its modernist and socialist leanings pays even less attention to tribal matters. 

However, like the KDP, the PUK is a family-based patronage network. The Talabani family 

controls the PUK. The Talabani and the Barazni families essentially replicate the functions of 

Kurdish tribes.
660

  

The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) is particularly prevalent in Yazidi areas. Owing to 

its Marxist ideology it is opposed to tribalism and has worked to undermine traditionally 

powerful Yazidi clans and religious figures.
661

 Yazidis, unlike all other ethnic actors in Iraq, are 
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segmented into castes. The political and religious leadership of the Yazidis is controlled by a few 

families belonging to the Pir Caste.
662

 Most Yazidis belong to the Murid Caste, with caste 

mobility being non-existent. Inter-caste marriage has been strictly prohibited by both the Yazidi 

religion and its leadership.
663

 IS’s attacks on the Yazidis in the service of its caliphate-building 

project have significantly altered Yazidi ethnic identities.
664

 The Peshmerga, which represented 

the armed forces of the KRG, failed to defend Yazidi areas from the IS’s onslaught, having 

previously disarmed Yazidi villagers.
665

 This has poisoned Kurdish-Yazidi relations, with many 

Yazidis seeking a better arrangement with international benefactors such as the United States and 

Iran. In addition, it has reinforced the drive of Yazidis to carve out a distinct ethnic identity, and 

not to be subsumed in the larger Kurdish milieu. The prominence of various ethnic markers 

shifted following the change in power relations. Yazidis’ Kurdish identity has declined at the 

expense of political and religious markers. The Yazidis aim to highlight their differences with 

Kurdish Muslims. This is contrasted with the KDP and the PUK’s leadership who present 

themselves as secular actors to minimize their dispute with the Yazidis.  

The internal dynamics of the Yazidi community have also changed. The traditional 

leadership, led by the Baba Sheikh for religious affairs and the Mir for political leadership, was 

also unable to offer security to their community. Conversely, the PKK was backed by the United 
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States, Russia, and Iran. The PKK’s success against IS, as well as its international backing,
666

 has 

served to bolster its popularity among Yazidis. Disputed succession processes for the positions of 

Mir and the Baba Sheikh have further complicated Yazidis’ internal ethnic relations. The PKK 

backing its candidates for the post of Mir
667

 and Baba Sheikh in opposition to the traditional 

leading families serves only to further destabilize Yazidi leadership. An added complication is 

the further entanglement of the above-mentioned Yazidi ethnic conflicts with the Turkish-

Kurdish ethnic conflict. The PKK was backed by these countries, to contain Turkey and as a 

reprisal for its permissive attitude towards IS and the Nusrah Front. However, Yazidi areas have 

become a contested space, and at times a battlefield. Turkey has expanded its fight against its 

mortal enemy in areas where the group had taken root. The fact that the PKK is listed as a 

terrorist organization by the United States enabled Turkey to frame the conflict as being part of 

the Global War on Terror. This does not auger well for the prospects of a peaceful resolution of 

that conflict.
668

       

Throughout the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), the relevance and popularity of 

tribes have been on the decline. The greater the ability of the KRG to provide services to its 

population the greater the extent the popularity of tribes wanes. The relevancy of tribes is also 

generational. The younger generation tends to be more loyal to the KRG as opposed to their 

older, tribally oriented counterparts. Education plays a key role in the relevance of tribes in the 

KRG. University-educated Iraqis in KRG have been socialized with Kurdish nationalism and are 
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consequently to act in such a manner.
669

 The prevalent desire to work in the public sector that 

characterizes the Iraqi population in general also has an influence. The ability of the KRG to 

provide protection and economic opportunities correlates with the KRG’s ascendency over tribes 

as a political unit. However, this process has been undermined by nepotistic hiring practices. The 

KRG’s political elite has resorted to the mass employment of its erstwhile electorate in the public 

sector as a rapid means to obtain the public’s consent. This pattern is bipartisan, with the KDP 

and the PUK both engaging in this hiring process in a sustained manner. This is by no means 

sustainable and the KRG has experienced an economic crunch partially owing to corruption and 

an inefficient public sector. It in turn suffocated the potential of the private sector to develop 

further hindering the KRG’s ability to employ its population.     

When Iraq was a powerful totalitarian state during the beginning of Saddam Hussein’s 

regime in 1979, the power of tribes was greatly circumscribed. The exception was Saddam 

Hussein’s tribe, the Albu Nasir.
670

 Saddam Hussein placed members of his family and extended 

relations in key positions. Consequently, Albu Nasir was by far the most powerful tribe in Iraq, 

irrespective of its actual popularity among the Iraqi population. However, after the First Gulf 

War’s conclusion and imposition of international sanctions the power of tribes vis à vis the 

Baa’thist regime changed in the former’s favor. Saddam Hussein relied on these tribes’ 

smuggling networks to circumvent sanctions. Modern Iraq is a failed state, with the Iraqi 

government, again and again, proving its inability to provide security and basic services. Non-

state actors have far more sway than the central government, with the fragmentation of the state 

becoming a self-reinforcing mechanism. Tribes have been utilized by Shiite militias as a 
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reservoir of manpower, as previously mentioned.
671

 Religious affiliation represents another 

major marker of identity. Language greatly affects ethnic affiliation. This in turn intertwines with 

tribal affiliation. However, this is not an ironclad rule. Self-identification plays a significant role.     

4.5 Ethnic cleavages among Iraqi Christians 

 Iraqi Christians’ ethnic identity is formed within this broader context. The term “Iraqi 

Christians” is a controversial one as it highlights their religious identity at the expense of their 

ethnic markers.
672

 Some members of that supposed community would go so far as to argue that 

the term “Iraqi Christians” is an exonym. The Armenian community has its heritage, language, 

and churches. Others prefer Assyrians or Assyrians- Chaldeans or Syriacs. The fact is that there 

is no one overarching identity. The terms suggested are by no means interchangeable nor are 

they universally accepted. Chaldeans represent the largest Christian denomination. Chaldean 

leadership has long proven its reluctance to associate itself with the Nestorians on religious 

grounds. It is unwilling to minimize its religious particularities for the sake of ethnic solidarity. 

The term Syriacs is also problematic to some, as not all Iraqi Christians are native Syriac 

speakers.  

To square this circle, this thesis refers to groups and individuals based on how they self-

identify. Assyrian in this paper will be used to refer to those who self-identify as such. This 

includes members of the Assyrian Church of the East and its recent breakaway faction, the 

Ancient Church of the East. Assyrian will also be used to refer to those who believe that their 
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ethnic identity takes precedence over their religious beliefs. A member of the Chaldean Church 

who considers himself to be an Assyrian due to his ethnic background will be referred to as such. 

Conversely, an ethnic Assyrian who is a member of the Chaldean Church and considers himself 

to be a Chaldean will be considered in this study to be a Chaldean. This thesis will not seek to 

impose ethnic identities on people. Self-identification in that regard is the most objective 

standard that can be used.    

The term Assyrian in its classical meaning refers to the land in northern Mesopotamia 

which became the birthplace of one of the most powerful empires in the ancient world: The 

Assyrian Empire. It was the first military empire in history, with a professional standing 

army.
673674

 The Assyrian Empire came to an end in 612 BCE after its conquest by the Chaldeans. 

Chaldea refers to the land which lies to the south of modern-day Iraq.
675

 In the 9
th

 century 

BCE,
676

 it was the homeland of a powerful state, the Chaldean Kingdom. The sworn enemy of 

the Chaldean Kingdom was the Assyrian Empire, the latter being able to conquer the former on 

occasion. The Chaldean Empire’s existence would come to an end at the hands of the 

Achaemenid Empire. The Assyrians had their Semitic language. However, the lingua franca in 

the region was Syriac. The modern adoption of the Chaldean and Assyrian identities is reflective 

of individuals’ desire to showcase their aboriginal status, which is fundamental to their identity. 

The construction of groups predicated on ancient ties with the land enables individuals to 

develop social links with one another and live in communities of fellow native inhabitants.  
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4.5.1 Linguistic divides 

Language is another key component of group identity. The language choices of groups 

are often intentional and serve to show their connections with early Christianity as well as their 

historical presence in this region. Language use is a cleavage by which ethnic groups draw a 

contrast between themselves and others. Chaldean Christians tend to be urbanized, have merged 

more with the dominant culture, and as a consequence are for the most part native Arabic 

speakers.
677

 Syriac is, for the most part, only spoken in liturgical contexts.
678

 Assyrians in 

contrast are rural, live in mountainous regions, and are native Syriac speakers.
679

 In addition to 

being a means to differentiate between Chaldeans and Assyrians, it is also a way of internally 

segmenting the groups. Different individuals express their attachment to Syriac in different ways. 

Some, especially the clergymen, continue to speak classical Syriac, closely resembling the 

language spoken two millennia ago. Other
680

 localities have chosen Sureth. Sureth is a modern 

construct based on simplified classical Syriac while incorporating influences from other 

languages,
681

 making it a pidgin. It is extremely important to note that Syriac is not seen in Iraq 

as an exclusively Christian issue. On one hand, Chaldeans and Armenians as previously 

mentioned do not use Syriac as their native language. On the other hand, there exists in Iraq a 

non-Christian religious community whose primary language is based on Syriac. The Mandeans’ 

religious texts are in Mandaic. In a similar vein, the first language of that religion’s adherents is 

Mandaic. Mandaic is also based on classical Syriac, which has taken another direction over the 
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years.
682

 Mandaic is a means by which the Mandeans maintain their identity and distinguish 

themselves from other language speakers, even those who speak other variations of Syriac.          

4.5.2 Religious Divides 

Assyrians used Christianity to construct their ethnicities. Centuries after the collapse of 

the Assyrian Empire, the establishment of separate churches in Assyria shows that Assyrians 

continued to view themselves as a separate ethnicity.
683

 Assyrians formed their churches, to 

ensure their independence from the Catholic Church. The overall aim of the Assyrians was to 

preserve their unique ethnic identity, and not be dissolved into the wider Christian community. 

When Islam became the majority religion in Iraq, Assyrians remained Christians to maintain 

their unique identity.
684

 Originally, the Assyrians belonged to two churches: the Assyrian Church 

of the East and the Syriac Orthodox Church. The Assyrian Church of the East is also referred to 

as the Nestorian Church, in reference to the Archbishop of Constantinople who rejected the 

Council of Chalcedon. The Syriac Orthodox Church is otherwise known as the Jacobite Church. 

These churches split apart in the 5
th

 century CE, officially over different textual interpretations. 

These splits were also the construction of new ethnicities in tandem with a changed political 

context. Assyrians were split between Eastern Roman and Persian rule. Both empires demanded 

the unwavering loyalty of their subjects. To avoid any aspersions cast regarding their fidelity, 

Assyrian Churches constructed new ethnicities to separate themselves from their Assyrian 

counterparts living under the hostile power. Church affiliation would become a key marker in the 
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Assyrians’ identity, to the point where it superseded for some individuals their other identity 

markers.
685

    

Under the Ottoman Empire’s Millet system, religious leaders were responsible for the 

conduct of their community as well as their relationship with the central authorities. When some 

members of the Assyrian Church of the East converted to Catholicism,
686687

 their members 

informed the Ottoman governor that they were now a new Millet which had a new religious 

leader. In the 16
th

 century, a rival candidate to the Patriarchate of the Assyrian Church of the East 

appealed to the pope. A century of negotiations over papal power continued until in 1680 Pope 

Innocent XI appointed Patriarch Yusuf. 
688

 One hundred years later, Elia who was a rival of 

Shimun, the patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East, officially split from the church and 

became a Catholic. Elia’s followers were henceforth known as Chaldeans.
689

 Group boundaries 

in the Assyrian and Chaldean contexts are by no means fixed, as the primoridialists would 

suppose. Rather, ethnic groups have reworked their identities while comparing themselves to 

other ethnic groups. Shifting religious affiliations and disputes over the churches’ leadership 

were the impetus for the construction of new ethnic groups. These ethnic tensions did not happen 

in a vacuum. Instead, the relationship with the Sublime Porte and the Pope was another space 

that was contested by competing ethnic groups.       
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A parallel process took place with the Syriac Orthodox Church when some of its 

members converted to Catholicism and founded the Syriac Catholic Church
690

 with its own 

religious leadership. The changes in the churches’ group formation represented how their 

identities were influenced by external factors. The Millet system informed the relationship 

between the Ottoman Sultan and some of the religious leaders of the non-Muslim communities. 

Assyrians and Chaldeans were engaged in such a relationship. The religious leaders were 

responsible for collecting jizya for the Ottoman Sultan and assuring their loyalty toward him. In 

exchange, the community would enjoy the Sultan’s protection and some control over their 

religious affairs. The patriarchs would attempt to use this system to maintain their institutions.
691

     

Traditional identity markers of the Assyrians served as the conflict catalyst which in 

turn led to two large-scale massacres, Several Assyrian activists have deemed these massacres 

to be acts of genocide and have campaigned for their recognition as such. The group identity 

markers of the Assyrians have also dramatically changed, in response to the genocides that they 

faced. The different experiences with the shared past are markers of Assyrian unity and a point 

of difference with other ethnic groups. Tribalism is another identity marker that segments the 

Assyrian community. Assyrians, not Chaldeans are segmented into different tribes. The 

tribes are grouped into the Tiyari, Jilu, Tokhuma, and Baz. Tribes in that context are 

essentially extended families.
692

  Every tribe is led by a Malik. The Assyrian community is 

traditionally led by the Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East. The patriarch’s leadership is 
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both a function of the community’s religiosity as well as external influences.
693

 The Ottoman 

Millet
694

 system conceptualized the Assyrians as being on such Millet, whose leader is the 

patriarch. The position of the patriarch has been hereditary since 1450.
695

 It is passed on from 

uncle to nephew. It is on this issue the Ancient Church of the East would split from the Assyrian 

Church of the East in 1964. It is extremely important to note that while the 

Assyrians/Chaldeans/Syriacs had different religious identity markers, they were by no means a 

monolithic religious bloc. While the religious leaders held significant sway over their respective 

communities, there was an interaction between the communities, irrespective of their sectarian 

differences.
696

 However, intermarriage between Assyrians and other communities was extremely 

limited.
697

         

The Sayfo
698

caused a traumatic rupture in how the Assyrian ethnicity was constructed. 

The genocide also entailed significant repercussions for Assyrians’ relations with other ethnic 

groups. The rise of ethnic nationalism in the Ottoman Empire correlated with the weakening of 

the empire throughout the 19
th

 century. Ethnic nationalism began changing how different ethnic 

communities in the Ottoman Empire, including the Assyrians, perceived themselves. Particularly 

affected were the Assyrians living in modern-day Syria, Turkey, and Iraq, as they were all under 

the direct control of the Ottomans. The mobilization of ethnicities was a means to challenge the 

power of the Ottoman sultan. This new dynamic affected both, those who were members of 

Millets and those who were not. The Assyrian ethnicity would be eventually mobilized in such a 

manner in tandem with the continued weakening of the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the 
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20
th

 century. Ever since the end of the Abbasid Caliphate in 1517, the Ottoman Empire presented 

itself as being its legitimate successor, as a caliphate. The Ottoman Sultan was the caliph, the 

leader of the believers. It is from this context the Millet system was established. Ethnic 

nationalism instead promised the construction of new groups and changing the political power of 

other pre-existing groups. A shift in the construction of ethnicities in the Ottoman Empire took 

place in 1869, under Sultan Abdul-Aziz. The Ottoman Empire issued the Law on Nationalities 

which defined Ottoman citizenship without any references to religion.
699

 This law served to 

encourage individuals who sought to transform ethnic markers into nation-states.  

A key actor in that regard is Boutros Al-Boustani. Al-Boustani promoted secular 

nationalism, based on the French notion of the patrie.
700

 Al-Boustani’s secular nationalism was 

an attempt to empower the Maronite community in the Ottoman Empire. Secular nationalism 

was also an attempt to reduce religious tensions with the Druze, especially those residing in 

symbiosis with the Maronite community in Mount Lebanon and Damascus. The Druze were a 

more powerful actor than the Maronites. The Druze had played on different identity markers to 

maintain their internal cohesion.
701702

 The Druze religion is syncretic. A key marker of its 
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leader of the Fatimid Caliphate i.e. a caliph who reigned from 996 to 1021 CE. The Fatimids 

were the sworn enemies of the Abbasids, the former being of the Ismaili Shiite faith while the 

latter were Sunnis. Based in Egypt, Al-Hakim Bi ‘Amr Al-Allah is reported to have dispatched 

Muhammad Al-Darazi to drum up support for him in Palestine, Mount Lebanon, and what is 

today the south of modern Syria. It is from this context that the Druze religion and its secretive 
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adherents, paradoxically, is the masking of their religious beliefs. Its adherents pass themselves 

as being part of the larger and stronger pre-existing community. The Druze community 

throughout the existence of the Ottoman Empire presented itself as Sunni Muslim, to curry its 

favor. The Druze appealed to their heterodox beliefs and hostility to the Sunni Ottoman 

Caliphate to entice the British Empire to act as their benefactor after the 1860 Civil War. During 

the 1840 and 1860 conflicts between the Druze and Maronites, the Druze feudal families 

appealed to their common faith to ensure that the Druze peasantry remained mobilized with them 

against the Maronites, irrespective of their social class. In contrast, the Maronites were internally 

segmented by different identity factors. That cost them militarily at the hands of the Druze twice, 

in 1840 and 1860.  

 Maronite intellectuals promoted secular ethnic nationalism, such as pan-Arab 

nationalism, as a means to eradicate the internal cleavages within the Maronite community. The 

1840 and 1860 civil wars were not merely wars of religion between the Maronites and the Druze. 

Class divisions were profound in the Maronite community, which led to inter-Maronite conflicts 

between the Maronite peasantry and their feudal overlords.
703704

As part of that conflict, a semi-

literate peasant named Tanyous Shaheen
705

 overthrew the Khazin
706

 gentry. In their stead, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

instead believe in reincarnation. The Druze do not believe in the Quran. The Druze’s sacred 

scripture is called Kitab Al Hikmah or the Book of Wisdom. The Druze have kept the nature of 

their faith a secret over the centuries as to not attract the wrath of the Abbasid and Ottoman 

Caliphates.     
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the Druze, Yazidis, and Yarsani in a particular war is a study waiting to be done. Perhaps in 

another paper.    
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Shaheen briefly established a peasant republic in 1859, in Kesrwan which lies in modern-day 

Lebanon. The peasant republic was short-lived, as it had to contend with armed resistance from 

the Druze. Religious tensions between the Druze and the Maronites precluded any attempts from 

the peasant republic to reach out to the Druze peasantry. Instead, Shaheen would dispatch 

fighters to aid his fellow Maronites against the Druze. However, the final blow to the peasant 

republic would not be at the hands of the Druze.  It was crushed at the hands of a Christian 

warlord, Yusuf (Bek) Karam.
707708709

  

Secular nationalism served to put an end to the minority status of the Maronites, an 

approach that will be copied by the Assyrians joining the Iraqi Communist Party. Boutros Al-

Boustani,
710

 known as the father of Syrian nationalism, and the leading advocate of secular 

nationalism belonged to the Maronite Catholic Christian community. Al-Boustani’s advocacy for 

secular nationalism took place immediately following the 1860 Civil War and in reaction to it. 

The Maronites were the largest Christian denomination in modern-day Lebanon. However, in the 

context of the Ottoman Empire, the largest Christian Millet was the Coptic Millet. Thus, the 

Maronite community was a double minority. The religious conflict between the Maronites and 

the Druze in 1840 and 1860 contextualizes the Maronites’ increased mobilization of ethnic 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

who is currently a member of the Lebanese parliament and was previously a government 

minister. Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose.  
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markers, as opposed to religious.
711

  Secular Arab nationalism was a means by which 

commonalities were explored between the Druze and the Maronites. Both shared an Arab 

ethnicity and spoke the same language. In addition, the Druze and the Maronites had a shared 

hostility toward the Ottoman Empire. Maronite intellectuals sought to mobilize different identity 

markers to put an end to the Millet system governing the Maronite community. This secular 

nationalism, originating in Lebanon and Syria, would spread to other parts of the Ottoman 

Empire. It would eventually influence the Assyrians, as they too sought to undermine the Millet 

system. This ethnic identity is malleable, in tandem with internal changes and shifts in the 

international context. However, the identity through which IS and IIP perceive and categorize 

Assyrians is exclusively religious and fixed. It has little interest in such dynamics. By assembling 

these various ethnic groups under the collective religious identity marker, IS and IIP’s polities 

experienced less buy-in from these ethnic groups.       

4.5.2.1 The First Assyrian Genocide and How It Transformed the Assyrians’ Ethnicity  

The rise of the Ottoman Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) occurred at the expense 

of Sultan Abdul Hameed II and the Millet system.
712

 On the one hand, Sultan Abdul Hameed II 

was willing to maintain the presence of the Millet system, which didn’t prevent the outbreak of 

Assyrian tribal rebellions. On the other hand, the CUP aimed to modernize the Ottoman Empire 

along Western European lines. They initially courted the French and then the German Empire. 

The CUP’s desires were predicated on the centralization of the state and the promotion of 

Turkish ethnic nationalism. The Assyrian uprising happened in the context of what is commonly 
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known
713

 as the Armenian genocide.
714

 However, the Assyrian events are far less known in terms 

of popular consciousness. Nevertheless, Raphael Lemkin, the jurist who coined the term 

“genocide,” saw both the Armenian and Assyrian cases of being examples of it.
715

 In addition, 

both took place simultaneously during the First World War. The British sought to mobilize the 

Assyrian tribes, noted for their martial spirit, against the Ottoman Empire. In doing so, the Allies 

would open another front against the Ottomans, who were part of the Central Powers. 

Highlighting the strategic importance of their position, the Assyrian leadership was courted by 

both the local Ottoman governor and the Russian Empire. The Russian Empire, which was part 

of the Allies along with the United Kingdom against the Ottomans, appealed to the Assyrians on 

religious grounds.
716

 The Assyrian leadership consisted of tribal Maliks, under the overall 

direction of the Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East.  

The Ottomans decided to strike against the Assyrians preemptively.
717

 Assyrian and 

Armenian units under Russian leadership were routed and their villages were destroyed.
718

 

Assyrians living in Hakkari, which lies in modern-day Turkey, were forced on a trek to Russian-

controlled Iran. Making the Assyrians’ position more difficult was that the local Kurdish tribes 

had sided with the Ottoman Empire. After arriving in Urmia, Iran, the leader of the Assyrians, 

and the Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East, Shimun XIX Benyamin was slain by a 

Kurdish chieftain, Agha Simko Ismail Shikak. An Ottoman advance supported by the Kurds 
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drove 30,000 Assyrians from Urmia to Baqubah, which became part of Iraq. The Assyrians of 

Urmia refer to their forced displacement as the “raqa raqa,” or the “Flight.”
719

 Following the 

war’s conclusion, many Assyrians who originally lived in Hakkari and Urmia found themselves 

refugees in a brand-new country. The history of Assyrians in modern Iraq starts with their 

extremely hostile relations with the Kurds, which constituted the country’s second-largest ethnic 

group.
 720

 Also undermined were the Assyrians’ relations with the Chaldeans. This is because the 

Chaldeans elected to remain neutral throughout the First World War, the “raqa raqa,” and the 

Assyrians’ conflicts with the Ottomans.
721

 

4.5.2.2 One Genocide Leading to Another 

The constitution of the Assyrian identity was influenced by the rise of new international 

norms and institutions following the end of the First World War. The inability of Assyrians to 

mobilize international support for their ethnic nationalism as well as their religious leadership 

served to isolate them vis à vis the Iraqi government. The Assyrian community was deeply 

affected by US President Woodrow Wilson’s fourteen points. Of particular concern to them were 

those about self-determination and autonomy.
722

 A cross-denominational Assyrian delegation 

was constituted to attend the Paris Peace Conference of 1919.
723

 That delegation also included 

members of the diaspora. A protestant group called the Assyrian Association of America was 

able to persuade Assyrians to include its members in the delegation,
724

 showcasing the sustained 

connections between the diaspora and the Assyrians who remained in their home territory. It also 
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speaks to the influence of the former over the latter, owing to their elevated socioeconomic 

status.  

Assyrians attempted to reconstitute themselves in a manner that reduced their sectarian 

tensions and constituted themselves in a group that could attain self-determination per the 

definition of the fourteen points. However, the Patriarch retained his predominant role in 

Assyrian political life. The Assyrian delegates to the conference insisted that Assyrians would 

not accept any Turkish rule, because of their victimization by the Ottoman Empire and the ethno-

nationalist agenda of Turkey’s new leader Mustafa Kemal “Ataturk.” Rather, the demand was for 

an Assyrian homeland.
725

 Instrumental in getting the delegation to adopt such a position was the 

Nestorian Bishop, Severius Afram Barsoum. In a letter to the conference, Bishop Barsoum 

stated: 

“Nous avons l’honneur d’exposer à la Conférence de la paix que S.B. notre Patriarche 

nous a chargé de venir lui porter l’écho des malheurs et des vœux de notre nation 

syrienne, ancienne descendante de la race assyrienne, qui réside en générale en 

Mésopotamie et en Arménie.
726

    

However, the demands of the Assyrians were completely ignored by the conference.
727

 The 

British colonial desires for Iraq and its petroleum resources
728

 superseded anything the Assyrian 

delegation had to say. The relationship between the British and the Assyrians was circumscribed 

by the British’s recruitment of the Assyrians into the Levies. The Levies were a pro-colonial 

militia that used to suppress anti-colonial rebellions by Kurdish and Arab tribes.                  
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4.5.2.3 The Second Genocide: The Simele Massacre and How It Reconstructed the Assyrian 

Group Identity 

The conflict regarding the privileges of the Patriarch of the Church of the Near East, and 

the traditional leader of his Millet led to the breakout of the second anti-Assyrian genocide, the 

Sayfo, in 1933. The context was the termination of the British mandate over Iraq. Large oil 

deposits were found in Iraq, and the British were willing to grant Iraq its independence in 

exchange for concessions for the British in the oil sector. In 1931, the Permanent Mandate 

Commissions League of Nations admitted Iraq into the League of Nations as a sovereign 

member. The Permanent Mandate Commissions also recommended that the rights of minorities 

be guaranteed.
729

 This recommendation was not followed up with anything meaningful, neither 

on the part of the League of Nations nor on that of the British.  

As a reaction, the Assyrians under the leadership of Shimun XXIII Eshai
730

 held a 

conference to present their grievances to the League of Nations. The Patriarch sought to conserve 

the privileges accorded to him during the Millet system, which essentially was a form of 

autonomy.
731

 Specifically, he aimed to preserve his temporal authority over the Assyrians.
 732

 

The temporal powers of the patriarch under the Millet system were as follows: 

“(a) to exercise its religion and custom, and to administer its own laws of status and 

personnel. (b) to be a “millet,” that is a community over which its chief Bishop presided 

and which its chief Bishop represented in all communal relations with the Islamic 

sovereigns of the land.”
733
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The goals of the Patriarchal family shifted between independence and autonomy.
734

 The 

Patriarch’s aunt, Lady Surma was reported to have proclaimed: “We will be kings or we will be 

killed.”
735

 Moreover, Assyrians deemed themselves to be culturally superior to the Arabs and 

resented being under their tutelage.
736

  

The Patriarch’s demands went directly against the desire of the central government to 

establish a modern state. Moreover, the central government feared that any concessions to the 

Assyrians would spark similar demands from Iraq’s myriad ethnic and religious groups.
737

 From 

the perspective of the Iraqi government, many of the Assyrians who were agitating for increased 

self-rule were not even Iraqis. Rather, they were refugees from Turkey and Iran. This sentiment 

was not shared by the Assyrians themselves. Assyrian communities did in fact (and still do) exist 

in Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq. However, these communities have remained in contact with each 

other over the years. Historically, Assyrians have migrated to each other’s communities. Thus, 

the refugees who streamed from Iran and Turkey have long-standing connections with their Iraqi 

kin. Consequently, the Iraqi government’s perception that Assyrian refugees from Turkey and 

Iran were foreigners is not altogether accurate.
738

  

The controversy over the Patriarch’s temporal powers was augmented by British 

interference. The British made use of the Patriarch’s influence to boost Assyrian recruitment in 

the levies. Despairing of their international neglect and British duplicity, the Patriarch wrote to 

the League of Nations asking for his community’s resettlement outside Iraq. The international 

community saw Iraq and its minorities as the preserve of the British, and as such neglected to 
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intervene. The British only saw in the Assyrians a recruitment pool for its Levies.
739

 The British 

betrayed their promise to the Hakkari Assyrians of facilitating their return to Turkey.
740

 The 

failure of the Patriarch to adequately secure the status of his community led to the restructuring 

of the Assyrian identity. Subgroups, chafing under the leadership of the Patriarch, began 

asserting themselves. Some tribal Maliks, such as Malik Yosip Khoshaba of the Lower Tiyari 

tribe,
741

 began to openly break with the Patriarch and sought to reconcile with the Iraqi 

government. These tribal actors agreed to be settled by the Iraqi government, irrespective of the 

Patriarch’s wishes. In doing so, they established a direct relationship with the government and 

undermined the control of the patriarch over them. 

A key trigger in the genocide was the imprisonment of the Patriarch. Acting on the advice 

of the British, the Iraqi government detained the Patriarch after inviting him to Baghdad for 

talks. This move alienated the Patriarch’s followers, most notably Malik Loko of the Tkhuma 

tribe and Yacu Ismail, the son of Malik Ismail of the Upper Tiyari tribe.
742

 Yacu Ismail and 

Malik Loko set about touring Assyrian regions to persuade them not to accept any form of 

cooperation with the Iraqi government. They directly challenged the identity the central 

government was attempting to construct by urging Assyrians to refuse disarmament, and not to 

accept Iraqi citizenship or any settlement proposed by the Iraqi government. From the 

perspective of Yacu Ismail and Malik Loko, they were particularly concerned with the increased 

standing Malik Yosip Khoshaba enjoyed. They feared that the Iraqi government would impose 

Malik Yosip Khoshaba as a leader over all Assyrian tribes, irrespective of Yacu Ismail and Malik 
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Loko’s social stature.
743

 A new cleavage broke out within the Assyrian identity, with Assyrians 

being classified as either members of the pro-patriarch or the anti-patriarch faction.  

The genocide was a pivotal event in constructing a new Iraqi identity. Finalizing their 

rejection of the new order, Yacu Ismail gathered his followers and crossed the frontier into 

French-controlled Syria. The French disarmed the Assyrians, then without notifying the Iraqis, 

rearmed them and sent them back across the borders. While it is not clear who fired the first shot, 

what is clear is that after some armed clashes, the Iraqi forces were routed. The Iraqi army set 

about disarming and massacring Assyrian villagers, irrespective of whether they belonged to the 

pro or anti-Patriarch faction. The British met these attacks with absolute indifference.
744

 The 

Iraqi government sought to make an example of the Hakkari tribesmen,
745 

making use of anti-

Western and anti-separatism rhetoric.
746

 Sunni and Shiite Arab tribes joined in on the attack, 

desirous of expanding their wealth and influence. Local Kurds also sided with the Iraqi 

government, owing to their storied history with the Assyrians. In addition, Yazidis joined in on 

the killing and looting. The result was that the power of the Assyrian religious and tribal 

leadership was broken and internationally isolated.               

A crucial consequence of the first and second genocide was the weakening of the 

Patriarch’s political influence. His exile to Cyprus and later to the United States meant that there 

was a void in the Assyrian leadership. So profound was the isolation of the Patriarch from his 

erstwhile community that the seat of the Patriarchate of the Assyrian Church of the East remains 

in the United States to this very day. The Millet system and the Patriarch’s traditional 
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prerogatives were gone. The Patriarch himself would be assassinated by a member of his 

community over a theological question. Patriarch Shimun XXIII Eshai would be killed in 1975 

over his belief that a clergyman could get married.
747

 This showcases the weakened position of 

the Patriarch and his isolation from his community. The Patriarch’s views were increasingly 

dismissed, whether they concerned religion and/or politics. It was a far cry from the powers the 

Patriarch enjoyed as a head of a Millet.     

4.6 Political Divides: 

4.6.1 The Iraqi Communist Party 

 The Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) represents Assyrians’ first sustained political 

engagement following the establishment of an (officially) independent Iraq in 1932. It reflects 

the transition from the leadership of tribal chiefs and the Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the 

Near East. While the ICP officially stood against ethno-nationalism and sectarianism, it was able 

to attract a large following from among the Assyrian Nestorians. This is reflected by the senior 

leadership of the party
748

 as well as its mid-level cadres.
749

 The reasons why the ICP was able to 

enjoy significant support among the Assyrians are manifold: The two genocides suffered by the 

Assyrians had deeply shaken the community’s faith in its traditional leadership. It had also 

escalated sectarian tensions, as the members of the Syriac Orthodox Church and the Chaldean 

Church did not support the Nestorian Patriarch’s political ambitions. In addition, the Syriacs and 

Chaldeans feared the wrath that the Patriarch had incurred, and so reinforced the differences 

between them and the Assyrians. For example, Yousef VI Emmanuel II Thomas, the Patriarch of 
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the Chaldean Church hosted King Faisal I at a lavish reception in the Mar Oraha Monastery in 

1931 while the killings were going on.
750

 A similar appeasement policy vis à vis the monarchy 

was followed by Syriac Catholic bishops. This in turn served to reinforce the Assyrian 

community’s alienation.  

The cleavages between the Assyrians and other Christian denominations persist to this 

day over this issue. A case in point is Father Suheil Kasha’s, an academic and a bishop in the 

Syriac Catholic Church, portrayal of these historic events. According to Kasha, the Simele 

massacre, in reference to the 1931 killings, can be directly attributed to two factors: Firstly, the 

decision of some Assyrians and Christian Iraqis to join the British Levies. Secondly, the 

“unbalanced” behavior of the militiamen, which in turn sparked a popular backlash.
751752

 Kasha 

put the blame squarely on the Assyrians who decided to throw their lot with British colonists, in 

opposition to every other Iraqi. Moreover, Kasha argued that these killings of Assyrian civilians 

were not acts of genocide. Rather, they were the by-product of armed clashes that both sides 

were engaged in. Kasha’s arguments indirectly support Yusuf Malek’s point that Assyrians were 

not supported by other Christian leaders. Moreover, Kasha’s presentation of the Simele killings 

serves to highlight the continued alienation of Assyrians from the Iraqi body politic, including 

other Christian denominations, because of these events in 1931.   
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 Another key factor contributing to the popularity of the ICP among the Assyrian 

community is the reaction against the British. Ultimately, the Assyrians felt betrayed by the 

British. The British encouraged the Assyrians to rise against the Ottoman Empire only to 

abandon them to the Ottomans’ counterattack. After the British established their mandate over 

Iraq, i.e. colonized it, their treatment of Assyrians did not change. While Assyrian leaders and 

intellectuals in 1920 petitioned the Paris Peace Conference, as well as the League of Nations for 

an autonomous zone, their pleas fell on deaf ears.
753754

 It is worth noting that the Assyrians’ 

international lobbying efforts further drove a wedge between them and Iraq’s other communities. 

The primary objective of the Assyrian delegation was to represent the interests of the Patriarch of 

the Assyrian Church of the Near East. They sought to maintain the prerogatives that were 

granted to the Patriarch under the Ottoman Millet system. The delegation made no allowances to 

members of other Christian denominations such as the Syriac Catholic Church and the Syriac 

Orthodox Church. In addition, members of the Assyrian delegation made declarations and 

published works that were extremely racist toward Arabs. For example, Yusuf Malek one of the 

Patriarch’s international representatives would state: 

Though unfortunately the Assyrian men, women, and children, who, in defence of their 

very honor, have been most brutally massacred with the usual Arab savagery, are 

lamentably and irretrievably lost, yet it is not too late to save the remnant if only as a 

monument to British perfidy and injustice…
755

  

Another one of Malik’s sayings is:  “Among the Turks, one can find a great many gentlemen, 

but, among the Arabs, it would not be an easy task to find a real one. This is the author’s 

experience with the Arabs.”
756

 Needless to say, the Assyrian intellectuals’ ethno-nationalist 
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vitriol further damaged communal relations. It also alienated them from Christian Arabs who 

might have been otherwise sympathetic to these Assyrians’ cause.  

 A key objective of the Assyrians was the establishment of their polity funded by oil sales. 

Malek’s international travels and writings as the Patriarch’s representative were in service of that 

goal. From the Assyrians’ perspective, they sought to establish their entity that stretches from the 

Nineveh Plains which is in modern-day Iraq to Hakkari, which lies nowadays in Turkey. The 

area’s oil resources were to provide an economic backbone to this new entity. The British in turn 

exploited the Assyrians’ irredentist desires to obtain territorial concessions from the newly 

established Republic of Turkey and then split the planned Assyrian state between Iraq and 

Turkey. During the border negotiations between the British and Turkey over where the border 

between Turkey and Iraq would be struck, the British used the presence of the Assyrian 

community in Turkey to argue for connecting these areas with the Assyrian-majority area in Iraq. 

This situation undermined relations between the Assyrians and Turkey.    

Instead of the Patriarch, the British decided to empower another one of their clients, 

Faisal Ibn Hussein.
757

 Faisal was the son of the Sharif
758

 of Mecca, Hussein Ibn Ali. His clan led 

an uprising against the Ottoman Empire in 1916. The raison d'être of the “Great Arab Revolt” 

was a desire for closer ties with the British Empire and the ideology of pan-Arab nationalism. 

The pan-Arab nationalism of Faisal Ibn Hussein was not particularly appealing to Assyrians. To 

add insult to injury, the British’s idea of consulting with the indigenous population was an 
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“election” in which 96% of the population voted to make Faisal Ibn Hussein the king of Iraq.
759

 

Needless to say, the election was a total sham and is indicative of the contempt the British 

colonizers had toward the Iraqi population in its entirety. This election would be copied by 

autocrats all over the region, such as Saddam Hussein, Muhammad Husni Mubarak, and Bashar 

Al-Assad, each boasting an equally ridiculous vote count. King Faisal I was a Sunni Arab who 

was not from Iraq, but rather from Hejaz which is in modern-day Saudi Arabia. The only reason 

why he became king of Iraq was because of his loyalty to the British. This all served to further 

strain relations between the British and Iraqi monarchy on one hand and the Assyrians on the 

other.  

 Assyrians’ grievances towards the British would only increase over time, which in turn 

would boost the recruitment efforts of the ICP. The British encouraged the Assyrians to join the 

Levies (which were a militia established by the British colonists to keep the colonized in check). 

In a classic case of divide and conquer, the British recruited heavily among the Assyrian 

minority. This in turn further poisoned relations between the Assyrians on the one hand and the 

Arabs and Kurds on the other. However, in 1933 the British decided to further empower the Iraqi 

monarchy by making Iraq nominally independent. As a consequence, the Levies lost the 

protection of their British overlords. The Levies became under the formal control of the Iraqi 

monarchy. When clashes broke out between the central government and the Levies, the British 

declined to intervene. The British laissez-faire approach remained, even when the armed clashes 

became ethnic. This in turn further drove a wedge between the Assyrians and the British.  
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British control over Iraqi oil fields would further alienate the Assyrians. The ICP 

exploited this situation to the hilt. Following the 1933 genocide, many Assyrians left their 

mountain villages and moved to the cities. Many found employment in Kirkuk, in Iraq’s 

booming oil sector. This forced urbanization had numerous consequences for the Assyrians’ 

group identities. Interdenominational marriages increased. Assyrians married members of the 

Syriac Orthodox and the Chaldean communities.
760

 Familial connections eased the boundaries 

between the different Christian communities. Tribal divisions also eased, as members of different 

tribes freely intermingled with one another. The genocides increased geographic distance, and 

new employment opportunities meant that the Assyrian traditional leadership became more 

isolated. This led to an opening that the ICP was able to fill. The ICP’s rhetoric did not celebrate 

British imperial rule. Iraq’s supposed independence notwithstanding, Iraq’s national oil company 

was under the control of British managers. The Iraqi oil sector reflected this distinctly uneven 

power hierarchy, whereby senior-level positions were monopolized by the British.
761

 The native 

population, including the Assyrians, were relegated to more dangerous jobs that paid less. 

Another point of contention was the British’s haughty attitude towards the native workers. The 

ICP honed its message by focusing on workers’ conditions such as pay, benefits, and vacations. 

A key instrument in that regard was the ICP’s dominance of labor unions.
762

 The British for their 

part interpreted the attraction of the Assyrians to the ICP as being the mere by-product of 

successful Soviet propaganda directed towards that community.
763
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4.6.2 The Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP): A Kurdish Outlet for the Assyrian Ethnicity 

 The Kurdish uprising in 1961 against the central Iraqi government presented new 

opportunities for the Assyrians to assert themselves, at the expense of both the central 

government and the Kurdish secessionists. The principal actor in this uprising was Kurdish 

leader Mullah Mustapha Barazani, and his political party: The KDP. The main point of 

contention of the KPD was the marginalization of the Kurdish periphery by the central 

government.
764

 As previously mentioned, Iraq was led by a patronage network whose members 

were Sunni Arabs empowered by the British. This did not particularly endear them to ethnic 

minorities such as the Kurds and the Assyrians. The 1958 coup by Abed Al Karim Qasim led to 

a new, more strained relationship.  

Abed Al Karim Qasim abolished the monarchy and established a republic, removing the 

previous patronage network. Qasim changed his country’s political orientation. He reached out to 

the Soviet Union and sought its protection against the previously dominant British. Qasim would 

be inspired by the Soviet model, if not completely enamored by it. Qasim’s vision of Iraq was a 

strong centralized secular socialist state. Qasim’s approach would gain him few allies and many 

enemies. On one hand, the pro-Soviet leanings of Qasim would endear him to the ICP.  Qasim’s 

warm ties with the ICP would be sustained until the very last days of his regime. Several 

members of Qasim’s government were from the ICP. The ICP would deploy its militias, the 

Popular Resistance,
765766

 to crush a military uprising, backed by pan-Arab nationalists, against 

Qasim in Mosul in 1959. Consequently, quite a few Assyrians, who were members of the ICP, 
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would be supportive of Qasim.
767

 These were for the most part urbanites, workers in the oil 

sector, or members of the middle class. The ICP’s relations with the KDP in turn would be poor 

for the duration of Qasim’s reign.  

Qasim’s secular model would further endear him to the ICP while alienating the religious 

segments of Iraqi society as well as its social conservatives. A particular point of contention was 

the inheritance laws. Qasim stopped implementing the Islamic rulings in that regard. Instead, 

Qasim applied a new set of laws predicated on gender equality.
768

 This in turn strengthened the 

message of the ICP and strengthened its alliance with Qasim. Qasim’s desire for a strong central 

state would put him directly at odds with Kurdish and Assyrian tribal leaders. His land 

distribution policies would be perceived by these tribes as a direct threat to their livelihoods. 

Mullah Mustapha Barazani and his party were quick to exploit these sentiments. The pro-Soviet 

policies of Qasim, in the context of the Cold War, would lead to Iranian and American support 

for the opposition to Qasim. This assistance was manifested in the form of international 

assistance to the Kurdish secessionists and their Assyrian allies. The outcome of Qasim’s project, 

from the perspective of the Assyrians, was the segmentation of the community along new lines.   

The KDP was successful in attracting some Assyrians to its 1961 rebellion against the 

central government. These Assyrians sought to play the Kurds and the central government off 

against one another. Owing to the military successes of the KDP against the central government 

in northern Iraq, some Assyrians joined the KDP for security.
769

 The central government was no 

longer able to protect them. The KDP’s strategy of forced recruitment played a significant role in 
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the enlistment of Assyrians to their cause. Neutral Assyrian villages were systematically targeted 

by the KDP. A key factor in the KDP’s attraction to the Assyrians was the organization Kheith 

Kheith Allap II (It is the Syriac acronym of a phrase that means Assyrian Unity and 

Freedom).
770771

 Kheith Kheith Allap II was originally founded in 1961 to promote Assyrian 

political and cultural rights. Its name stems from Kheith Kheith Allap I, an organization with 

similar objectives that was established in Assyrian refugee camps run by the British. That 

organization was quickly banned by the British. By choosing to resurrect the previous 

incarnation of that organization, Kheith Kheith Allap II’s leadership signified a desire for a more 

assertive and confrontational approach to the central government. When Kheith Kheith Allap II 

was banned by the central government, it re-established itself in areas controlled by the KDP. It 

found a receptive ear from Assyrian tribes in the rural hinterland. Kheith Kheith Allap II was 

politically independent but militarily allied with the KDP. The destruction of Assyrian villages 

throughout the 1960s led more Assyrians to join the ICP and the KDP’s armed struggle. 

The 1963 Baa’thist coup served to unify the efforts of the ICP and the KDP. The 

Baa’thist came to power riding on an anti-Communist agenda. As part of their purge of anything 

potentially remotely connected to the ICP, the Baa’thists began targeting Assyrian communities. 

This purge intertwined with the Baa’th Party’s Pan-Arab ideology. Attacks against the ICP were 

seen as attacks against Assyrians and vice versa. This led to significant changes in how the 

Assyrian community was internally segmented. When the ICP and KDP sought to strike an 

alliance as part of their anti-Baa’th efforts, the Assyrians played a significant networking role in 

that regard. Assyrians in the ICP and the KDP reached out to one another and assured one 

another of their parties’ intentions vis à vis ethnic minorities.   
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The establishment of an Assyrian transnational network correlated directly with this 

conflict and the international support the KDP enjoyed. The Assyrian Universal Alliance (AUA) 

was founded in 1968 by Assyrian members of the Iranian parliament.
772

 It made use of the Cold 

War and its connections with Western capitals to raise international support for the KDP, and its 

war conflict against the pro-Soviet Qasim regime. Iran, under Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, 

presented itself as America’s policeman in the Middle East. When the Baa’th Party seized power 

in 1963, relations with Iran did not improve in the immediate term. Iraqi-Iranian border tensions 

persisted as well and by extension Iran’s proxy war against Iraq. Iranian support persisted until 

1975 with the Algiers Agreement whereby Iran cut its support to the Iraqi opposition. This 

relationship was reactivated with the outbreak of the Persian Gulf War. The Gulf War would see 

a dramatic change in power relations between the KDP and the Iraqi government. The 

establishment of the no-fly zone greatly empowered the KDP in 1992. To gain international 

acceptance and domestic acquiescence vis à vis this new order, the Kurdistan parliament 

allocated five quota seats to minorities which were often occupied by Christians.
773

  

4.6.3 The Chaldean Assyrian Syriac People’s Council 

 The KDP has developed a new means to co-opt Chaldeans/Syriacs/Assyrians, which is 

the Chaldean Assyrian Syriac People’s Council (CASPC).
774

 As a reaction to the increasing 

popularity of the Assyrian Democratic Movement (ADM), the KDP decided to empower certain 

Assyrian personalities. This empowerment in turn serves as a means of furthering the KDP’s 
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objective of an independent Kurdistan led by the Barazani family. The CASPC is funded by 

Sarkis Aghajan. Aghajan is a Christian member of the KDP. Among his roles is to maintain 

friendly relations between the KDP and the Chaldean religious leadership. Aghajan has been able 

to channel foreign aid for the parochial aims of the KDP and CASPC. International aid aimed at 

bolstering the presence of Iraq’s Christians has gone to “local authorities” i.e. the Kurdistan 

Regional Government (KRG). The KRG, which is dominated by the KDP, in turn, transferred 

that money to Sarkis Aghajan. Aghajan made use of that money to establish his patronage 

network, which in turn was part of the KDP's broader network.
775

 Aghajan was able to establish 

contacts with the diaspora as well as bolster his popularity among the Chaldean Assyrian Syriacs 

living in Iraq. The ultimate objective of Aghajan’s CASPC is to undermine the ADM’s calls for 

an autonomous province in Nineveh Plains as part of a federal Iraq. The KDP would then be able 

to add them to Kurdistan while simultaneously undermining Assyrian nationalism.     

4.6.4 The Babylon Brigades and the Babylon Movement 

Rayan Al-Kildani
776

 has established for himself a singular role in Iraq’s political scene: 

An alternative to Iraq’s established Christian political parties, which goes in tandem with a 

deeper relationship with pro-Iranian political parties and militias. Al-Kildani follows a 

similar modus operandi. He has a political party: The Babylon Movement, which participates in 

the political process. The political party is also backed by an armed wing, The Babylon 

Brigades.
777

 The Babylon Movement and Brigades were founded as a reaction to IS’s takeover of 

large swathes of Iraq in 2014. Its trajectory is like that of the Popular Mobilization Force (PMF), 
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of which the Babylon Brigades are a part. As previously mentioned, the PMF consists of pro-

Iranian militias who draw their salaries from the Iraqi government. The PMF’s foundation was a 

response to the failure of the Iraqi government to adequately defend against IS’s blitz. By joining 

the PMF, the Babylon Brigades became the military subordinates of the aforementioned pro-

Iranian militias. Al-Kildani has justified his actions as being the outcome of the 2003 US 

invasion of Iraq, an invasion that has jeopardized the very existence of Iraq’s Christians.
778

  

Al-Kildani’s friendly relationship with Iran has directly undermined his movement’s ties 

with the United States. While the PMF was backed by the United States when fighting IS, the 

relationship has soured because of worsening US-Iranian ties. The United States has killed two 

of Al-Kildani’s superiors, Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis,
779780781

 the deputy commander of the PMF 

and its military leader, along with Qasim Sulaymani. Sulaymani was the commander of the 

Quds
782

 Force in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard. He was responsible for overseeing all pro-

Iranian militias in the region, including the PMF. Sulaymani was the actual leader of the PMF. 

Al-Kildani himself has lavished praise on Sulaymani stating: “Hajj Qasem Soleimani joined us 

on the battlefront. If he had not been there, it would have been impossible to win the battle 

[against IS].”
783
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 Al-Kildani in his interviews has shown that he has no problem using the term “Iraqi 

Christians.” However, his sentiment is not universally shared.  
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 The name literally means the engineer father of Mahdi. Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis actually had 

a degree in engineering.  
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The United States’ decapitation strike was driven by the PMF’s attacks against the US’s 

supply convoys as well as the pro-Iranian militias storming an American embassy. The assault 

was personally led by Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis. The origin of the tensions between the United 

States and Al-Kildani and his superiors was US President Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw 

from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and re-impose a host of sanctions on 

Iran. The JCPOA was supposed to settle the dispute between Iran on the one hand, and the 

United States and the European Union (EU) over Iran’s nuclear program on the other hand. The 

relevance of that international dispute is that the PMF along with Iran’s other proxies was 

engaged in an armed campaign to force the United States to return to the JCPOA and 

withdraw its economic sanctions. 

 Regarding Al-Kildani, he was sanctioned by the United States over his alleged 

corruption and human rights abuses.
784

 Nevertheless, Al-Kildani was granted an audience with 

Pope Francis when he visited Iraq in 2021.
785

 In addition, the Babylon Movement won four out 

of the five parliamentary seats allocated to Christians during the 2021 Iraqi elections.
786

  To 

expand its writ, the Babylon Movement has actively ensured gender equality among its 

successful candidates. Al-Kildani has tried to spin his close relations with Iran as a positive 

attribute: According to him, the Babylon Brigades, unlike the traditional Christian parties, enjoy 

a cross-sectarian appeal. In addition, the Babylon Brigades empower lower socioeconomic strata, 
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as opposed to the traditional Christian parties. This is also because the Babylon Movement’s 

members are among the youth. They have no memory of Saddam Hussein, nor do they 

remember his relations with the traditional Assyrian actors. According to Al-Kildani, the 

traditional parties are resentful towards him because unlike them, Al-Kildani and his allies have 

been able to protect their communities. The overarching objectives of the Babylon Movement are 

to ensure a sustained Christian presence in Iraq as well as the maintenance of healthy communal 

relations.
787

 

Al-Kildani by no means has the unanimous support of the Assyrians or the Chaldean 

community. The Chaldean Church has recently spoken out against Al-Kildani, criticizing his 

politicization of Christian symbols. The fact that the same communiqué criticizes the 

incorporation by some Shiites of Christian symbols in their ‘Ashoura religious ceremonies
788

 

indicates that the Chaldean Church is far from comfortable with Al-Kildani’s deep ties with pro-

Iran Shiite militias. Al-Kildani’s detractors claim the only reason why he has attained power is 

because of votes outside the community. While the Babylon Movement has won seats allocated 

to the Christian community, the reason why it has been able to do so is due to the support of 
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Shiite Arabs from southern Iraq. Christian politicians are not voted in by members of their 

community, Kildani’s opponents point out. The same critique applies to the Babylon Brigades. 

The militia’s popularity is so low with its community that it has not been able to recruit 

Christians into its armed forces. Instead, most members are Shiites who are ethnic Shabaks and 

loyal to Kataeb Hezbollah. 
789790791

 Kataeb Hezbollah was founded and led by Abu Mahdi Al-

Muhandis until his death. Thus, Al-Kildani’s role is to boost the image of the PMF in the eyes of 

a Western audience. It is nothing more than religious tokenism.        

4.6.5 Baa’thist Christians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians 

 Per Helfont,
792

 a Christian Baa’thist philosopher directly molded how the Baa’th Party 

viewed Islam. This unique situation led the Baa’th Party under Saddam Hussein to take an 

instrumentalist view of religion. The Baa’th instrumentalist view of religion can be traced to the 

chief theoretician and co-founder of the Baa’th Arab Socialist Party, Michel Aflaq. Aflaq, like 

Boutros Al-Boustani before him, attempted to reconceptualize group formation in the region, to 

break his community’s minority status. Aflaq was a member of the Greek Orthodox Church, and 

thus part of a minority twice over. Being a Christian meant that Aflaq was part of a religious 

minority in the region. His denomination marked him as a minority amongst Christians, both in 

the region and worldwide. Secularism, socialism, and pan-Arab nationalism were alternative 

identities that could make him part of a newly conceptualized majority. A state built on these 
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principles would allow Aflaq to attain political positions, which were far beyond his, and his 

religious community’s reach during the Millet system of the Ottoman Empire. This was doubly 

true in the case of Aflaq as he was not a clergyman.  

This instrumentalist approach would be applied by the Baa’th Party when dealing with 

Christians. The context would be in the 1980s when Saddam Hussein had purged his internal 

enemies and was thus secure in his position. The Baa’th regime was at war with Iran and sought 

to suppress any religious opposition. The regime aimed to promote a Baa’thist reading of 

Christianity through a mixture of cooptation and coercion. The regime offered financial 

inducements to loyal Christian leaders, as well as establishing institutions through which these 

loyalists could gain prestigious titles and have a greater following. When the Iran-Iraq war broke 

out, the Iraqi press carried Christians’ denunciations of Rouhollah Khomeini, Saddam Hussein’s 

arch-foe. The goal of that media campaign was the portrayal of a contrast between Iran’s 

theocratic regime, which oppressed Christians, and secular Iraq. Nevertheless, many Christian 

leaders refused to be co-opted by the Baa’th regime. To counter that issue, the Baa’th party relied 

on Christian Baa’thists to survey the political positions of the Christian clergy and to report on 

any deviations on the part of the religious leaders from the official message.
793

  

The message itself promoted by Baa’thist Christianity is illustrated by the following 

report by a Christian Baa’thist operative regarding his interactions with a Syriac Orthodox 

Bishop in 1983. 
794

 The main point of contention was that a two-day festival was held by the 

Syriac Orthodox Church ostensibly to celebrate “the historic decision of the Revolutionary 
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Command Council to grant cultural rights to Assyrians.”
795

 However, the Christian Baa’thist was 

chagrined when observed that there were no banners at the festival celebrating the Revolutionary 

Command Council’s decision. Instead, the opening speech dealt only with Syriac Orthodox 

themes. This further troubled the Christian Baa’thist because the person giving the opening 

speech had been specifically instructed to lavish praise on the regime and its decision. The 

Christian Baa’thist informed the bishop hosting the event of his displeasure with the speech. 

Tensions increased between the Christian Baa’thist and the bishop when the Christian Baa’thist 

complained that apolitical Christian organizations were invited to the event. This was 

unacceptable to the Christian Baa’thists as these Christian organizations had refused to support 

the Baa’th Party.  

To the surprise of the Christian Baa’thist the “bishop defended them.”
796

 The Christian 

Baa’thist also reported that the bishop “accused me [the Christian Baa’thist] of trying to sabotage 

the sect by spreading the ideology of the Party in its ranks. Accordingly, he told me not to 

interfere in the affairs of the sect.”
797

 The bishop then suspended the seminar if the Christian 

Baa’thist was in attendance.
 798

 The Christian Baa’thist upped the ante by giving the bishop a set 

of orders:  

“(1) The bishop must support the Party and the Baa’thist revolution in his blessings, and 

he must ensure that all religious organizations-including the one whose members were 

present at the event- supported the Party. (2) These religious organizations needed to hold 

elections and select people who carry the responsibility for the sect and the homeland 

(watan). Although he does not explicitly say so, it is clear that in these “elections” regime 

loyalists would be “elected.” And finally, (3) it was necessary to culturally indoctrinate 
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and raise the consciousness of the youth on the issues of patriotism (wataniyya) and 

progress.”
799

  

That was not the end of the matter, as the bishop refused to obey the Christian Baa’thist’s diktats. 

In his report, the Christian Baa’thist stated “The bishop refused to comply, and he began to close 

the doors of the archdiocese and the churches for three consecutive weeks so that the seminar 

could not be held.”
800

 The Christian Baa’thist concluded his report by deeming the bishop to be 

against the Baa’th party. For added effect, the Christian Baa’thist accused the bishop of having 

links with the Muslim Brotherhood.
801

 

This message was extremely similar to what Sunni and Shiite clerics were expected 

to promote. It reflects the strategy of the Baa’th Party for controlling religious beliefs. The 

Baa’th Party sought to exploit pre-existing religious institutions owing to their popularity. 

The Baa’th Party strove to co-opt these religious institutions by filling them with loyalists so that 

these institutions echoed its doctrines on Pan-Arab nationalism and the supremacy of the Baa’th 

Party. This reading of religion can be directly traced to Michel Aflaq and his unique 

instrumentalist stance.
802

       

 The Baa’th party was able to make some limited inroads with the Assyrian and Chaldean 

communities. Paradoxically, the Baa’th Party was an avenue for a few Assyrians and Chaldeans 

to participate in politics and attain positions of prominence. Many workers in Saddam Hussein’s 

palaces were Assyrians. Assyrians were able to attain employment in sensitive positions because 
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they were deemed as not threatening to the regime. The Baa’th regime’s indulgence towards the 

Assyrians can be explained by the fact that these Assyrians lacked a large power base. 
803

 

The highest profile Christian Baa’thist is Tarek Aziz.
804

 Identifying Aziz’s ethnic identity 

is an exercise in controversy. Aziz has been alternatively labeled as Assyrian due to his 

ethnicity,
805806

 or a Chaldean due to his Catholic faith.
807

 As for Aziz himself, he preferred to 

subsume his identity within the pan-Arab nationalist message promoted by the Baa’th party. He 

self-identified as an Iraqi Arab, and a pan-Arab nationalist. The Baa’th Party, when it was at the 

height of its powers, deemed Chaldeans and Assyrians to be Christian Arabs. Even those, whose 

first language was not Arabic, were given the Orwellian designation of Syriac-speaking 

Arabs.
808809810

 Aziz himself was a central element of this Baa’thist attempt to Arabize and 

reconceptualize the Christian identity of Iraq into the Baa’thist mold.  

Aziz was Saddam Hussein’s vice president and minister of foreign affairs. Aziz also 

served as a propaganda prop for Baa’thist Iraq. Tarek Aziz’s real name was Mikhail Yuhanna, 

which was Syriac. He changed it to “Tarek Aziz,” an Arab name, to prove his commitment to the 
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Baa’th party’s Arab ethnic nationalism. His attraction to the Baa’th party stemmed from the 

party’s secularism and stand against religious militancy.
811

 Reading between the lines, Aziz 

represented the stability of the Christian community in Iraq. Aziz showcased the potential for 

Christians to attain the highest levels of power. Threatening Saddam Hussein’s regime by 

extension would jeopardize the gains Christians attained under a secular regime. Ultimately, 

none of these concerns would be sufficient to save the regime from the United States President 

George W. Bush’s crusade,
812

 aka the War on Terror.   

  Baa’thist Iraq pursued contradictory policies towards the Assyrians and Chaldeans. On 

some occasions, the Baa’th party implemented assimilationist policies. On other occasions, the 

Baa’th party was more reconciliatory vis à vis its Assyrian and Chaldean minorities. These 

ethnic minorities were treated in a more conciliatory manner by the central government owing to 

a change in power relations between the Baa’th and the opposition. The Baa’th party was 

ideological, but ruthlessly pragmatic when pursuing its ultimate aim, maintaining its power. It 

had no problem granting temporary concessions to buy itself more time.  

On March 11, 1970, the Baa’th party gave numerous cultural concessions to the Assyrian 

community.
813

 These concessions included a greater role for Syriac, with official recognition by 

the state, the Baa’th party, and its pan-Arab ideology having focused exclusively on promoting 

Arabic. Chaldeans and Assyrians were permitted to open their own schools, through which 

Syriac was passed on to the younger generations. Moreover, both communities were permitted to 

publish books and magazines in Syriac to further entrench their culture. Cultural clubs were 
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established, where the Assyrian and Chaldean intelligentsia could network with one another.
814

 

While they did not win over the entire Assyrian and Chaldean communities, these concessions 

were extremely popular among the churches and their clergymen. Writing ten years after the fall 

of the regime, Father Suheil Kasha of the Syriac Catholic Church waxed poetic about the cultural 

autonomy that his community enjoyed.
815

 Moreover, Kasha continued to hold up these policies 

towards minorities as a positive example for modern-day Iraq.   

4.6.6 The Assyrian Democratic Movement 

 The Assyrian Democratic Movement (ADM) is the first Iraqi Assyrian political and 

military actor, predicated on Assyrian ethnic nationalism. 
816817818

 The ADM was able to 

gain a widespread following among the Assyrians after its establishment in 1979, and it remains 

the most popular party among Assyrians to this very day. The ADM justified its existence as 

being a reaction to the excesses of Saddam Hussein’s Baa’th Party, and its imposition of pan-

Arab nationalism on minorities. A particular concern of it was the teaching of Syriac and Sureth, 

which the Baa’th party had started to undermine. This was part of a broader pattern of negating 

the Assyrian identity and assimilating it within its larger Arab milieu. A key factor in the rise of 

the ADM is the Baa’thists’ decision to renege on their agreements with minorities following their 

1975 border agreement with Iran. With the opposition bereft of regional support, Baa’thist Iraq 

acted in line with its Arab ethno-nationalist ideology, the concerns of minorities notwithstanding.  
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 The ADM is a politically leftist non-sectarian party, aiming to represent Assyrians 

irrespective of their religious or tribal affiliations.
819

 It drew a connection between the Iraqi state 

and the Assyrian nation. The ADM’s two founding slogans were: “(1) a free democratic Iraq and 

(2) for the recognition of Assyrian national identity.”
820

 Thus, the ADM could establish alliances 

with the anti-Baa’th opposition while appealing for support in the West. According to Lincoln 

Malik, the ADM’s representative in the United States and Canada, the ADM stands for the 

“inalienable human cultural political and administrative rights in our [Assyrian] homeland.”
821

 

The ADM sought to intertwine the Assyrian rights with the nature of the Iraqi state. According to 

the party, a democratic Iraq would ensure minority rights. These rights would ensure that 

Assyrians are seen as an ethnic minority and not just a religious denomination. Assyrians’ 

political, linguistic, and cultural identities would be constitutionally enshrined.    

The ADM was able to find a suitable environment in northern Iraq, where governmental 

control was minimal. It was also able to establish alliances with other armed members of the 

Iraqi opposition operating in that area, the ICP and the KDP. However, the ADM was 

determined to maintain its organizational independence. Unlike the ICP and the KDP, the ADM 

was dedicated to Assyrian cultural causes. The ADM was made exclusively of Assyrian 

members, unlike the ICP and KDP. To get past the internal cleavages within the community, the 

ADM declared itself as a non-sectarian party. Thus, the Assyrian identity was reconceptualized 

as an ethnic cause, which could appeal to different groups irrespective of their religious beliefs. 

This reconstructed Assyrian identity was a reaction to the failures of the previous Assyrian 

leadership under Patriarch Eshai Shimun XXIII. The ADM sought a non-sectarian understanding 
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of the Assyrian identity so that its leadership would not be monopolized by the clergy. The ADM 

was ideologically leftist to gain international support for the cause of an oppressed minority. The 

ADM’s ideological leanings also served as a rebuke to the leadership of the Assyrian Church of 

the East. The Assyrian Church of the East’s continued calls for it to be allocated the same powers 

that were under its purview during the Millet system were a failure. This fixation on resurrecting 

the powers of the church under the Millet system failed to gain traction on the international level 

while exacerbating sectarian tensions at the Iraqi level.        

4.7 Diaspora Politics 

 The diaspora politics of the Assyrian community have remained deeply linked with the 

status of the Assyrians in Iraq. The rise of Assyrian diaspora politics can be traced to the exile of 

many Assyrians following their unsuccessful uprising against the Ottoman Empire, and the 

violent backlash that Assyrian civilians suffered during the First World War. The rise of this new 

diaspora was connected to the political activism of the Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the 

East. Following the Simele Massacre, the Patriarch was exiled to Cyprus and eventually to the 

United States. To this day, the Assyrian Church of the East, along with its patriarch, remains 

based in the United States. From this context arose the Assyrian American National Federation 

(AANF).
822823

 The AANF is an umbrella organization established in the United States in 1933 in 

response to the Simele Massacre.
824

 Its stated goals are the addressal of human rights abuses 

against the Assyrians in the Middle East and the development of Assyrian culture, religion, and 

language. Sam Andrews who was a member of the Assyrian Universal Alliance (AUA) would 
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serve as president of the AANF, showing how different Assyrian diaspora organizations were 

working towards the same goals.
825

      

The Assyrian Universal Alliance (AUA) was founded in 1968 by Iranian-Assyrians. The 

AUA used its connections with the Iranian parliament to raise attention to the Kurdish cause, and 

a lesser extent the Assyrian plight. The AUA reflected Cold War politics as well as more 

parochial concerns. Iran made use of the AUA to increase ethnic tensions in Iraq. Iran’s ultimate 

objective in that regard was to push Iraq to agree to a host of concessions regarding its disputed 

border territories. Iran’s support of the AUA served its strategy of presenting itself as being 

useful to the United States. This is because Iran wanted to develop its image as America’s 

policeman in the Middle East. For it to maintain such an image, Iran had to be able and willing to 

undermine the proxies of the Soviet Union in the Middle East, such as Iraq. 
826

 

These Assyrian organizations served to improve the image of Kurdish secessionists, who 

were backed by Iran, in the West.
827

 For example, on May 29, 1969, an Assyrian delegation met 

with officials from the US Department of State to request assistance for the Kurdish uprising. 

Among the Assyrian delegation was Sam Andrews, who had deep connections with both the 

AANF and the AUA. This joint delegation, composed of both AANF and AUA members, 

maintained close relations with Iran. Both the AANF and the AUA coordinated their activities 

with the US government officials whom the AANF and the AUA met in 1969. The point person 

was an Assyrian member of the Iranian parliament. This shows how ethnic groupings were 

maintained and reinforced irrespective of geographic divides. Furthermore, a key factor in the 
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maintaining of ethnic boundaries is international pressures which benefit from the sustenance of 

ethnic conflicts.  

Exile politics has had a significant impact on the Assyrian diaspora’s construction of 

groups. A gaping fracture within the diaspora appeared when the Chaldeans attempted to assert 

their unique identity at the expense of their shared heritage with the Assyrians. The inflection 

point was the then-upcoming US census in 1990.
828

 There was a concerted effort by Chaldeans to 

be listed as a separate ethnicity. Moreover, bishops from the Chaldean Church spearheaded this 

effort.
829830

 By no longer having its members identify as Assyrians on the census, the Chaldean 

Church aimed to reinforce its members’ religious identity. In addition, Chaldeans outnumbered 

Assyrian Nestorians. By asserting their own Chaldean identity within their community, the 

Chaldean clergy further weakened and isolated their religious rivals. This move poisoned 

relations with Assyrians. Assyrians in the United States, whom the Chaldeans separated from, 

belonged mostly to the Assyrian Church of the East. From the perspective of the members of the 

Assyrian Church of the East and Assyrian nationalists, the assertion of the Chaldean identity 

signifies the neglect of a common heritage based on the Syriac language, historical connection to 

the land, and the ancient empires that ruled over them. It also weakened their hand when dealing 

with both the United States government and the Baa’th regime. Ultimately, Assyrian nationalists 

view their identity in ethnic terms as opposed to religious ones. This in turn puts them at odds 

with the Chaldean Church, which did not want its influence over its community to be diluted.  It 

is worth noting that the acknowledgment of multiple identities occurs often with immigrants. It is 
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narrowed down to a single identity or prioritizing one identity over others reflects pre-immigrant 

rivalries. A concrete case is that of the Tamil and Sinhalese Sri Lankans. These tensions between 

Assyrian nationalists and the Chaldean Church directly shaped how the diaspora prepared for 

George W. Bush’s administration’s plans for organizing the Iraqi opposition in the run-up to its 

2003 invasion of Iraq.
831

 As this thesis will show, these ethnic tensions regarding the 

construction of groups and who belongs to them have yet to be resolved.     

A critical turning point in the role of the Assyrian diaspora organizations as well as how 

they constructed their groups is the 2003 invasion of Iraq. In the run-up to the invasion, the 

opposition of the Assyrian diaspora organizations to Saddam Hussein became backed by hard 

power. This changed context also led to new splits within the diaspora and how the group 

identity was constructed. Several diaspora organizations waded into the census foray, concerned 

that these tensions would impact Assyrians’ position in post-Saddam Iraq. The AANF proposed 

the Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac identity as a compromise, and to construct a grouping that could 

encompass the ethnic commonalities while allowing for their religious differences. The AANF 

further argued that by adopting this new composite grouping, Assyrians/Chaldeans/Syriacs 

would unify the community, boost their numbers, and potentially secure grants from the federal 

government, which could ultimately serve to empower the community.
832

  

What gave this newly constructed group further impetus in 2002 were meetings between 

the ADM and the Chaldean Church to coordinate their preparations for post-Baa’th Iraq. The 

meeting itself further highlighted the influence of the diaspora organizations on Assyrian 

political parties in Iraq as well as Iraqi-based churches. A common concern was that the KDP 
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would impose its Kurdish ethno-nationalist agenda at the expense of Assyrians, Chaldeans, 

and/or Assyrians/Chaldeans/Syriacs. Both the ADM and the Chaldean Church following a 

meeting on June 2, 2003, made use of the Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac identity. To that end, they 

referred to themselves as ChaldoAssyrian people.
833

 The compound name indicated the 

construction of a new group, whereby Chaldeans and Assyrians would perceive themselves as 

belonging to the same ethnicity, irrespective of their sectarian differences. However, this 

approach did not garner unanimous support. Some Chaldean bishops, most notably Bishop 

Sarhad Jamo, remained attached to the Chaldean identity.  

Efforts to unify the Chaldean Church and the Assyrian Church of the East
834

 in 1994 led 

to a parallel reconstruction of ethnic identities. As these efforts were ongoing, Chaldean bishops 

in 1996 began referring to themselves as being ethnically Assyrian. For example, Bishop Ibrahim 

Ibrahim, a formerly prolific propagator of the Chaldean identity said: “All of us Assyrians, 

members of the Church of the East, Chaldeans, Jacobites, and Suryanis [Syriacs] are sons of one 

nation.”
835

 The Chaldean identity was reconceptualized as being a religious marker, not 

superseding the common ethnic roots of Assyrians and those who called themselves Chaldeans. 

However, by 1997 these efforts came to naught.
 836

 The question of papal supremacy was too 

divisive a matter, with bishops of the Assyrian Church of the East threatening their patriarch to 

establish their own church, were he to go ahead with the planned unification. Following the 

failed unification efforts, Chaldean bishops in the United States galvanized their efforts to ensure 

that the United States 2000 census listed Chaldeans as a separate ethnicity, their proximity to 

Assyrians notwithstanding. These efforts sparked a backlash from the Assyrian Church of the 
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East. Bitter from the failure of the unification, media organs loyal to the Assyrian Church of the 

East began attacking the ChaldoAssyrian identity.
837

 Instead, the church argued for a narrower 

Assyrian identity, emphasizing their religious identity as opposed to their ethnic markers. 

Through the mutually reinforcing actions of the Chaldean Church and the Assyrian Church of the 

East, the Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac identity became more segmented along religious lines.     

Chaldean diaspora organizations in the United States played a significant role in asserting 

their unique ethnic identity, to the chagrin of Assyrian diaspora organizations. The United States 

census in 2000 was another catalyst for the Chaldean diaspora organizations to assert their 

narrower group by focusing on their differences with the Assyrians. A key diaspora player in the 

propagation of the Chaldean ethnic identity, at the expense of the Assyrian, was the Chaldean 

Federation of America (CFA). The CFA aims to represent the largest Chaldean community 

outside Iraq, namely those residing in the United States. According to Sam Yono, the CFA’s 

chairman, in arguing for the inclusion of a separate Chaldean identification on the census: "We 

have our own history and identity." Furthermore, according to Yono, the differences between 

Chaldeans and Assyrians must be respected in order "to preserve our [Chaldean] identity."
838

  

This construction of a new group was rejected out of hand by nationalist Assyrian 

diaspora organizations. They attempted to delegitimize the very concept of “Chaldean.” Rather, 

the only authentic ethnic identity in that regard is the Assyrian. According to Sargon Dadesho, 

the president of the Assyrian National Congress, (ANC) Iraqi intelligence agents “have 

infiltrated the Chaldean organizations."
839

 The subtext to his charge was that those who self-

identified as Chaldean have been too submissive vis à vis, Saddam Hussein. Another charge 
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from the ANC against the very existence of the Chaldean identity is that the Baa’th regime uses 

it. Assyrians in contrast can be characterized by their resistance to Baa’thist hegemony. In 

addition, Dadesho and the ANC filed an unsuccessful lawsuit to argue for the exclusion of the 

Chaldean identity from the census, claiming that it is an exclusively religious identity. These 

ethnic tensions within the diaspora all served to undermine the compromise identity of 

ChaldoAssyrianism, both in an Iraqi and an international context.  

These organizations continue to remain active to this very day. They are focused on the 

desires of the Assyrian diaspora community. The AUA provides individual and family social, 

counseling, welfare, and referral services. 
840

 Moreover, the AUA acts as a representative body 

of Assyrians worldwide. Established in France in 1968, the role of the AUA is “to serve as a 

powerful voice for the Assyrian nation, committing itself to spreading, upholding and enhancing 

the Assyrian voice around the world, and working to secure the sacred human and national rights 

of the Assyrian people in our homeland and in the Diaspora.”
841

 The AUA seeks to establish 

linkages with democratic governments and international organizations. The AUA aims to build 

on these relations to convince these international actors “to defend the rights of the Assyrian 

people in their ancestral homeland to preserve their national identity, culture, heritage, language, 

and religion.”
842

 The AUA continuously promotes and maintains solidarity and communication 

with all other Assyrian political, social, and religious denominations, organizations, and 

establishments worldwide.
843 
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International tensions within the Assyrian community in Iraq have directly reflected on 

diaspora politics. Fawzi Toma Hariri, an Assyrian who was the Iraqi minister of industry and a 

KDP loyalist has played a pivotal role in ensuring that different diaspora organizations were 

working at cross-purposes. On January 17, 2007, he paid a visit to United States Congresswoman 

Anna Eshoo, who was and still is the only Assyrian American in Congress. Congresswoman 

Eshoo was planning on submitting a resolution to Congress advocating the establishment of a 

Nineveh Plain administrative region for the Assyrian Christians of Iraq. This proposal had the 

support of many secular diaspora Assyrian and Chaldean organizations as well as Iraqi political 

parties, notably the ADM.
844

 However, Hariri and his advisor, Praidoon Darmoo, who was a 

former member of the AUA were able to successfully lobby against that proposal. During their 

meetings with Congresswoman Eshoo’s staff, Hariri and Darmoo were able to convince them 

that such a project was something Assyrians neither needed nor wanted. The KDP/CASPC 

argued that Assyrians did not have a population large enough, whether in the Nineveh Plains or 

anywhere else in Iraq, to justify a region of their own. In addition, Assyrians lack the resources 

and capabilities to administer themselves. The alternative suggested by Hariri
 
and Darmoo

 
is 

Aghajan’s. This alternative is expressed with Aghajan’s pro-KDP party, the CASPC.
845

  

This lobbying against the proposed Assyrian administrative region fractured the diaspora 

in the United States. Some members of the diaspora were won over by Aghajan’s
 
arguments. 

They believed that throwing their lot with the KDP offered the most realistic prospects for their 

community in Iraq. They established their political groupings to undermine the ADM’s influence 

in the diaspora and Iraq. To that end, the Assyrian National Congress (ANC) was established in 
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California. The ANC invited the AUA to attend its congress in 2007. This invitation divided the 

leadership of the AUA, as some were in favor of attending and others were not. These tensions 

led to the resignation of the AUA’s secretary general, Dr. Emanuel Kamber.
846

 Kamber was 

replaced by none other than Praidoon Darmoo.  

Darmoo represented closer relations with Iran and the Assyrian Church of the East, as 

well as the KDP. This is evidenced by the fact that Darmoo was the former advisor of the 

Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East, Dinkha IV. This tacit alliance between the AUA, 

the Assyrian Church of the East, and Iran goes back to the 1968 establishment of the AUA in 

Iran (as previously mentioned), during which Dinkha IV was the Bishop of Iran. Some members 

of the AUA, not happy with the direction their movement was taking with its friendly stance 

with the ANC and hostility towards the ADM, elected a new secretary-general and executive 

board. All this served to further divide the Assyrian diaspora. Conversely, the AUA led by 

Darmoo ended up attending the ANC congress. The ultimate goal was to unify the efforts of 

Aghajan’s CASPC with the diaspora.
847

 

The AUA’s representative to the ANC congress was Yonatan Bet Kolia, an Assyrian 

member of the Iranian parliament (Majlis). These linkages show the continued influence of Iran 

on the Assyrian diaspora, and the diaspora’s desire to survive between competing powers. This 

also speaks to the desire of the diaspora to act as a potential mediator between the United States 

and Iran, as neither side is actively seeking a full-scale war. However, Iranian influence was yet 

another wedge issue within the diaspora community. The trigger to these new divisions is Bet 

Kolia’s decision to use his participation in the ANC congress as an opportunity to peddle 
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propaganda in favor of the Iranian regime. Bet Kolia complained that Western propaganda 

portrayed Iran’s treatment of minorities in an unfair light. As the representative of AUA, Bet 

Kolia stated his position is proof of how much Iran respects religious minorities.
848

 This 

intervention hardly served the Assyrians’ position in the United States and Iraq. Ultimately, the 

stance to be taken toward Iran is yet another of deep contention.       

The efforts of the AUA and the AANF, and the diaspora movement in its totality are not 

without further controversy. A key contrarian in that regard was Father Suheil Kasha of the Iraq-

based Syriac Catholic Church. Kasha was wholly dismissive of the efforts and accomplishments 

of the diaspora organizations whether they pertained to the Assyrian community, Chaldean or 

ChaldoAssyrian. Instead, Kasha argues that the unique identity of Iraq’s Christians can only be 

preserved in their country of origin. Kasha reconceptualized this issue as pertaining to Oriental 

Christians as opposed to Assyrians. Kasha preferred the term Oriental Christians over Assyrians 

to indicate that religion is the primary marker of their identity. It is also a rebuke to the AUA and 

the AANF’s efforts to define the Assyrian identity in an ethnic, non-sectarian, manner. 

According to Kasha, a distinctive element of Oriental Christians is their connection with ancient 

indigenous civilizations, such as the Assyrians, Babylonians, Canaanites, and Akkadians.
849850

 

Oriental Christians are also characterized by their singular interactions with the Muslim and 

Arab milieu. According to Kasha, Oriental Christians played a significant role in the construction 
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of the Islamic-Arab civilizations over the years. These historic relationships in turn form an 

integral part of the Oriental Christians’ identity.
851

   

The unique identity of the Oriental Christians is threatened by their immigration to the 

West, the efforts of the diaspora organizations notwithstanding. Of particular concern to Kasha is 

the rise of atheism in the West,
852

 which threatens the identity of Oriental Christians. In the 

West, churches no longer generate and propagate culture. Instead, the media and the film 

industry control culture in the West. This culture is a complete anathema to the identity of 

Oriental Christians. Crucially, Hollywood is a primary vector of atheism. Kasha stakes the claim 

that this multifaceted cultural war is something the Assyrian diaspora organizations simply have 

no counter for. However, an ethnic reading of the Assyrian identity would not consider atheism 

to be a complete erasure of it, showcasing the divide between the diaspora organizations on the 

one hand, and Iraqi Churchmen on the other.         

The solutions that Kasha proposed are quite extreme. As he is completely dismissive of 

the work of diaspora organizations, Kasha would have preferred that the diaspora simply not 

exist. Kasha passionately demanded that European countries impose a travel ban on Iraqi 

Christians to safeguard their existence.
853854

 Kasha’s proposal by no means enjoys the unanimous 

                                                           
851

 Ibid, 13. 
852

 Ibid, 25.  
853

 A similar proposal was voiced by the cardinal of the Maronite Church in Lebanon. He 

demanded that the Lebanese government legislate a ban on Maronites selling their property. His 

argument was that the property would keep his flock tied to their country of origin (Lebanon) 

and prevent any demographic changes to it. This proposal was not universally welcomed, 

especially by Maronites who were determined to immigrate. From their perspective, a piece of 

property or an old house in an economic backwater cannot compete with the opportunities 

provided by the West. A ban on selling these properties would profoundly affect the asking price 

of these family heirlooms. They would essentially become worthless. Also, the Maronite 

business community, such as realtors, was opposed to that legislation. This is because that 



  

283 
 

support of his target audience. If anything, it will strengthen the hand of the diaspora 

organizations who are seeking to reconceptualize their identity from a purely religious to an 

ethnic marker. This is because this new identity is more in tune with the diaspora’s desires. 

Immigration means security, the opportunity for social mobility, and the potential for economic 

prosperity. That is a bigger concern than the religious markers. Furthermore, the sectarianism of 

the Iraqi churches has served to reinforce the status quo, hence the attractiveness of the diaspora 

organizations and their commitment to a post-sectarian reading of their ethnicity. Kasha’s 

extreme proposal reflects the desperate straits in which his church finds itself.  

Other than atheism, Kasha argues that the identity of Oriental Christians is threatened by 

a plethora of competing values in the West. The diaspora organizations are equally as ineffective 

in facing these threats.
855

 The West no longer adheres to Christian values as evidenced by the 

spread of homosexuality and abortion.
856

 Diaspora organizations have no counter to these social 

forces nor are they interested in doing so. The identity of Oriental Christians is further threatened 

by high divorce rates and the legalization of civil marriages. Thus, the West imposes values on 

its citizens that are against the teachings of the Oriental Churches. These issues are systemic and 

so entrenched that it will be impossible for a Christian community to sustain itself for long in 

such a hostile context. Even if the diaspora organizations took a stand against these values, their 

objections would be for naught. An unstated concern of Kasha is not just the adoption of these 

values by Oriental Christians. Kasha is worried by the prospect that once the adherents to his 
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church realize that his church’s values along with Oriental Christianity are not compatible with 

Western values, many will choose these Western values and reject the Oriental Churches.  

Socioeconomic concerns are another threat to the identity of Oriental Christians, per 

Kasha. Generally speaking,
857

 Oriental Christian immigrants to the West do not have graduate 

degrees nor do they have any experience working in high-tech fields. In addition, Oriental 

Christian immigrants to the West do not have any social networks nor do they have an in-depth 

knowledge of their new societies. All these factors combine to force these Christian immigrants 

to take low-paying jobs with minimal prospects for social mobility. Ironically, these Oriental 

Christians would have balked at taking such jobs in their “real societies,” as Kasha put it. The 

dashed expectations of these Christian immigrants lead them to suffer from social isolation and 

depression. The problems engendered by the immigration of Oriental Christians are 

multigenerational. The first generation, faced with the above-mentioned social and physiological 

difficulties, ghettoized themselves out of fear of their new surroundings. This in turn serves to 

undermine relations between these Christians and their host societies. As for the second and third 

generations, they attempt to forget their original identities, as a reaction to their parents’ social 

difficulties. However, what often happens is that these new generations are not fully assimilated 

nor are they accepted by their new societies. These new generations are consequently unable to 

acclimatize themselves neither with their host societies nor their countries of origin.
858

        

The maintenance of religious particularities of the Oriental Christians is yet another point 

of disagreement between the Iraqi churches and the Assyrian diaspora organizations.
859

 Diaspora 
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organizations are not interested in these matters. Diaspora organizations are resolutely anti-

sectarian. One issue of particular controversy is relations with Judaism. According to Kasha, 

Oriental Churches continue to hold Jews responsible for the death of Jesus.
860

 According to 

Kasha: [It is as if the Jews are seeking vengeance from the Oriental Christians. For they still 

firmly believe that the Jews are those who crucified Jesus with premeditation, while Western 

Christians are no longer interested in the crucifixion of Jesus].
 861

 [My translation]
 
Anti-Zionism 

is thus part and parcel of their identity. Per Kasha: [In the 19
th

 century, global Zionism was 

established which set about fighting Christianity and Christians through overt and covert 

oppressive campaigns].
 862

 

 In contrast, diaspora organizations are not interested in these religious feuds. Inter-

church relations are another point of difference between Iraqi churchmen and the diaspora 

organization. This is evidenced by Kasha’s numerous attacks against the Pope, accusing him of 

not caring for Jesus by refusing to hold the Jews accountable for his killing. Kasha indirectly 

stakes the claim that the identity of Oriental Christians is preserved by setting it up against a 

hostile and lesser other. This applies to members of other religions as it does to different 

denominations. The anti-sectarian message of the diaspora organizations indicates that they are 
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not keen to wade into inter-church disputes. Those who are inclined to emphasize their religious 

identity are not doing so from the perspective of the Syriac Catholic Church.  

Another point of difference between the Oriental churchmen, and the diaspora 

organizations relates to inter-church conflicts. According to Kasha, the synods that Pope 

Benedict XVI established for Middle Eastern Christians were nothing more than talking shops. 

Thus, Oriental Churches attempt to prove their unique identity by asserting their superiority over 

clergymen within the same denomination.
863

 This is evidenced by Kasha’s statement: 

[The Catholic Church held a synod for the Oriental Christians opened in person by Pope 

Benedict XVI… I was not excited for that synod nor did I pay attention to it…I had no 

hopes for that synod and what happened in it and around it, as I was certain that it was 

like the previous synods].
 864

    

While Kasha did not cite his claim of representing Oriental Christianity on that matter, 

when he wrote his book his position was a bishop in the Syriac Catholic Church. Moreover, he 

continued to hold that position until his death, five years after the publication of his comments. 

In addition, he maintained his teaching positions in universities and religious seminaries. This 

proves that Kasha’s religious views hold currency in his church. There are two ways of squaring 

this circle. Either Kasha was not being truthful when he claimed that other members of Oriental 

Churches shared his views. Or, his views are shared by a minority of clergymen from other 
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Oriental Churches. Ultimately these claims represent another point of contention for the various 

ethnic groups.  

The religious particularities of Oriental Christians are not seen by the diaspora 

organizations as essential to their ethnic identity. This is a stance to which Kasha took exception. 

Oriental Christianity is defined by its customs and traditions. When its adherents migrate to the 

West, these traditions and customs are forgotten. Kasha argued that it is an [indirect killing of 

Oriental Christianity]. [My translation].
865

 These societal pressures will be too much for Oriental 

Christians to bear, and as a result, they will join churches that have completely different beliefs 

and social norms. Kasha is particularly concerned by the sustained efforts of the Evangelical 

Churches to convert Oriental Christians. He deems these churches to be of completely different 

creeds than those of Oriental Churches and thus represent a mortal threat to the identity of their 

adherents. Kasha is quite repulsed by the Church of Latter-Day Saints i.e. the Mormon Church 

which he deems as being of utterly alien nature and thus particularly destructive to the identity of 

Oriental Christians.
866867

  

4.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has made use of Horowitz’s theory on ethnicity to elucidate ethnic cleavages 

among Iraqis in general, and Christian Iraqis specifically. Iraqi Christians are by no means a 

monolithic bloc. Rather, they vary widely in terms of how they self-identify. Some call 

themselves Assyrians in reference to their aboriginal heritage while others see the same term 

                                                           
865

 The full quote reads as follows: 

و هذا الارتحال و الاغتراب هو قتل غير مباشر للمسيحية الشرقية و أبنائها حيث تموت في نفوسهم عادتهم و تقوسهم و 

 تقالديدهم

[and this migration and alienation is an indirect killing of Oriental Christianity and its sons as 

within them dies their habits, customs, and traditions]  
866

 Ibid, 22. 
867

 Ibid, 24. 
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reflecting their church denomination. Religious cleavages are one of the primary ethnic markers 

of Iraq’s Christian community. The Chaldean identity reflects the emphasis on the religious 

aspect of ethnicity, as opposed to other cultural commonalities with Iraq’s different Christian 

ethnicities. Linguistic divides are another key differentiator between these ethnicities. These 

different ethnic groups have accordingly carved out for themselves different roles during key 

historical moments, which in turn reinforced the variances between the ethnicities. Political 

divides are yet more identity markers that differentiate ethnic groups, irrespective of their 

religious commonalities. These different ethnic groups are also represented in the diaspora, 

which has directly affected their ability to lobby on behalf of their compatriots in Iraq.  

Ethnicities are by no means fixed, as the markers on which they are predicated can 

constantly change in tandem with a shift in power relations. Iraq’s ethno-sectarian system has 

hardened ethnic tensions, while not offering proper representation or decent governance. 

Following Horowitz’s conceptualization of ethnicity, an alternative to this critical situation 

exists. Electoral laws need to be rewritten so that parties are forced to appeal to Iraq’s different 

ethnicities. What Iraq sorely lacks is an effective judiciary, as well as its empowerment so that its 

decisions can be executed. This change in the power relations governing the country necessitates 

a complete overhauling of post-invasion Iraq. Otherwise, Christian Iraqis, along with Iraqis of 

other religions will vote with their feet and continue to emigrate. This desire to emigrate on the 

part of Iraqis is correlated with their lack of trust in their leadership. It is also correlated with 

their belief that the Iraqi state will fail to properly manage future conflicts and security threats. 

Christian Iraqis who have emigrated have long been engaged in the reworking of their identities, 

focusing on their ethnic commonalities. Conversely, the saliency of their religious identities, 

especially for members of smaller churches, will decrease or even cease to exist. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion: Shifts in Ethnicities and their Consequences. 
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This thesis argues that ultimately, the failure to counter IS’s ethnic project rests 

partially on the limitations of IIP’s ethnicity. This hypothesis has been proven, in a 

multifaceted approach in this study. This final chapter concludes this thesis via a two-pronged 

approach: First by providing a summary argumentation of each chapter, and second, by showing 

how the topics discussed in different chapters interrelate. Contemporary Iraq is a 

constitutional democracy, endowed with a highly educated population as well as an abundance of 

renewable and non-renewable resources. It is also plagued with civil unrest, a dysfunctional 

government, and constant foreign interventions. Iraqi democracy is highly corrupt and a factor 

in alimenting ethnic conflicts. The government does not have a monopoly on violence. Rather, 

it alternatively competes with and submits to sectarian and ethnic militias. The oil-rich country 

suffers from constant power outages. The population of what was historically known as 

Mesopotamia, the land of the Tigris and the Euphrates, suffers from an acute lack of potable 

water. The population is segmented along ethno-sectarian lines. This study attempts to explain 

how the country arrived at such a situation.  

The first step in clarifying the present situation is the second chapter’s explanation of 

fundamentalist rationality. It lurks behind Iraq’s current divisive politics. Fundamentalism is 

characterized by a particular form of rationalization, whereby value rationality takes precedence 

over other forms of rationality. The reliance on charismatic authority is a constant in 

fundamentalist organizations and states. However, fundamentalists can rely on other forms of 

authority as well. A theoretical innovation of this thesis is the conceptualizing of fundamentalism 

as a spectrum as applied to Iraq, which further speaks to the originality of the thesis. 

Fundamentalists believe in an exclusive link to a past golden age.  It is this belief that is 

malleable. This desire to construct an exclusive connection to the golden age corresponds with 
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an ever-expanding conceptualization of blasphemy.  This in turn leads to splinters within 

fundamentalist groups. The bowdlerization of different religious traditions leads to the rise of 

new fundamentalisms. Ibn Taymiyah, Qutb, and Al-Qaradawi invented different forms of 

fundamentalism by bowdlerizing different religious traditions. When Bin Laden developed a 

narrower, more exclusive link to a golden age, he splintered Wahhabis. This process was further 

reinforced with the rise of IS. A crucial addition of this chapter to the literature is the 

development of a theoretical lens to compare different fundamentalisms, in terms of their 

geneses and divergences. Bowdlerization accounts for the rise of new fundamentalisms, while 

the construction of evermore exclusive links to a previous golden age corresponds with internal 

splits within fundamentalisms.   

The second chapter explores the key personalities who have developed fundamentalist 

rationalizations in the name of Islam. It defines fundamentalism using Martin E. Marty’s 

approach. Fundamentalism is a modern phenomenon, acting as a counterpoint to both 

traditionalism and modernism. Fundamentalists seek a dominant role for religion. More 

specially, fundamentalists seek to empower new interpretations of religion. The fundamentalist 

reading of religion is predicated on bowdlerization. Max Weber’s theories on rationality 

formed the theoretical framework for this paper’s study of the rationalization of 

fundamentalists. The rationalization of fundamentalists was further examined through 

Fukuyama’s theorization on how the desire for recognition and dignity shapes collective 

identities.  The fundamentalist rationalizations of the Islamic State (IS) and the Iraqi Islamic 

Party's (IIP) greatly overlapped. However, their political projects were opposites. This correlates 

with the IIP’s lackluster challenge to IS regarding its designs on Iraq's Christian minority. The 

thesis provides this ethnic analysis without utilizing the Western conceptualization of tribalism. 
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Hence, its alternative explanation of rationalization, is a counterpoint to Juergenmeyer’s 

theorization on religious terrorism and its perceived complete irrationality.   

 The third chapter argued that state-building is a key element of IS and the IIP’s 

conflict management processes. It further argued that the lacunae in IIP’s state-building project, 

regarding ethnic conflicts, paved the way for IS’s alternative state-building project. Ethnicity is 

predicated upon indigenous indicators. Ethnicity is perceived by this thesis as having a dual 

nature: It is an ideal type and simultaneously has a presence on the ground, which imperfectly 

reflects it. Ethnicity is predicated upon group behavior, shared beliefs, and inherent structures, 

which do not fully overlap in terms of perceptions and actions. Both IS and the IIP’s ethnic 

identities were partially constructed on the belief in the establishment of a just rule through a 

greater role of Islam in governance. At the same time, ethnicity has been utilized as an 

instrument of marginalization by Iraq’s rulers.    

 Habermas provides a theoretical lens by which the relationship between states’ 

legitimation and their management of ethnicity can be addressed. The chapter addresses key 

religious concepts which have a significant bearing on self-proclaimed Islamic groups. They 

pertain to their identity, their relationship with the other, and how they seek to implement their 

religious beliefs. By comparing and contrasting how the IIP and IS define these concepts, this 

chapter has shed some light on the identity and practices of these two groups, using their own 

language. Habermas’s theorizing on communicative rationality shows how IS and the IIP 

reinforce each other’s religious messages, regarding their religious paragons.  

 The fourth chapter utilized Donald Horowitz’s theory on ethnic groups in conflict to 

examine how Iraqi Christians manage their conflicting ethnicities. Ethnicity is defined by 
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Horowitz as a belief in collective belonging. This belief engenders the contrast effect. The Iraqi 

Christian community is by no means a monolithic bloc. Rather, it is segmented into different 

ethnic groupings which pertain to different religious, cultural, and linguistic markers. These 

divides have been reflected in the political choices taken by competing segments of the 

community. These ethnic cleavages also color Iraqi Christians’ relations with the Iraqi state, as 

well as other sub-state actors. The ethnic identities of Iraqi Christians are in constant flux. Due in 

no small part to the pressures of exile, Iraqi Christians are reconceptualizing their identity in a 

manner that emphasizes their cultural heritage as opposed to their religious cleavages. In no 

small part due to their frustration with the political process, and their self-proclaimed leaders, 

many Iraq Christians are choosing the path of permanent exile. The multiplicity of ethnicities 

exogenously referred to as Iraqi Christians continue to witness a dramatic decline in their 

adherents. Should this trend continue, this decline will become terminal.     
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Appendix A: Christian candidates and their lists for the Iraqi parliamentary elections that 

took place on October 10, 2021
868

 

 

Translation:  

Teal: The Christians of Baghdad.  Number of seats 1 

     Number of candidates 9 

     Number of males: 3 

     Number of females: 6 

Blue: The Christians of Nineveh. Number of seats: 1 

     Number of candidates: 6 

     Number of males: 4 

     Number of females: 2 

Purple: The Christians of Kirkuk.  Number of seats: 1 

                                                           
868

 Naseem Sadiq, “The Christians Quota in the Iraqi Parliament Elections,” SBS Assyrian, 

September 26, 2021, https://www.sbs.com.au/language/assyrian/en/podcast-episode/the-

christians-quota-in-the-iraqi-parliament-elections/oe0zqh3xs. 
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     Number of candidates:5 

     Number of males: 4 

     Number of females: 1 

 

Red: The Christians of Dohuk.  Number of seats: 1 

     Number of candidates: 6 

     Number of males: 5 

     Number of females: 1 

Violet: The Christians of Erbil  Number of seats: 1 

     Number of candidates: 8 

     Number of males: 5 

     Number of females: 3 

Poppy Red: The Sabean Mandeans of Baghdad. Number of seats: 1 

     Number of candidates: 8 

     Number of males: 7 

     Number of females: 1 

Mustard: The Shabaks of Nineveh.  Number of seats: 1 

     Number of candidates: 1 

     Number of males: 8 

     Number of females: 0 

Yellow: The Yazidis of Nineveh.  Number of seats: 1 

     Number of candidates: 7 

     Number of males: 7 

     Number of females: 0 

Green: The Faylis [Shiite Kurds] of Waasit. Number of seats: 1 
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     Number of candidates: 10 

     Number of males: 10 

     Number of females: 0 

Total: 67 

Males: 53 

Females: 14 
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Appendix B: Major Christian Denominations in Iraq
869

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

                                                           
869

 Suheil Kasha, المسيحيون المشرقيون بين التجذر و الهجرة [Oriental Christians between Becoming 

Rooted and Immigration] op.cit., 41-42. 
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Appendix C: A Map of Modern-Day Lebanon
870 

 

                                                           
870

 JRC, “Lebanon Base Map,” Archive, Wikimedia Commons, January 21, 2013, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lebanon_Base_Map.png. 
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Appendix D: A Map of Modern-Day Syria
871

 

   

                                                           
871

 David Dean Commins, “Syria | History, People, & Maps |,” Britannica, May 27, 2021, 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Syria. 
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Appendix E: A Map of Modern-Day Iraq
872

 

  

                                                           
872

 Klaus Kästle, “Map of Iraq,” Nations Online Project, 2022, 

https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/iraq_map.htm. 
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Appendix F: A Map of Modern-Day Turkey
873

 

 

 

 
 

                                                           
873

 Klaus Kästle, “Political Map of Turkey,” Nations Online Project, 2022, 

https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/turkey-map.htm. 
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Appendix G: The Decline of the Ottoman Empire from the 18
th

 to the 20
th

 Century. 
874

 

 

 

  

  

                                                           
874

 Wayfair.ca, “World History Wall Maps - Decline of Ottoman Empire,” Wayfair.ca, accessed 

August 21, 2022, https://www.wayfair.ca/school-furniture-and-supplies/pdp/universal-map-

world-history-wall-maps-decline-of-ottoman-empire-zo1318.html. 
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Appendix H: The Fatmids at Their Zenith
875 

 

 

 

Translation: Inset box states: The political fragmentation of the Islamic countries in the year 391 

Hijri (1000 CE) 

Turquoise: Countries ruled by the Umayyad kings in Cordoba 

Green: Countries ruled by Fatimid kings in Cairo 

Beige: Counties nominally under the Abbasid rule in Baghdad 

Note: The Arabian Peninsula is marked as the Qarmatian State (against the Abbasid Caliphate 

for 36 years) 

Pink: The Byzantine Empire  

 

  

 

 

                                                           
875

 Gifex.com, “The Fatimid Caliphate 909–1171,” Gifex.com, January 5, 2019, 

https://www.gifex.com/fullsize-en/2009-12-31-11551/The_Fatimid_Caliphate_9091171.html. 
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Appendix I: IS at the Height of Its Powers
876

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
876

 Zack Beauchamp, Max Fisher, and Dylan Matthews, “27 Maps That Explain the Crisis in 

Iraq,” vox.com, August 8, 2014, https://www.vox.com/a/maps-explain-crisis-iraq. 
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Appendix J: Iraq’s Demographic Divides 
877
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 Ibid.  
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Appendix K: This Thesis’s Theoretical Frameworks 
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Appendix L: Fundamentalist Groups, their Founders, and the Authority they Appeal to 

 

 

 

Fundamentalist Groups and their 

Founders 

Types of Authority they Appeal to 

Ibn Taymiyah Charismatic 

Ibn Abd Al Wahaab Charismatic + Traditional 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Charismatic + Rational-Legal + Traditional 

Qutb Charismatic + Rational-Legal 

Bin Laden Charismatic + Rational-Legal 

IS Charismatic + Rational-Legal 

Al-Qaradawi Charismatic + Rational-Legal 
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