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Abstract

This dissertation is a study of the Mehdi Army’s campaign in the Tisa Nissan political district of
Baghdad in the aftermath of the American-led overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003. This study
builds upon an examination of Baghdad’s history with a focus on the experience of Iraq’s shi’a
underclass therein. It also draws from the author’s first-hand experience in the district during
2008 in order to detail the origins of the Sadrist movement, trace the rise of the Mehdi Army
militia during the post-Saddam era, and explain the reasons for, and the significance of, its

collapse and dissolution in 2008.

First and foremost, this dissertation is a study of the Mehdi Army’s rise and fall in Tisa Nissan,
which is intended to illuminate the social forces that shaped the militia’s fortunes and, by
extension, offer insights into the condition of Iraqi society. It is, therefore, both a study of war in
the neighbourhoods of Baghdad, as well as a study of Baghdad’s neighbourhoods at war. It is
intended to contribute to the existing scholarly literature on both modern Iraq and insurgency.
This thesis also provides a balance to what has become an overwhelmingly occupier-centric body

of literature on the events of the post-Saddam era.
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Introduction

1. “March Madness”

At the end of March 2008, more than a year into the Americans’ highly touted initiative to restore
order in and around Baghdad that was known as “the Surge”, the impoverished shi’a
neighbourhoods on the city’s eastern periphery erupted in violence. Barrages of rockets were
fired across the Tigris River toward the heavily fortified Green Zone that housed the upper
echelons of the Iraqi government and the American-led Coalition; Iragi-manned security
checkpoints across eastern Baghdad were overrun or deserted; and the numerous neighbourhood-
level outposts that the Americans had established throughout the area came under heavy fire.
Originating from the strongholds of Muqtada al-Sadr and his Mehdi Army militia, this intense
and unexpected paroxysm of violence — dubbed “March Madness” by the Americans — appeared

to demonstrate the enduring potency of Iraq’s so-called shi’a insurgency.

The outburst in Baghdad came in response to the launch of a large-scale military offensive by the
Iragi government in the southern city of Basra.' Shi’a militias hostile to the central government,
the Mehdi Army foremost among them, had seized control of Basra following the withdrawal of
British forces in 2007. Their control of the city had provided both a sanctuary from which to stage
attacks against the Iraqi government and Coalition Forces, as well as access to the revenues
generated at Iraq’s primary commercial outlet to the Persian Gulf. The Basra offensive, dubbed
Operation Knight’s Charge, was thus orchestrated by Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki to reclaim

the city and restore government rule.’

' Marisa Cochrane, “Special Groups Regenerate”, The Institute for the Study of War, August 29, 2008,
pp-10-11, notes that the initial barrage of rockets fired at the Green Zone came on the day before the Basra
offensive, presumably in anticipation thereof. The distinctions among the Mehdi Army, the Special Groups,
and the locally-rooted armed factions that collectively formed Iraq’s “shi’a insurgency” are addressed in
Chapters Three and Four.

* Rumors of an impending offensive by Mehdi Army and Special Group fighters under the direction of Iran
also played a role in prompting Prime Minister Maliki to press the offensive on short notice — notably,
without informing American commanders. The operation and its implications are detailed in Marisa
Cochrane, “The Battle for Basra”, The Institute for the Study of War, May 31, 2008; and Anthony
Cordesman, “Sadr and the Mahdi Army: Evolution, Capabilities, and a New Direction”, CSIS, August 4,
2008, pp.18-20.




The Basra offensive held deeper significance, however, as it also marked a violent re-escalation
of the long-running rivalry between the factions of Iraq’s shi’a elite (foremost among them the
Supreme Iraqi Islamic Council and Prime Minister Maliki’s Da’wa Party) and the Sadrist
movement, which represented Iraq’s demographically powerful but historically marginalized
shi’a underclass.’ Tracing its immediate roots to the 1990s, when Mugqtada al-Sadr’s father,
Mohammed Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr, mobilized a sweeping grassroots movement of the
underclass masses that challenged the power, privilege, and very legitimacy of the traditional
shi’a establishment, this bitter intra-shi’a rivalry became a pivotal axis of conflict after the fall of

Saddam Hussein.*

In the early years of the post-Saddam era, the two blocs engaged in fierce fighting. The parties of
the shi’a elite aligned themselves with the American-led Coalition, thereby ensconcing
themselves at the heart of the emerging political order. Muqtada al-Sadr, on the other hand,
positioned the Sadrist movement and the Mehdi Army at the forefront of “resistance”. A series of
bloody clashes ensued during 2003 and 2004, which clearly delineated a class-based schism
within Iraq’s shi’a population. Indeed, while a combination of political opportunism and mutual
fear inspired by the rise of fanatical sumni militants would drive the two into an uneasy
partnership in the years that followed, powerful intra-shi’a tensions persisted for the duration of

Iraq’s sectarian war.” When sectarian violence abated during the course of 2007, and the forces

? While the parties and politicians of Iraq’s shia elite are by no means a monolithic bloc, an
“establishment” can nonetheless be identified — in significant measure through its historical opposition to
the Sadrists. Discussed in International Crisis Group, “Shiite Politics in Iraq: The Role of the Supreme
Council”, Middle East Report No.70, November 15, 2007. Lastly, the Supreme Iraqi Islamic Council,
which was originally known as the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq, has undergone several
name changes since 2003. For the purpose of continuity, its present-day name is used throughout much of
this dissertation.

* On the significance of intra-shi’a rivalry to the politics of the post-Saddam era, International Crisis
Group, “Shiite Politics in Iraq”, p.i argues that: “more than sectarian conflict or confrontation between
Anbari sheikhs and al-Qaeda in Iraq fighters, [intra-shi’a rivalry is] likely to shape the country’s future”.

> As discussed further in Chapter Three, intra-shi’a violence continued between the Sadrists’ Mehdi Army
and the Supreme Iraqi Islamic Council’s Badr militia throughout the sectarian war — both in Baghdad, and
across southern Iraq as well.



that had forged their unlikely alliance waned significantly, the stage was set for conflict to

resume.

Recognizing that the prime minister’s assault on Basra marked a declaration of renewed intra-
shi’a war, the Mehdi Army and its affiliates offered fierce opposition.® Their counterattack in
Basra broke the initial momentum of government forces and necessitated the infusion of
reinforcements and American support, while simultaneous assaults in Baghdad were formidable
as well. Significant numbers of shi’a security personnel stationed in the capital proved of dubious
loyalty, either abandoning their posts or turning their rifles on their colleagues; satellite television
broadcast the surrender of entire Iraqi units in the Mehdi Army stronghold of Sadr City; the
principal Iraqi spokesman for counterinsurgency initiatives in Baghdad was kidnapped; and
thousands of the Sadrist movement’s supporters took to the streets in protest.” American forces in
Baghdad (and their remaining Iraqi counterparts) thus braced themselves for a sustained

offensive, which threatened to undo months of hard-fought progress.

However, the escalation of hostilities, while intense, proved ephemeral. Rather than signaling
either the start of a revitalized insurgency by the Mehdi Army or the onset of a bloody reckoning
between competing demographic subsets of Iraq’s shi’a population, the fury of March Madness
gave way to a general rout. In Baghdad, as in Basra and elsewhere across southern Iraq,
American and Iraqi forces not only restored control over areas enveloped by violence during the
outburst of late March, but they also drove the Mehdi Army from its core strongholds. Prominent

militants were captured, killed, or forced to flee to Iran. The militia, once dominant across broad

® Patrick Cockburn, Mugqtada al-Sadr and the Shia Insurgency in Iraq, (London: Faber and Faber, 2009)
p-255 observes that the ensuing battles marked “the biggest military confrontation between Mugqtada’s
militiamen and the Iraqi government since... 2004”.

7 Cockburn, Mugtada al-Sadr, pp.256-257.




swathes of the country, was battered and discredited to the point that Muqtada announced its

wholesale dissolution in June of that year.

1i. The Successes of the Surge Against the Mehdi Army

In the prevailing narrative that has coalesced around the final years of American-led combat
operations in Iraq, the dramatic collapse of the Mehdi Army is explained principally as the
byproduct of Iraqi realpolitik and American perseverance and ingenuity.® Prime Minister Nuri al-
Maliki’s decision to break with the Sadrist movement and turn on the Mehdi Army was
instrumental in isolating the militia politically. Having made use of the Mehdi Army’s fighting
prowess to check the onslaught of sunni militants and achieve a shi’a “victory” in Iraq’s sectarian
war, Iraq’s prime minister was sufficiently secure in his position to turn on his enemy-turned-
ally-of—necessity.g The cold calculations of intra-shi’a intrigue thus left the Mehdi Army exposed,

rendering it all the more vulnerable to the American-led assault that followed.

¥ Commentators vary in their emphasis on particular factors in the fall of the Mehdi Army, but they almost
universally cite the influence of the Surge, Prime Minister Maliki’s decision to facilitate American
targeting of the Mehdi Army, and damage accrued to the militia’s reputation as a result of its misdeeds.
See: Kimberly Kagan, The Surge: A Military History, (New York: Encounter, 2009) for a quasi-official
account of US military actions during the Surge that focuses on America’s role in events, which argues
(p-197) that “the change in American strategy in early 2007 was the critical variable that made any success
possible”. For a critique that “parallels but challenges the military-centric conventional wisdom” of the
Surge, see: Douglas Ollivant, “Countering the New Orthodoxy: Reinterpreting Counterinsurgency in Iraq”,
New America Foundation, June 2011. Ollivant (a former US Army officer who oversaw aspects of the
Surge’s design and execution) emphasizes the importance of Iraqi politics and presents an array of
competing perspectives on the abatement of violence in Baghdad. Disagreements between Kagan and
Ollivant are expounded in Tom Bowman, “As the Iraq War Ends, Reassessing the Surge” NPR, December
16, 2011. Bernard Stancati, “Tribal Dynamics and the Iraq Surge”, Strategic Studies Quarterly, Summer
2010 provides an overview of dominant trends in analysis of the Surge among foreign policy and defence
establishment experts.

? Alternatively, it has been argued that Mugqtada al-Sadr was complicit in the American-led targeting of the
Mehdi Army. Realizing that he could no longer control his militia, the argument goes, and that the abuses
of those acting in his name were badly damaging his reputation, Muqtada declared a ceasefire and
acquiesced to the street-level persecution of shi’a militants by American and Iraqi forces. Noted in David
Ucko, “Militias, Tribes and Insurgents: The Challenge of Political Reintegration in Iraq”, Conflict, Security
& Development, October 2008, pp.361-362. The veracity of this theory is questionable yet, even if
accurate, it does not explain the remarkably poor performance of ski’a militants in resisting the advance of
the Surge.




Accounts of America’s role in the Mehdi Army’s defeat emphasize both political will and
military innovation. First, President George W. Bush’s decision to recommit American forces to
Iraq via the Surge is widely cited as a critical precondition to the achievements that followed."’
By allocating additional resources and reaffirming America’s intent to bring security and stability
to Iraq (and to Baghdad in particular), American forces were well positioned to influence Prime
Minister Maliki and to capitalize on the vicissitudes of Iraqi politics. Second, the successes
achieved during 2007 and 2008 are attributed to the American military’s embrace of the strategies
and tactics of counterinsurgency, or “COIN”."" The Surge did not succeed, goes the argument, by
virtue of additional manpower and renewed commitment alone, but because of critical

adaptations to the manner in which operations were conducted.

Breaking markedly from past practices of self-containment on isolated bases (a deliberate strategy
built on the premise that the daily presence of foreign soldiers in the lives of Iraqi civilians
provoked resentment, thereby stoking the very insurgency that the Coalition was attempting to
quell), American forces spread out into the neighbourhoods of the Iraqi capital and pro-actively

engaged the city.'? Efforts to kill or capture shi’a militants were paired with initiatives to restore

' As the Iraq war was the subject of intensive partisan debate in America, evaluations of the Surge and of
the credit due to the Bush administration for positive developments in Iraq have remained fiercely
contested. Stancati, “Tribal Dynamics and the Iraq Surge”, p.89 notes how “political bickering... caused
the public discourse to degenerate into partisan arguments focused on casualty figures and body counts”,
which complicated the efforts of defence officials and policy experts to assess the Surge’s actual efficacy.
For examples of the partisan nature of debate, see: Fred Barnes, “How Bush Decided on the Surge”, The
Weekly Standard, February 4, 2008; George Packer, “Obama’s Iraq Problem”, The New Yorker, July 7,
2008; Ed Henry, “Obama Not Planning to Credit Bush over Iraq ‘Surge’”, CNN, August 31, 2010.

"' The extent to which Coalition Forces’ adoption of counterinsurgency approaches was responsible for
improved conditions in Baghdad during the Surge remains contested, as does the overall efficacy of the
strategies and tactics that came to dominate defence establishment circles at the time. See: Gian Gentile,
“Freeing the Army from the Counterinsurgency Straightjacket”, Joint Forces Quarterly, Issue 58, 2010, and
Celeste Ward, “Countering the Military’s Latest Fad: Counterinsurgency”, The Washington Post, May 17,
2009. Both authors not only dispute underlying assumptions of counterinsurgency theory, but also note that
American commanders were employing certain aspects thereof well before the “revolutionary” changes of
2007 and 2008.

"2 The rationale for the “super-FOB” approach (FOB being an acronym for “Forward Operating Base”, the
designation given to the larger American military installations in Iraq) is discussed in David Kilcullen, The
Accidental Guerilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One, (London: Hurst & Co., 2009), pp.124-




essential services, meet pressing public health needs, reform the government and the security
services, and reinvigorate the economy. This multi-faceted offensive was designed to overwhelm
the Mehdi Army, inflicting damage upon its fighters while simultaneously undermining popular

support for its insurgent agenda."

On the other hand, in discussion of the Mehdi Army’s own contributions to its downfall,
emphasis is commonly placed on the manner in which its internal troubles left it vulnerable to
attack.'"* The militia’s already-disjointed chain of command, for example, made the capture,
death, or flight abroad of key leaders particularly destabilizing; while the abuses of its notoriously
undisciplined rank and file eroded its base of popular support. As a result, once betrayed by its
notional allies in the Maliki administration, the Mehdi Army was unable to fend off the

intensified and recalibrated attentions of the Surge.

While each of the factors noted above played a vital role in the success of the Surge vis-a-vis the
Mehdi Army, the circumstances surrounding the militia’s collapse require closer inspection. At
issue is the scope and speed of its apparent rout, and the fact that it was achieved without the

costly and destabilizing violence anticipated by observers.”” From the Basra offensive in late

129, in the context of a wider discussion of how American strategy adapted through the course of the post-
Saddam era.

" The American military’s doctrinal guide to counterinsurgency, “Field Manual 3-24, Counterinsurgency”
is available online: http://www.fas.org/irp/doddir/army/fm3-24.pdf. Among counterinsurgency’s most
prominent advocates, strategic victory is achieved less through the application of violence, and more by
winning the support of the populace amongst whom the insurgency is waged. Popular support is thus not
simply an objective to be pursued as an end in and of itself, but rather something that can serve as a
decisive strategic weapon. This notion was captured most famously by General Stanley McChrystal when,
as the commanding officer of NATO forces in Afghanistan, he urged his subordinates to “think of
counterinsurgency as an argument to earn the support of the people” who would thereafter isolate
insurgents and facilitate conflict resolution. Quoted in Dexter Filkins, “Stanley McChrystal’s Long War”,
The New York Times, October 14, 2009.

! Marisa Cochrane, “The Fragmentation of the Sadrist Movement”, The Institute for the Study of War,
January 2009, provides an overview of the Mehdi Army’s structural woes and leadership divides and the
manner in which they contributed to its demise.

'> Most notably, see: International Crisis Group, “Iraq’s Civil War, The Sadrists and the Surge”, Middle
East Report No.72, February 7, 2008, pp.i-ii. Only a month prior to the violence of March 2008, the report




March through the remainder of 2008 there were fierce bouts of fighting, particularly in Baghdad,
yet nothing on a scale that reflected the intense rivalry that existed between the Sadrist movement
and its foes in the shi’a establishment, or the depth of Sadrist opposition to the American-led

Coalition.

How then, to account for the Mehdi Army’s precipitous decline and ultimate dissolution during
the spring and summer of 2008? What caused the apparent implosion of the militia not only as a
fighting force, but also as the vanguard of popular insurgency on behalf of Iraq’s long-suffering
shi’a underclass? Had estimates fundamentally overstated the power of the Mehdi Army, or the
depth of popular support for the Sadrist movement? Did the combination of a shifting political
landscape and the counterinsurgency approaches of the American military simply overwhelm the
militia? Alternatively, might the Mehdi Army’s seeming collapse have been a coordinated display
of strategic patience, with Mugqtada and his supporters seeking to avoid direct confrontation in

order to fight another day?'’

11i. A View Beneath the Violence

This dissertation is an attempt to explain the dynamics, and the implications, of the Mehdi

Army’s collapse. Drawing from first-hand experience in the Tisa Nissan political district of

characterized the “principal strongholds” of the Mehdi Army as “virtually unassailable”, warning of
disastrous consequences should counterinsurgent forces attack them head-on. Similarly, Adam Goodman,
“Informal Networks and Insurgency in Iraq”, Defence Academy of the United Kingdom: Advanced
Research & Assessment Group, April 2008, p.18 predicted “civil war” if the Surge was used to attempt a
decisive defeat of the Mehdi Army. Although Muqtada al-Sadr and the Mehdi Army had endured a series
of setbacks through the course of 2007 (which left the former in Iranian exile, and the latter bristling under
a unilateral ceasefire imposed in an effort to restore discipline and rehabilitate the militia’s tarnished
image), the Mehdi Army was still widely regarded as a potent fighting force. Cockburn, Mugtada al-Sadr,
p-259 offers the view that the Mehdi Army and the Sadrist movement were in the midst of a resurgence in
early 2008. “The movement’s reputation among the Shi’a had benefited from the long ceasefire during
which the Mehdi Army had been effectively purged and brought more fully under Mugqtada’s control... In
Shi’a areas, particularly in Baghdad, it was losing its reputation as an umbrella for ever local warlord and
racketeer”.

'® Cockburn, Mugqtada al-Sadr, pp.263, 138 advances this theory, noting that Mugqtada “always had a good
sense of timing”, with a penchant for “swift retreats, politically and militarily, when faced with an
adversary superior in strength”.




eastern Baghdad between February and December 2008, it presents a neighbourhood-by-
neighbourhood examination of the militia’s changing fortunes. Rooted in a study of Baghdad’s
history, and building upon the experiences and observations of the author, his civilian and
military colleagues on a US Army Human Terrain Team, and the American military personnel
whom they supported, this thesis details the Mehdi Army’s rise to dominance in Tisa Nissan
through the early years of the post-Saddam era — and explains the reasons for its fall during the
course of 2008."

Figure 0.1 — Baghdad’s Political Districts
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'7 This work does not offer an overview of the broader currents of Iraqi history. It instead explores selected
aspects thereof in depth. Readers new to the subject will be able to follow the text without additional
reading, but would benefit by consulting Phebe Marr, The Modern History of Iraq, (Boulder: Westview
Press, 2004) or Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq, (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2007) for concise
introductions to the country’s history. Suggestions for further reading (as well as comments on
historiographical issues and points of contention among experts) are presented in the footnotes throughout.
'8 Map of Baghdad’s political districts in the post-Saddam era, adapted from The Institute for the Study of
War: http://www.understandingwar.org/map/baghdad-city-districts.




The primary research that forms the core of this text is, in many respects, a byproduct of the
Surge and its accompanying innovations. The Human Terrain System itself (a US Army
programme developed to harness civilian academic expertise in support of military operations)
was an idea that grew from the efforts of the American defence establishment to recalibrate its
approach to ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.” With military personnel returning from
deployments to both conflicts lamenting a lack of insight into social and cultural issues and citing
difficulty in understanding the “human terrain” of the battlefield as a key concern, the Human
Terrain System was created to address identified needs.”” Had that innovation not taken place, the
author, as a civilian, would have been unable to gain the sort of access to front-line American

units (and, by extension, to the Iraqi people) that was essential to the work that follows.

Furthermore, the neighbourhood-level insights that form the core of this work would likely have
been unachievable without both the altered posture of American forces that came with the Surge,
as well as the momentum it generated against the Mehdi Army. The decision to break out from
the insular Forward Operating Bases that the military had constructed across Baghdad and
establish a network of small patrol bases within the neighbourhoods of the Iraqi capital greatly
increased opportunities for interaction with Baghdadis. Additionally, by pushing militants off of
the streets and inserting American and Iraqi forces as the arbiters of law and order, the Surge
altered the dynamic between Baghdadis and American personnel. Notions of “winning hearts and

minds” aside, the declining local position of the Mehdi Army, the exodus from Baghdad of

' The official history of the Human Terrain System is presented online:
http://humanterrainsystem.army.mil/htsAboutHistory.aspx, and discussed further by the programme’s
founders in Montgomery McFate and Steve Fondacaro, “Reflections on the Human Terrain System During
the First 4 Years”, PRISM, Vol.2, No.4, September 2011.

%% The role of the HTT was, in the verbiage of the Human Terrain System’s official literature as presented
online, to “conduct operationally relevant socio-cultural research and analysis... in order to enable
operational decision-making, enhance operational effectiveness, and preserve and share socio-cultural
institutional knowledge”. The team’s mission was, in other words, to study the battlefield as a social
environment, and advise military commanders on how to best navigate the features of its “human terrain”.




prominent militants, and the daily presence of American and Iraqi security personnel on the city’s

streets created an environment that was increasingly conducive to face-to-face interaction.

Thus, as American forces pressed deeper into the neighbourhoods of Tisa Nissan during the
spring and summer of 2008, it was possible to look beneath the violence of the militia’s campaign
and study the people and territory over which it had ruled. How had the Mehdi Army established
itself across Tisa Nissan? How had different elements of the local population responded, and how
had the militia’s insurgent campaign evolved? What accounted for the Mehdi Army’s ability to
conquer the district during the initial years of the post-Saddam era, making it an integral part of
the militia’s expansive domain within Baghdad, only to cede it in relatively sudden and
unexpected fashion? Lastly, what insights might the militia’s experience in Tisa Nissan offer into

its overall fate, and into the broader dynamics of conflict in post-Saddam Iraq?

iv. Insurgency, Civil Society, and the Death of the Mehdi Army

When the American-led Coalition toppled Saddam Hussein, Muqtada al-Sadr was presented with
an extraordinary opportunity. With his martyred father having drawn together the masses of
Iraq’s shi’a underclass during the course of the 1990s, instilling a powerful sense of pride and
solidarity within their battered ranks, Muqtada had the chance to engage a new, democratic Iraq

at the head of one of the country’s only broadly based popular movements.”'

Rebuilding his father’s movement around the framework of the Mehdi Army militia, Muqtada
launched an ambitious insurgent campaign. The Mehdi Army was to serve as the vanguard of a
sweeping popular movement of Iraq’s downtrodden shi’a underclass, which would carry Muqtada

to a position of national-level political and clerical power. Sadrist devotees were thus channeled

*! The reasons for, and the implications of, the general absence of popularly supported political parties in
post-Saddam Iraq are discussed in Chapter Three.
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into the militia, fueling its massive expansion into a powerful force on the streets of Baghdad and

across broad swathes of southern Iraq.”

However, despite the militia’s impressive growth, and irrespective of an enduring affinity to
Sadrist ideals among Iraq’s underclass shi’a (for whom Mohammed Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr
remained an object of near-universal veneration), Muqtada ultimately failed to rally a cohesive,

mass-based insurgency.

In examining the Mehdi Army’s fortunes in the neighbourhoods of Tisa Nissan, it appears that
this outcome was determined in fundamental respects by the condition of Iraqi society. With the
district’s residents ravaged and socially atomized by an array of forces that are detailed in the
chapters that follow, civil society in Tisa Nissan was not only infertile ground for the cultivation
of popular insurgency but, in places, toxic. On the one hand, the badly degraded state of civil
society effectively precluded the mobilization of what became an increasingly conspicuously
“silent” majority. Rather than shaping the character of the rekindled Sadrist movement, the great
majority of Tisa Nissan’s underclass shi’a residents withdrew into the relative safety of their
homes, seeking shelter from the chaos that threatened to consume them. On the other hand, the
volatility, radicalism, and proclivity to extreme violence of those who asserted themselves at the
militia’s core eventually destroyed the militia’s reputation.” Rather than acting as the advance

guard of a coherent popular movement, the Mehdi Army evolved into a disjointed, radical, and

** The actual numerical strength of the Mehdi Army remained a point of contention throughout its
existence. Cordesman, “Sadr and the Mahdi Army”, p.14 notes the difficulty in assessing the militia’s exact
strength, estimating a core membership between 25,000 and 40,000 along with an indeterminate number of
facilitators drawn from Iraq’s several-million-strong shi’a underclass.

It is possible, had Muqtada been able to revive the Sadrist movement under more stable, peaceful
conditions, that he might have met with greater success. However, the argument that the Mehdi Army’s
polarizing radicalism was, fundamentally, a product of the brutal violence that permeated the post-Saddam
era is an unsatisfying explanation of the militia’s social evolution — principally because the Mehdi Army
was one of the most active forces in perpetrating said violence.
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exceptionally controversial entity that alienated many who might otherwise have supported

Mugtada’s cause.

Consequently, when the forces of the Surge pushed into the neighbourhoods of Tisa Nissan, and
likewise into “Sadrist strongholds” elsewhere across Iraq, they were not, for the most part,
confronted by a popular, mass-based insurgency. Their task, therefore, was not to “win over” a
civilian populace that was either fervently loyal to, or solidly integrated within, the militia’s
campaign. Instead, the challenge facing counterinsurgent forces was to identify and attack
discrete militant networks of dubious local popularity — something that was accomplished with

general success, and without an eruption of large-scale violence.

Yet, while the Mehdi Army’s general lack of popular support greatly facilitated the advance of
the Surge in Tisa Nissan, making the short-term establishment of security in the wake of March
Madness significantly easier than it would otherwise have been, the same social forces that
undermined the militia’s campaign also plagued counterinsurgency operations. Much as the
militia had struggled to rally the district’s residents in support of its endeavour, the Americans
and their partners in the Iraqi government met with minimal success in mobilizing the populace to
sustain hard-fought security gains, revive economic activity, rebuild critical infrastructure, or

rehabilitate local governance.

Contrary to the standard narrative of the Surge, the short-term gains in security that were
achieved by American and Iraqi forces in Tisa Nissan during the course of 2008 thus remained
largely unconsolidated. With American forces withdrawing from the district in 2009, leaving Tisa
Nissan in the hands of an Iraqi government that was both administratively ill equipped and also
prejudicially disinclined to address its many woes, the district’s future prospects (and, likewise,

the long-term efficacy of the Surge) appeared uncertain at best. Similarly, the future of Muqtada
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al-Sadr and the rekindled Sadrist movement also remained unclear — though the limitations
imposed by the degraded condition of Iraqi society on any further efforts to rally mass-based

action had been made manifestly evident.

v. Structural Overview

The first chapter, A City Transformed — The Creation of Eastern Baghdad, sets the stage for the
study of the Mehdi Army’s campaign in Tisa Nissan by charting the physical growth of eastern
Baghdad and the forces that shaped its social development. It begins with a discussion of the
mass migrations that, during the middle decades of the twentieth century, brought hundreds of
thousands of impoverished shi’a farmers from southern Iraq to the nation’s capital. Through an
examination of how these sweeping population movements transformed the city’s demographics,
creating a massive, continually-expanding shi’a underclass on Baghdad’s eastern margins, the
chapter traces the evolution of issues that would become central to the ideology of the Sadrist
movement. The urban development programme of Prime Minister Abd al-Karim Qassim’s
revolutionary government of the late 1950s and early 1960s receives particular attention, as do
the implications of the Iraqi state’s increasingly aggressive efforts to engineer social change. The
totalitarian rule of the Ba’th Party is then surveyed, with emphasis on its efforts to reshape Iraqi
society. The chapter concludes with analysis of the extent to which the Ba’th regime had asserted
wholesale dominance over Iraq by the late 1970s, and an examination of the faltering efforts of

shi’a militants to rally the capital’s underclass masses against the government.

Chapter Two, The Sanctions Era — Shifts in Civil Society & the Rise of the Sadrist Movement,
traces the rise of the Sadrist movement during the 1990s. The chapter begins with a survey of the
disastrous policy decisions of Saddam Hussein during the 1980s and early 1990s, which depleted
the regime’s resources and forced radical changes to its governance strategy. Analysis focuses on

how the contraction of state services and broadly felt economic and social shocks endured under
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United Nations-imposed sanctions sparked grassroots tribal and religious movements among the
Iraqi people — with emphasis on both the traditional authenticity of these “revivals”, and the ways

in which the regime harnessed and manipulated them.

The rise of Mohammed Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr, from relative obscurity to the preeminent
position in Iraqi shi’ism, is then explained as having been inextricably linked to both the changes
underway in Iraqi society and the regime’s recalibrated approach to maintaining domestic control.
The controversy surrounding Sadr’s relationship with the regime is presented (Sadr’s supporters
argue that he took advantage of the regime’s growing weakness to care for Iraq’s shi’a underclass
at a time of extraordinary need, while his critics allege he was a regime collaborator who
undermined the traditional shi’a elite to the advantage of Saddam Hussein), as is the way that
Sadr built an enormous popular following among Iraq’s shi’a poor. The chapter continues with a
discussion of Sadr’s ideology, and of how his populist militancy both broadened and deepened
class-based divisions among Iraqi shi’a that would be central to the intra-shi’a violence of the
post-Saddam era. It concludes with an analysis of how his mounting criticisms of the Ba’th

regime precipitated his death in 1999.

The third chapter, The Changing Fortunes of the Rekindled Sadrist Movement, traces the
successes and failures of Muqtada al-Sadr as he attempted to resurrect his father’s movement in
the aftermath of Saddam Hussein’s fall. It begins with an analysis of the Mehdi Army’s initial
efforts to influence post-Saddam politics by clashing with Coalition Forces and their Iraqi allies,
and how Mugqtada and his militia became leading symbols of resistance against both foreign
occupation and Iraq’s emerging political order. The chapter then details how the exigencies of
electoral politics and the escalation of sectarian violence induced the shi’a elite to reach out to the
Sadrists, and how the rival shi’a blocs cooperated to achieve victory in a sectarian war against

radical sunni militants. The process through which the Mehdi Army conquered large sectors of
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Baghdad in the course of the fighting receives particular attention, as does the way that the city’s
demographic landscape was transformed by Kkilling and forced displacement. The chapter
concludes with an analysis of the militia’s subsequent fragmentation, set in the context of Prime

Minster Maliki’s decision to turn on the Mehdi Army and resume intra-shi’a conflict.

Chapter Four, Tisa Nissan — District Overview, introduces the area study at the heart of this work.
The chapter begins with an overview of the district’s local history. Elaborating on the migratory
and urban development processes introduced in Chapter One, it surveys the local specifics of the
district’s creation, settlement, and governance during the second half of the twentieth century.
The rise of class-based tensions between the middle class and minority communities nearest to
the city’s core and the predominantly shi’a residents of the district’s poorer, peripheral
neighbourhoods is a main issue of focus, as is the way that this dynamic fueled the local

popularity of the Sadrist movement during the 1990s.

The second section of the chapter examines the local campaign of the Mehdi Army after the fall
of Saddam Hussein. The process through which the militia came to dominate the district is
surveyed, with a focus on the district’s concurrent demographic transformation. Discussion then
turns to the encroachment of the Surge into Tisa Nissan, and the limited progress achieved during
2007 and early 2008. The reasons for Tisa Nissan’s seeming intractability are examined, as are
the ways in which American and Iraqi forces sought to remedy them. The chapter concludes with
an analysis of the violence of March Madness, and how the fighting and its aftermath catalyzed

major changes across the district.

Chapters five through seven: Beladiyat & Mashtal — Communities Under Siege, Kamaliyah &

Amin — Rallying the Masses, and Fedaliyah & Shawra wa Umm Jidr — Traction in the Remnants
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of Tradition, present case studies of the hayys, or sub-districts, of Tisa Nissan.”* Each chapter
examines a pair of hayys that shared certain commonalities with respect to the localized dynamics
of violence, and explores the ways in which aspects of local society shaped the campaign of the
Mehdi Army. These chapters begin with a summary of how each individual sayy was perceived
by American forces in early 2008, and detail the immediate effects of March Madness. The core
of each chapter then traces the overall trajectory of the militia’s rise and fall: examining how the
Mehdi Army came to dominate the zayys in question, how it defended its conquests against the

Surge, and the circumstances surrounding its collapse.

The concluding chapter, Insurgency & Counterinsurgency on Uneven Terrain, begins by
summarizing the effects of society’s degraded state on the Mehdi Army’s efforts to rally a
popular insurgency in Tisa Nissan. It argues that distinct social characteristics from one area to
the next had a decisive effect on the militia’s fate, and that the overall condition of the district’s
human terrain had rendered the mobilization and long-term continuance of a coherent popular
insurgency unfeasible. Focus then turns to the manner in which American and Iraqi forces pushed
the militia out of Tisa Nissan during 2008. It is argued that the standard narrative of the Surge as
a triumph of full-spectrum counterinsurgency, wherein counterinsurgent forces achieved success
not merely through force of arms, but by undermining their enemy through the cultivation of
popular support and the inducement of popular participation, bears little resemblance to events in
Tisa Nissan. Lastly, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the wider implications of the
degraded condition of Iraqi society, including the ways in which this has influenced the violence

of the post-Saddam era, and how it will continue to stunt Iraq’s development as a democracy.

** For the purposes of clarity and readability, the Arabic definite article, “al-“, has been omitted from place
names and other proper nouns throughout this work. Exceptions come in the form of place-names such as
al-asima, “the capital”, where the definite article is central to the translated meaning of the name, and in
instances where full Arabic names of individuals are used. Reference to Mohammed Mohammed Sadiq al-
Sadr thus includes the definite article, while shorthand references are made simply to “Sadr”.
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vi. Literature Review

The first two chapters are based upon academic sources from a variety of disciplines. Chapter
One’s discussion of Ottoman-ruled Mesopotamia and early Iraqi history draws from the historical
scholarship of Hannah Batatu, Faleh Abdul Jabar, Peter Sluglett and Marion Farouk-Sluglett,
Charles Tripp, and Samira Haj; while treatment of the mass-conversions to shi ism that took place
during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries also benefits from the work of Yitzak
Nakash.”® The ensuing study of the sweeping rural-to-urban migrations of the twentieth century
builds principally from the voluminous doctoral dissertation of W.A. Hilmi, supported primarily
by the writings of Doreen Warriner, Doris Phillips, and Batatu.”® Hilmi’s work is likewise central
to discussion of Baghdad at mid-century, supplemented by the urban studies-centric insights of
John Gulick, Kahtan al-Madfai, Warriner, and Phillips, as well as the historical observations of
Batatu.”” For contextual information on Iragi politics during the middle decades of the twentieth

century and the dynamics of the 1958 revolution and its aftermath, the works of Batatu, Uriel

% Hannah Batatu, The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq, (London: Saqi, 2004);
Faleh A. Jabar, The Shi’ite Movement in Iraq, (London: Saqi, 2003); Faleh Abdul-Jabar (ed), Ayatollahs,
Sufis and Ideologues: State, Religion and Social Movements in Iraq, (London: Saqi, 2003); Faleh A. Jabar
and Hosham Dawod (eds), Tribes and Power: Nationalism and Ethnicity in the Middle East, (London: Saqi,
2003); Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Peter Sluglett, Iraq Since 1958: From Revolution to Dictatorship,
(London: IB Tauris, 1990); Peter Sluglett and Marion Farouk-Sluglett, “Some Reflections on the
Sunni/Shi’i Question in Iraq”, British Society for Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 5, No. 2, 1978; Peter
Sluglett and Marion Farouk-Sluglett, “The Transformation of Land Tenure and Rural Social Structure in
Central and Southern Iraq, c. 1870-1958”, International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 15, No. 4,
1983; Tripp, A History of Iraq; Samira Haj, The Making of Iraq, 1900-1963: Capital, Power and Ideology,
(Albany: SUNY Albany UP, 1997); Yitzhak Nakash, The Shi’is of Iraq, (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2003);
Yitzhak Nakash, “The Conversion of Iraq’s Tribes To Shiism”, International Journal of Middle East
Studies, Vol. 26, No. 3. August 1994.

P W.A. Hilmi, Internal Migration and Regional Policy in Iraq, University of Sheffield, Doctoral
Dissertation, 1978; Doreen Warriner, Land Reform and Development in the Middle East: A Study of
Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1962); Doris Phillips, “Rural-to-Urban Migration in Iraq”,
Economic Development and Cultural Change, Vol.7, No.4, 1959; Batatu, The Old Social Classes.

*" Hilmi, Internal Migration; John Gulick, “Baghdad: Portrait of a City in Physical and Cultural Change”
Journal of the American Planning Association, 33:4, 1967; John Gulick, “Village and City: Cultural
Continuities in Twentieth Century Middle Eastern Cultures” in Ira Lapidus (ed), Middle Eastern Cities: A
Symposium on Ancient, Islamic, and Contemporary Middle Eastern Urbanism, (Berkeley: U California
Press, 1969); Kahtan al-Madfai, “Baghdad”, in Morroe Berger (ed), The New Metropolis in the Arab
World, (Bombay: Allied Publishers, 1963); Warriner, Land Reform and Development; Phillips, “Rural-to-
Urban Migration”; Batatu, The Old Social Classes.
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Dann, Haj, the Slugletts, Roni Gabbay, and Marr are used most prominently.® Concluding
Chapter One, discussion of Ba’th Party rule and its implications for Iraqi society relies most
heavily on the work of Kanan Makiya and Efraim Karsh; while treatment of the Ba’th regime’s
posture toward its shi’a subjects is based largely upon the work of Jabar, the Slugletts, and

Batatu.”’

Chapter Two’s survey of the Iraqi state’s declining fortunes from the late-1980s draws from an
array of authors, including the Slugletts, Karsh, Abbas Alnasrawi, Amatzia Baram, and Patrick
Clawson.™® Ensuing discussion of the changes that swept Iraqi society as a result of the state’s
contraction (principally via the rise of tribalism and popular religiosity, and efforts of the state to
manipulate and control both) relies heavily on the work of Baram and Jabar, benefiting also from

the insights of Isam al-Khafaji, Jerry Long, and the Slugletts.’’ Discussion of Mohammed

*8 Batatu, The Old Social Classes; Hanna Batatu, “The Old Social Classes Revisited”, in Robert Fernea &
Wm Roger Louis, The Iraqi Revolution of 1958, The Old Social Classes Revisited, (London: IB Tauris,
1991); Hanna Batatu, “Iraq’s Shi’a, their Political Role, and the Process of their Integration into Society”,
in Barbara Stowasser (ed), The Islamic Impulse, (London: Croom Helm, 1987); Uriel Dann, Iraq Under
Qassem: A Political History, 1958-1963, (Jerusalem: Israel UP, 1969); Roni Gabbay, Communism and
Agrarian Reform in Iraq, (London: Croom Helm, 1978); Sluglett and Farouk-Sluglett, Iraq Since 1958;
Haj, The Making of Iraq; Marr, The Modern History of Iraq.

* Kanan Makiya, Republic of Fear: The Politics of Modern Iraq, (Berkely: U California Press, 1998);
Kanan Makiya, Cruelty and Silence: War, Tyranny, Uprising, and the Arab World, (London: Jonathan
Cape, 1993); Efraim Karsh and Inari Rautsi, Saddam Hussein: A Political Biography, (New York: The Free
Press, 1991); Hannah Batatu, “Shi’i Organizations in Iraq: al-Da’wa al-Islamiyah and al-Mujahidin”, in
Juan Cole and Nikki Keddie (eds), Shi’ism and Social Protest, (New Haven: Yale UP, 1986); Hannah
Batatu, “Iraq’s Shi’a, their Political Role, and the Process of their Integration into Society”; Hannah Batatu,
“Iraq’s Underground Shi’a Movements: Characteristics, Causes and Prospects”, Middle East Institute,
Volume 35, No. 4, Autumn 1981; Jabar, The Shi’ite Movement; Sluglett and Farouk-Sluglett, “Some
Reflections on the Sunni/Shi’i Question”.

3% Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Joe Stork, “Not Quite Armageddon: The Impact of the War on Iraq”, MERIP
Reports, No. 125-126, July-September 1984; Karsh and Rautsi, Saddam Hussein; Abbas Alnasrawi, The
Economy of Iraq: Oil, Wars, Destruction & Development and Prospects, 1950-2010, (London: Greenwood
Press, 1994); Abbas Alnasrawi, “Economic Devastation, Underdevelopment and Outlook”, in Fran
Hazelton (ed), Iraq Since the Gulf War: Prospects for Democracy, (London: Zed Books, 1994); Amatzia
Baram, “The Ruling Political Elite in Bathi Iraq, 1968-1986: The Changing Features of a Collective
Profile”, International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol.21, No.4, 1989; Patrick Clawson, “Iraq’s
Economy and International Sanctions”, in Amatzia Baram and Barry Rubin (eds), Iraq’s Road to War,
(London: MacMillan, 1994).

3! Amatzia Baram, “Neo-Tribalism in Iraq: Saddam Hussein’s Tribal Policies, 1991-1996”, International
Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 29, No. 1, 1997; Jabar, The Shi’ite Movement; Faleh A. Jabar,
“Shaykhs and Ideologues: Detribalization and Retribalization in Iraq, 1968-1998”, Middle East Report,
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Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr’s career is built principally from Patrick Cockburn’s biography of
Mugtada al-Sadr, the post-Saddam era reporting of the International Crisis Group, and a variety
of non-academic works on post-Saddam Iraq such as those of Ali Allawi, Anthony Shadid, and
Fouad Ajami.* Lastly, analysis of the hardships of the sanctions era and their impact on Iraqi
society draws from numerous authors, including Jabar, Kenneth Pollack, Peter Munson, Makiya,

and Sarah Graham-Brown.™

Chapter Three’s account of the Mehdi Army’s rise and fall builds from the observations and
experiences of the author, while also relying heavily upon a fairly narrow range of sources —
reflecting the often shallow and duplicative nature of much of the literature of post-Saddam Iraq.
Most useful, and most widely cited, were the publications of the International Crisis Group and

the Institute for the Study of War.** The former provided balanced insights into macro- and

No.215, Summer 2001; Faleh A. Jabar, “The War Generation in Iraq: A Case of Failed Etatist
Nationalism”, in Lawrence Potter and Gary Sick (eds), Iran, Iraq and the Legacies of War, (New York:
Palgrave MacMillan, 2004); Faleh A. Jabar, “Clerics, Tribes, Ideologies and Urban Dwellers in the South
of Iraq: the Potential for Rebellion”, in Toby Dodge and Steven Simon (eds), Iraq at the Crossroads: State
and Society in the Shadow of Regime Change, (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2003); Isam al-Khafaji, “State Terror
and the Degradation of Politics”, in Iraq Since the Gulf War; Isam al-Khafaji, “A Few Days After: State
and Society in a post-Saddam Iraq”, in Iraq at the Crossroads; Jerry Long, Saddam’s War of Words:
Politics, Religion, and the Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait, (Austin: U of Texas Press, 2004); Sluglett and Farouk-
Sluglett, Iraq Since 1958.

*? Cockburn, Mugtada al-Sadr; International Crisis Group, “Iraq Backgrounder: What Lies Beneath”,
Middle East Report No.6, October 1, 2002; International Crisis Group, “Iraq’s Muqtada al-Sadr: Spoiler or
Stabilizer? Middle East Report No.55, July 11, 2006; Ali A. Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the
War, Losing the Peace, (New Haven: Yale UP, 2007); Anthony Shadid, Night Draws Near, (New York:
Picador, 2005); Fouad Ajami; The Foreigner’s Gift: The Americans, The Arabs and the Iraqis in Iraq, (New
York: Free Press, 2006).

33 Jabar, The Shi’ite Movement; Jabar, “The War Generation in Iraq: A Case of Failed Etatist Nationalism”;
Faleh ‘Abd al-Jabbar, “Why the Intifada Failed”, Fatima Mohsen, “Cultural Totalitarianism”, Abbas
Alnasrawi, “Economic Devastation, Underdevelopment and Outlook”, and Ayad Rahim, “Attitudes to the
West, Arabs and Fellow Iraqis”, all in Iraq Since the Gulf War; al-Khafaji, “A Few Days After: State and
Society in a post-Saddam Iraq” and Jabar, “Clerics, Tribes, Ideologies and Urban Dwellers in the South of
Iraq: the Potential for Rebellion”; Kenneth M. Pollack, The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq,
(New York: Random House, 2002); Peter Munson, Iraq in Transition: The Legacy of Dictatorship and the
Prospects for Democracy, (Washington: Potomac Books, 2009); Peter Munson, “What Lies Beneath:
Saddam’s Legacy and the Roots of Resistance in Iraq”, M.A. Thesis, US Naval Postgraduate School,
December 2005; Makiya, Republic of Fear; Makiya, Cruelty and Silence; Sarah Graham-Brown,
“Sanctioning Iraq: A Failed Policy”, Middle East Report No. 215, Summer 2000.

** International Crisis Group, “Shiite Politics in Iraq”; International Crisis Group, “Iraq’s Mugqtada al-
Sadr”; International Crisis Group, “The Next Iraqi War? Sectarianism and Civil Conflict”, Middle East
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micro-level political and social developments, while the latter offered a quasi-official account of
American efforts that benefits from the principal authors’ close ties to the American military.
Press accounts and non-academic works on post-Saddam Iraq such as those of Allawi, Cockburn,
and Shadid are used intermittently; while the works of authors affiliated with the American
defence establishment (some of whom participated in the conflict) such as Kimberly Kagan,
Ahmed Hashim, Anthony Cordesman, Munson and David Kilcullen are cited along with material

disseminated by think-tanks such as the Brookings Institution.*

From Chapter Four through the end of the study, analysis is based largely on primary research
conducted in Baghdad. The observations and experiences of the author, his colleagues on a
Human Terrain Team, and those of the American military personnel that the HTT supported
during 2008 provide the core source material from which analysis is conducted.’® Secondary
sources are also used to further substantiate observations and analysis, most notably David
Finkel’s account of 2-16 infantry battalion’s deployment to eastern Tisa Nissan during the Surge,
the reporting of the International Crisis Group on events in Baghdad (which contain footnotes that

offer invaluable local specificity), and the Institute for the Study of War’s writings on American

Report No. 52, February 27, 2006; International Crisis Group, “Iraq’s Civil War, The Sadrists and the
Surge”; Cochrane, “Special Groups”; Cochrane, “The Battle for Basra”, Cochrane, “The Fragmentation of
the Sadrist Movement”.

33 Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq; Cockburn, Mugqtada al-Sadr; Shadid, Night Draws Near; Kagan, The
Surge; Ahmed Hashim, Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency in Iraq, (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2006);
Cordesman, “Sadr and the Mahdi Army”’; Anthony Cordesman and Emma Davies, Iraq’s Insurgency and
the Road to Civil Conflict, Volumes 1 & 2, (Westport: Praeger Security International, 2008); Anthony
Cordesman, “Iraq: Creating a Strategic Partnership”, CSIS, “Third Review Draft”, February 2, 2010;
Munson, Iraq in Transition; Kilcullen, The Accidental Guerilla; Ashraf al-Khalidi and Victor Tanner,
“Sectarian Violence: Radical Groups Drive Displacement”, The Brookings Institution — University of Bern
Project on International Displacement, October 2006; Jamille Bigio and Jen Scott, “Internal Displacement
in Iraq: The Process of Working Toward Durable Solutions”, The Brookings Institution — University of
Bern Project on International Displacement, June 2009.

%% Contextual and methodological concerns relating to the conduct of fieldwork that is utilized in these
chapters are presented in Appendix A, while issues particular to specific areas or circumstances are detailed
in footnotes within each chapter. The personal manuscripts of Dr. Nana Yaw Boaitey, a scholar who
conducted ethnographic fieldwork across Baghdad during 2008, are also used with permission: Nana Yaw
Boaitey, “The Gait of 9 Nissan”; Nana Yaw Boaitey, “Play and the Implications of Civil Society”; Nana
Yaw Boaitey, “Civil Society, part II”’; Nana Yaw Boaitey, “Civil Society, part III”’; Nana Yaw Boaitey,
“Toward Fedaliyah: An Assessment”.
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military operations and the dynamics of shi’a violence.”’ Assorted supplementary sources from
policy organizations are also used, along with historical insights from Hilmi, Batatu, Gulick and

others.*®

vii. A New Prose of Counterinsurgency?

In a critique of the manner in which British officers and administrators documented military
action in colonial India, the historian Ranajit Guha observed a distinct “prose of
counterinsurgency”.” Official accounts of insurgent activity, and of the operations mounted in
response, invariably focused on British actions and interests, Guha noted, to the point that the
indigenous people (and, indeed, the specifics of the insurgency itself) were largely absent from
the text. Even when an author explicitly declared his intention to detail aspects of insurgency,
focus would invariably shift back to a discussion of British concerns, while references to the
insurgents were commonly couched in the dehumanizing vocabulary of nature and disease (e.g.
floods, swarms, plagues).” “The rebel has no place in this history as the subject of rebellion”,
Guha lamented, insinuating that the ethnocentrism underpinning British documentation denied
the indigenous people their rightful place in the narrative of their own lives.”" Instead, the British
took center stage in the historiography of colonial India, amounting to a sort of intellectual

imperialism that compounded the injustices of the Indian subcontinent’s colonial past.

One need not transpose Guha’s causal explanations of racism and deliberate bias (nor subscribe to

his interpretation of British colonial history) to acknowledge that a similar phenomenon is at

" David F inkel, The Good Soldiers, (New York: Sarah Crichton Books, 2009); International Crisis Group,
“Iraq’s Civil War, the Sadrists and the Surge”; Cochrane, “The Fragmentation of the Sadrist Movement”;
Cochrane, “Special Groups”.

*% Hilmi, Internal Migration; Batatu, The Old Social Classes; Gulick, “Baghdad: Portrait of a City”.

%% Ranajit Guha, “The Prose of Counter-Insurgency”, in Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty (eds),
Selected Subaltern Studies, (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1988).

0 Guha, “The Prose of Counter-Insurgency”, pp.45-46.

*! Guha, “The Prose of Counter-Insurgency”, pp.70-71.
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work today in the literature of post-Saddam Iraq. Despite the growth of a sizable canon of texts
by participants in the invasion and occupation of Iraq, remarkably little has been written that
explores Iraq in rigorous detail, or which breaks new ground in the study of Iraqi society.” On the
contrary, the commonality that has united a great many of the texts ostensibly written about Iraq
since 2003, irrespective of their immediate focus or political tilt, is that they have not, in fact,
been about Iraq at all. Texts have instead been merely set in Iraq, utilizing the country as a

medium for, rather than the subject of, discussion.

In short, those who have gone to Iraq and had a front-line view of the post-Saddam era have
returned to write, for the most part, about themselves. From personal stories of deployment
experiences to assessments of the strategies and tactics employed by the occupying powers, the
accounts of those who have navigated the terrain of post-Saddam Iraq have been overwhelmingly

self-centered.” Occasionally offering potted histories of Iraq, and typically deigning to explore

*2 This is noted explicitly by Munson (a Foreign Area Officer with the United States Marine Corps) in a
statement on his motives for writing Iraq in Transition. Munson observes that “while numerous studies and
histories had been published on Iraq pre-2003, and several high profile books detailing the military and
policy aspects of events in 2003 and after were beginning to show up, none explicitly linked Iraq’s history
and legacies to what was going on in the country post-invasion. What is more, the quickly growing
literature on post-invasion Iraq focused on either policy and strategy critique or individual observations of
soldiers or journalists. There was a significant gap for someone trying to learn about Iraqi society, culture,
and politics in the new era.” Interview published on the Middle East Strategy at Harvard (MESH) blog:
https://blogs.law.harvard.edu/mesh/2009/08/iraq-in-transition/. His book further engages the issue,
lamenting that “narratives in the West have pigeonholed Iraqis as bit players or legions of similarly
costumed extras and focused almost exclusively on American officials, soldiers, and policies.” Munson,
Iraq in Transition, p.6.

43 Examination of online venues such as the Small Wars Journal http://smallwarsjournal.com/, where
students and practitioners of counterinsurgency congregate to share experiences and offer insights, reveals
an abundance of self-criticism and introspection regarding the successes and failures of contemporary
counterinsurgency operations (as well as an array of historical studies of counterinsurgency campaigns),
but a dearth of original, substantive work on specific insurgencies or the societies from which they emerge.
The “strategic-level bibliography” of Operation Iraqi Freedom provided by the US Army War College’s
Strategic Studies Insitute is similarly skewed heavily toward self analysis at the expense of close study of
Iraq itself: http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pdffiles/of-interest-11.pdf/. Lastly, the very titles
of the more popular “first-hand” accounts of events on the ground betray their focus. See, for example: L.
Paul Bremer III and Malcolm McConnell, My Year in Iraq: The Struggle to Build a Future of Hope, (New
York: Simon & Schuster, 2006); Colby Buzzell, My War: Killing Time in Iraq, (London: Penguin, 2005);
Rajiv Chandraseskaran, Imperial Life in the Emerald City: Inside Iraq’s Green Zone, (New York: Knopf,
2006); Peter Mansoor, Baghdad at Sunrise: A Brigade Commander’s War in Iraq, (New Haven: Yale UP,
2008); Linda Robinson, Tell Me How This Ends: General David Petracus and the Search for a Way Out of
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the localized dynamics of violence (instead, more commonly dismissing the viability of such
exploration by presenting Iraq as hopelessly divided and impenetrably complex), the country and
its people have received only token attention from authors whose central focus has lain

elsewhere.

This phenomenon can be attributed to a variety of forces. Most immediately, the preponderance
of “first hand” accounts of post-Saddam Iraq that center on the actions and experiences of a
particular author can be attributed to the overriding interests of the authors in question — as well
as their understanding of their readers’ appetites, which favour stories of deployments abroad and
critiques of American policy over examinations of the nuances of Iraqi society. The contemporary
prose of counterinsurgency thus may be understood, in significant measure, as a manifestation of

our collect