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Abstract
The collapse of the Iraqi regime occurred as an objective reality resulting from an
exogenous shock delivered by American-led coalition forces. This event presented an
opportunity for transformation and the realization of formative mechanisms to build a
new, democratic Iraq for its society and new elites. However, instability within the
identity system and a rupture in its constituent structures led to the imposition of
sectarianism as an undeniable reality onto Iraq's political and security apparatus.
Fueled by the non-national and non-civil nature of interactions and demands made by
actors within the country's political sphere, this factor was progressively strengthened
and amplified over time. This research aims to decipher the patterns and elements
governing the interactions and agency of various Iraqi actors based on sectarianism
and to scrutinize the role and impact of this factor on Iraq's national security in the
post-Saddam era. Consequently, the main research question is: How has sectarianism
weakened national security in post-Saddam Iraq (2003-2024)? In response, the
proposed hypothesis is that political, religious, and ethnic sectarianism in Iraq during
the period (2003-2024) has fueled an identity crisis, caused a lack of consensus among
political forces, and facilitated foreign intervention, thereby becoming a factor that
weakens Iraq's national security. The findings of the study indicate that sectarianism
has laid the groundwork for legal, political, and economic conflicts in Iraq. This, in
turn, has led to institutional inefficiency, the rise of terrorism, corruption, and the
intervention of external actors, thereby jeopardizing Iraq's national security. This
research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method. Data was gathered
through the note-taking technique from available Persian and English sources and
texts, including academic research and studies from libraries and electronic databases.
Data analysis was performed using content analysis.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

This study aims to decipher the patterns and elements governing the interaction and
agency of various Iraqi actors around sectarianism, and the role and impact of such
factors on Iraq’s national security in the post-Saddam era. The central question posed as
the main research question is: How has sectarianism weakened national security in post-
Saddam Iraq (2003—-2024)? In response, it is hypothesized that political, religious, and
ethnic sectarianism in Iraq during the period (2003-2024), by fueling identity crises, lack
of consensus among political forces, and external intervention, has become an
undermining element of Iraq’s national security.The findings indicate that sectarianism
has been a precursor to legal, political, and economic disputes in Iraq, which in turn have
produced institutional inefficiency, the rise of terrorism, corruption, and external
interference, thereby jeopardizing Iraq’s national security.

2. Theoretical Framework

Sectarianism is a compound term formed by two words, sect and ism, signifying,
respectively, a group of people and an ideology. Sectarianism can be defined as: “the
intolerant stance of a particular school of thought toward others, which divides different
segments of society into antagonistic groups and, on the basis of faith and doctrinal
system, fosters mutual hostility.” Political sectarianism mobilizes sectarian communities,
their emotions, memories, beliefs, desires, and fears for political ends. Broadly,
sectarianism is a system that organizes the entire political order around sectarian
principles.

Six identifiable forms of sectarian identity are:

1. Religious sectarianism: This identity operates at the level of beliefs and
religious truths—by extension, as a global or national identity organized
around and defined by a set of religious truths.

2. Sub-sectarianism: As a framework through which social relations and power
can be mediated within a defined national environment.

3. National sectarianism: At the state-nation level, as a medium through which
national identity is presented.

4.  Transnational sectarianism: As a platform for international relations,
international solidarities, and geopolitical competition.

5. Political Sectarianism: The sectarian discourse can transform into a political
ideology that mobilizes society in the struggle for power.

6.  Violent Sectarianism: In which power struggles take the form of violent
confrontations, population displacement, and mass killings of civilians based
on religious-sectarian identities.
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3. Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach. Data collection was conducted
using the technique of note-taking from Persian and English sources, existing research
and academic studies available in libraries, electronic databases, and related resources.
Data analysis was performed using content analysis.

4. Discussion

During the 2003 invasion, in collaboration with the United States and Iraqi opposition
leaders, sectarianism intensified in the country. Under the system of "Al-Muhasasa"
(consociationalism), political representation was organized along ethnic, religious, or
sectarian identities. After the 2003 war, sectarianism became the foundation of the new
political order, while historical revenge by Shia and Kurdish forces and the returning
power aspirations of Sunni Arabs shaped Iraqi politics along sectarian lines. This
sectarianism left three major consequences: a national identity crisis, a lack of national
consensus, and the enabling of external intervention in Iraq.

The national identity crisis, as the primary outcome of intensified sectarianism,
created conflict potential at multiple levels, including legal, political, and economic
spheres. In the legal domain, clashes and contradictions over the constitution fostered
alienation among Sunni communities from the newly established order. Furthermore,
divergent views over disputed areas such as Kirkuk—with its abundant oil resources—
maintained tensions between the Kurds and the Shiite-led government in Iraq.

In the political realm, political conflicts in Iraq and tensions during national elections
to form a government were influential factors that weakened the authority of the state
and Iraq’s national security. Finally, in the economic sphere, Sunni Arabs’ limited access
to oil resources and the privileging of Shia and Kurdish groups created major dispute
domains in Iraq.

The national identity crisis also led to a lack of national consensus, which, in turn,
brought about three outcomes: systemic institutional inefficiencies, the rise of terrorism,
and the involvement of external actors in Iraq. The inefficiency of national institutions in
Iraq and their reconfiguration to serve party- and sectarian-based interests marked the
first manifestation of a post-Saddam consolidation of fragmentation. Moreover,
following the failure to realize the goals and aspirations of Sunni groups in interaction
with the central government, terrorist organizations emerged as the Sunni community’s
representatives and adopted an armed approach to counter the central state forces in
Sunni-majority areas of Iraq.

Another major consequence of the lack of national consensus in Iraq was the
expansion of organized crime within the state apparatus. Ultimately, the deepening of
sectarianism and the crisis of state-building turned Iraq’s political space into a arena for
external actors, each pursuing its own interests and objectives by launching a series of
proxy wars, thereby undermining national security.
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5. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study, drawing on historical and theoretical evidence, demonstrates that
sectarianism in post-Saddam Iraq was not merely a cultural or religious phenomenon, but
a structured political project designed and implemented by both domestic and external
actors. By converting social differences into lines of political confrontation, this project
provided the groundwork for the systematic decay of national security. The findings
indicate that the core of this decay was a national identity crisis. As subordinate and
symbolic sub-identities (Shia, Sunni, Kurdish) were institutionalized in the constitution
and power structures, Iraqi identity was reduced to a subordinate and symbolic concept.
This transformation led to a historical phenomenon: instead of recognizing a national
identity, Iraqis identified themselves through their sectarian affiliations. The consequence
was the emergence of three deep domains of dispute: legal, political, and economic.

The second major consequence was the lack of national consensus, which directly
contributed to the institutional collapse of the state. In the consociational system, state
institutions—ranging from ministries to the judiciary and security apparatus—were
commodified as spoils to be captured by sectarian parties. The Iraqi state became a
fragile entity unable to deliver public services, enforce the law, or even preserve a
monopoly on force within its territory. On the other hand, corruption became the
backbone of the governance system. National resources, instead of being invested in
development, were diverted to sustaining party power and feeding militias loyal to them.
This corruption completely eroded the government’s legitimacy among the populace.

The third major consequence of sectarianism was the emergence of structural
weakness in the state to provide a platform for external intervention. External actors, by
supporting their client groups, intensified proxy wars on Iraqi soil. Turkey and Saudi
Arabia provided support to Sunni and Kurdish groups (in the case of Turkey). These
supports ranged from financial assistance to direct military operations (such as Turkish
bombardments against the PKK or Saudi-backed claims regarding ISIS), varying in
intensity but consistently contributing to heightened internal tensions.
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