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Abstract 

Iraqôs disputed internal boundaries (DIBs) constitute one of the countryôs most complex and 

enduring governance challenges, marked by competing territorial claims between the 

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the federal Government of Iraq (GoI). Although 

Article 140 of the Iraqi Constitution provides a legal framework for resolving the status of 

these territories through normalization, census, and referendum, its implementation has 

stalled, leading to a fragmented governance landscape. In this vacuum, hybrid governance 

structures have emerged, where non-state armed actors (NSAA), particularly Shiôa-majority 

paramilitaries under the umbrella of the Popular Mobilization Forces, exercise considerable 

influence, often beyond the reach of formal state institutions. Unlike the more homogenous 

regions of central and southern Iraq, the DIBs are characterized by ethnic and religious 

pluralism, competing security providers, forced population movements, and ongoing 

contestation over natural resources. The persistent threat of the Islamic State, especially 

through sleeper cells in ungoverned or poorly governed areas, adds an additional layer of 

insecurity. This thesis pursues two primary objectives. First, it offers a new and systematic 

classification of key Iraqi Shiôa political parties (such as the Islamic Daôwa Party, Badr 

Organization, Sadrist Movement, etc.), based on ideological orientation, relationships with 

paramilitary structures, positions on federalism and territorial integrity, and alignments with 

religious authority. Second, it presents a detailed territorial governance analysis across four 

selected districts, Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin, and introduces the 

original concept of trans-regional governance. This concept refers to governance dynamics 

that: (1) emerge in areas of limited statehood where institutional weakness enables NSAA to 

fill power vacuums; (2) are sustained by import-dependent local economies; (3) are located in 

strategic proximity to external actors, facilitating enduring access and influence; and (4) are 

inhabited by ethnoreligious minorities who often seek protection or symbolic affiliation from 

neighboring kin-states or cross-border identity-based networks. By integrating empirical case 

study research with original conceptual contributions, this thesis enhances academic 

understanding of hybrid territorial governance and the political fragmentation of the post-

2003 Iraqi state. Its findings offer theoretical and practical insights relevant to other contested 

and post-conflict settings worldwide. 

 

Key words: disputed territories, Iraq, KRG, PMF, ISIS, Sinjar, Kirkuk, post-2003  



 

 

Abstrakt  

Ir§ck§ sporn§ ¼zem² (disputed internal boundaries, DIBs) pŚedstavuj² jeden 

z nejkomplexnŊjġ²ch a nejtrvalejġ²ch probl®mŢ spr§vy zemŊ, kterĨ je charakterizov§n 

konkurenļn²mi ¼zemn²mi n§roky mezi Kurdskou region§ln² vl§dou (Kurdistan Regional 

Government, KRG) a feder§ln² vl§dou Ir§ku (Government of Iraq, GoI). Aļkoli ļl§nek 140 

ir§ck® ¼stavy poskytuje pr§vn² r§mec pro Śeġen² statusu tŊchto ¼zem² prostŚednictv²m 

normalizace, sļ²t§n² obyvatel a referenda, jeho implementace zŢst§v§ pozastavena, coģ 

zpŢsobuje postupnou fragmentaci spr§vy tŊchto oblast². V tomto institucion§ln²m vakuu se 

rozvinuly hybridn² formy vl§dnut², v nichģ neform§ln² ozbrojen² akt®Śi (non-state armed actors, 

NSAA), zejm®na ġ²itsk® polovojensk® skupiny sdruģen® pod n§zvem Lidov® mobilizaļn² s²ly 

(Popular Mobilization Forces), zast§vaj² vĨraznĨ vliv, ļasto mimo dosah form§ln²ch st§tn²ch 

instituc². Na rozd²l od homogennŊjġ²ch oblast² centr§ln²ho a jiģn²ho Ir§ku jsou DIBs 

charakterizov§ny etnickou a n§boģenskou pluralitou, konkurenļn²mi bezpeļnostn²mi akt®ry, 

nucenĨmi pŚesuny obyvatelstva a pŚetrv§vaj²c²m sporem o pŚ²rodn² zdroje. St§lou hrozbu 

pŚedstavuje Isl§mskĨ st§t, a to zejm®na prostŚednictv²m sp²c²ch bunŊk operuj²c²ch v neŚ²zenĨch 

nebo slabŊ spravovanĨch oblastech, coģ pŚid§v§ dalġ² vrstvu nestability. Tato disertaļn² pr§ce 

sleduje dva hlavn² c²le. Prvn²m je nab²dnout novou a systematickou klasifikaci kl²ļovĨch 

ir§ckĨch ġ²itskĨch politickĨch stran (jako je napŚ. Islamic Daôwa Party, Badr Organization 

nebo Sadristick® hnut² ad.), a to na z§kladŊ jejich ideologick® orientace, vazeb na polovojensk® 

struktury, postojŢ k federalismu a ¼zemn² integritŊ a vztahu k n§boģensk® autoritŊ. DruhĨm 

c²lem je detailn² analĨza ¼zemn² spr§vy ve ļtyŚech vybranĨch distriktech: Sindģ§ru, NinevskĨch 

pl§n²ch, Kirk¼ku a Kh§naq²nu, a pŚedstaven² nov®ho konceptu trans-region§ln²ho vl§dnut². 

Tento koncept oznaļuje specifick® formy vl§dnut², kter®: (1) vznikaj² v oblastech s omezenou 

st§tn² pŚ²tomnost², kde institucion§ln² slabost umoģŔuje NSAA zaplnit mocensk® vakuum; (2) 

jsou udrģov§ny m²stn² ekonomikou z§vislou na dovozech; (3) se nach§zej² ve strategick® 

bl²zkosti vnŊjġ²ch akt®rŢ, coģ umoģŔuje jejich trvalĨ pŚ²stup a vliv; a (4) jsou os²dleny etno-

n§boģenskĨmi menġinami, kter® ļasto hledaj² ochranu ļi symbolickou afilaci u pŚeshraniļn²ch 

ĂpŚ²buzenskĨch st§tŢñ. Kombinac² empirick®ho vĨzkumu pŚ²padovĨch studi² s origin§ln²m 

teoretickĨm pŚ²nosem tato pr§ce prohlubuje akademick® porozumŊn² specifick®mu typu 

hybridn²ho vl§dnut² a politick® fragmentaci ir§ck®ho st§tu po roce 2003. Jej² zjiġtŊn² pŚin§ġej² 

teoretick® i praktick® poznatky, kter® jsou relevantn² i pro dalġ² konfliktn² a post-konfliktn² 

prostŚed² ve svŊtŊ. 

 

Kl²ļov§ slova: sporn§ ¼zem², Ir§k, KRG, PMF, ISIS, Sindģ§r, Kirk¼k, post-2003   
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1. Introduction 1  

The Middle East remains one of the most volatile and unstable regions in the world. The 

existence and functionality of nation-states, defined through Westphalian sovereignty and 

Weberian bureaucratic criteria, are frequently challenged in the region, particularly in Iraq. 

Since 2003, post-Saddam Iraq has experienced multiple waves of instability: a civil war 

between Sunnis and Shiôas (2004ï2007), insurgent attacks on U.S. forces (2003ï2011), the rise 

and territorial control of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) (2013ï2017), the Tishreen 

protests (2019ï2021) demanding systemic reform and the end of foreign interference 

(especially from Iran), and intra-Shiôa tensions following the 2021 parliamentary elections 

between the Shiôa Coordination Framework (SCF2) and Muqtada al-Sadrôs movement. 

During these periods, the Government of Iraq (GoI) often functioned more as an 

institutional shell, plagued by systemic corruption, patronage networks, and bureaucratic 

inertia. As of 2025, Iraq is comparatively more stable and secure, experiencing, for the first 

time in decades, a sustained period free from large-scale conflict. However, the influence of 

regional and global powers, including the United States of America (USA or U.S.), Russia, 

China, Turkey (T¿rkiye), Iran, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, remains deeply embedded in 

Iraqôs internal political, security, and economic spheres. The October 7, 2023, Hamas offensive 

against Israel intensified tensions between the U.S.-Israel bloc and Iran, indirectly affecting 

Iraqôs internal equilibrium. In this context, Iranian-affiliated elements embedded within Iraqi 

institutions, especially within the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF or al-Hashd al-Shaôbi), 

have become increasingly contentious actors in shaping Iraqôs territorial politics (especially 

hardliner pro-Iranian core described as fasayil). Internally, Iraq remains deeply fragmented, 

a condition that opens space for both state and non-state armed actors (NSAA) to exploit 

fissures between ethno-sectarian groups. Iraq is typically viewed through the prism of its three 

primary ethno-sectarian constituencies: Shiôa Arabs, Sunni Arabs, and (Sunni) Kurds3. 

Geopolitically, it has become a contested arena for proxy competition among regional and 

global powers. The persistence and proliferation of NSAAs further complicate state 

consolidation and territorial governance. 

 
1 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
2 Which represents a composition of the main Shiôa political actors such as the Islamic Daôwa Party, Badr Organization, Asaôib 

Ahl al-Haq affiliated Sadiqoun bloc, Harakat Huquq, Al-Hikma, Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI), or al-Nasr Coalition. 
3 Which could be problematic for understanding the local dynamics and conflict solution as it will be explained later in this 

thesis.  
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Firstly, this thesis conceptualizes the Iraqi Shiôa political actors and classifies them 

according to their position on the Islamic-secular and sectarian-nationalist axes. The aim is to 

shed more light on the issue of the main decision-makers within the GoI, represented by the 

Shiôa stakeholders. The Sunni political class is then examined through extensive field work in 

the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI)4 and federal Iraq. Particularly, it researches the role of the 

local Sunni Arab tribes and their connections to higher political elites in Baghdad. Through the 

same framework, the role of the Kurdish actors and the minorities is examined, as it is explained 

later. As its main focus, this thesis examines territorial governance arrangements within Iraqôs 

Disputed Internal Boundaries (DIBs)56, a central point of contention between the GoI and the 

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), which administers the northern Kurdish enclave, the 

KRI. The DIBs are deeply enmeshed in national political dynamics and represent a microcosm 

of Iraq's broader structural challenges. The geographical scope of this research is therefore Iraq 

as a whole, with a particular emphasis on internal administrative structures, governance 

mechanisms, and the interaction between local, regional, and national actors. Today, local and 

regional governance in Iraqôs DIBs presents a complex mosaic of relationships shaped by 

contextual factors, ethnoreligious composition, and historical legacies.  

This Ph.D. thesis introduces a novel concept of trans-regional governance as a key 

contribution to the understanding of contemporary spatial and political configurations. This 

concept arises as a direct consequence of persistent instability within DIBs, where fragmented 

authority and territorial contestation have prompted the emergence of governance mechanisms 

that transcend conventional regional frameworks. Empirically, the research focuses on four 

core case studies within the DIBs, Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin, while 

also addressing the related contexts of Makhmour and Tuz Khurmato7 (to fully cover the local 

dynamics, preferring the bottom-up governance approach). The study aims to uncover the 

nature of territorial governance in these contested areas, contributing to broader academic 

debates on the stabilization of post-conflict and disputed territories. It places special emphasis 

on the period between 2003 and 2024, with a particular focus on the post-2017 phase, when 

 
4 This Ph.D. thesis Territorial Governance and its Impact on Local Conflict Resolution - A Case Study of Iraq's Disputed 

Territories is thematically aligned with my previous academic outputs, such as my Bachelor (Analysis of the Geopolitical 

Relationships between Iraqi Kurdistan, Regional and Global Actors) and diploma (Geopolitics of Iraqi Kurdistan: A Role of 

External and Internal Actors in the Kurdish Issue) thesis. From researching the geopolitical anchorage of Iraqi Kurdistan (or 

KRI), specifically KRG, my focus turned towards a more complicated issue: the DIBs territorial governance arrangements, 

contested between KRG and GoI/PMF and other relevant actors. 
5 Or more commonly referred as Iraqôs disputed territories. More about this in the chapter 3.6.1. Multi-Scalar Dynamics in 

Iraq.  
6 See Map no. 1.  
7 From the sub-national perspective two of the three of Iraq's most unstable governorates - Nineveh and Diyala7 - include the 

large parts of the DIBs. Basra province is considered as the third one. 
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pro-Iranian components of the PMF reasserted control over much of the DIBs following the 

Kurdish independence referendum and the military defeat of ISIS.  

 

The thesis is guided by the following research questions: 

1. How can the main Iraqi Shiôa political actors be categorized according to their 

positions along the IslamicïSecular and SectarianïNationalist axes? 

2. What are the main patterns of territorial governance arrangements in the selected case 

studies within the DIBs? 

3. What are the main conditions and factors contributing to stability or instability in these 

areas? 

4. Do the specific governance structures and relationships between actors contribute to 

local conflict resolution and gradual stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of 

conflict and fragmentation? 

 

To answer these questions, the thesis firstly deeply analyzes the main Iraqi Shiôa political actors 

based on their position on the Islamic-secular and sectarian-nationalist axes to frame these 

powers in terms of their domestic and foreign policy. This is crucial for understanding post-

2003 Iraq and its main political, economic, social, and security layers connected to the national 

level decision-making. This part is later divided into several sections discussed further.  

Secondly, it examines how governance arrangements, defined as the distribution of 

power, provision of basic services, management of security, and regulation of internal affairs 

(Risse 2010), function in each case. It draws upon both secondary literature and extensive field 

research conducted between March 2021 and February 2025. Initial findings reveal that the 

institutional vacuum and contestation over authority in the DIBs have enabled various actors, 

including NSAA, to establish governance structures. Since 2017, shared governance between 

the GoI and KRG has ceased. Where GoI institutions dominate, KRG actors are absent, 

mirroring a prior dynamic from 2003ï2017 when Kurdish parties held sway. Similarly, there 

is no space for shared territorial governance between the KRG and GoI. Once GoI is holding 

the upper hand, there is no room for KRG institutions or representatives within the local and 

regional institutions, the same strategy used by KRG and its two major political parties ï 

Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), respectively, 

within the 2003-2017 period. The local power and authority were then re-shaped by creating 

a new Provincial Council after the 2023 Provincial elections, consolidating on only the power 

of the ruling SCF, but also other pro-Iranian allies on the ground. By the excuse of protecting 
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the Shiôa-major groups and minorities, Iran is through the processes of trans-regional 

governance, influence the local ruling system. Tehran has co-opted not only the Shiôa groups 

but also Christians and Sunnis to the PMF structures, with a óspecific strategy to coordinate all 

kinds of ethnic groups, militias, and political actorsô (Interview 28B). Regarding this issue, a 

security coordinator of one of the PMF elements, the Quwat Sahl al-Ninewa (QSN)8 mentioned 

that óToday we are as Hashd [PMF] made up of minorities; among us there are; Christians, 

Kurds, and Arabs, even there are affiliates from south of Mosul.ô (Interview 25B). In terms of 

security, Tehran also relies on a pragmatic alliance with the Kurdistan Workersô Party (PKK) 

and control of PMF fasayil. Politically is then connected to the PUK, such as in the case of 

Sulaymaniyah province within KRI and Kirkuk and Sinjar areas within the DIBs. Since May 

2024, it has also normalized ties with a long-term Kurdish rival, KDP (Sommer, Salih 2024). 

However, as of August 2025, Iran is weakening not only in the broader region but also on the 

Kurdish front. This is due to the PKKôs normalization (disarmament) process with Turkey, as 

well as the shifting positions of actors such as the KDP, traditionally aligned with Turkey and 

the West, and the PUK, which is increasingly oriented toward the West (primarily the U.S.) 

and is also improving its ties with Turkey, a development closely linked to the aforementioned 

normalization. This has prompted increased Iranian pressure on Kurdish actors, both directly 

from Tehran and indirectly through its affiliated groups within the PMF, with June and July 

witnessing a rise in drone attacks targeting oil fields controlled by both main Iraqi Kurdish 

parties9. 

The individual actorsô relationship arrangements are deeply described in the section 

results. However, these are by the most framed by the KRG-GoI (disputes) or more in general 

Kurdish-Arab divisions, the internal fragmentation of the Kurdish (but also the Iraqi Shiôa and 

Sunni Arab) political scene, existence of quasi-state structures in the Iraqi state apparatus and 

poor governance zones (the so-called areas of limited statehood10 framed by Risse (2011)), 

which are often exploited by NSAA.  

The thesis also categorizes stabilizing or destabilizing factors across political, 

economic, social, and security dimensions, and across geographic scales from local to global. 

Examples include the existence of informal power-sharing, equitable resource distribution, 

tribal conflict resolution mechanisms, educational autonomy, and service provision. Finally, 

 
8 Quwat Sahl al-Ninewa/30th brigade of Liwa al-Shabak of the PMF. 
9 Authorôs main observation and analysis.  
10 On the contrary, Risse argues that óthe opposite of ñlimited statehoodò is not ñunlimitedò but ñconsolidatedò statehood, 

meaning that the areas of a country in which the state enjoys a monopoly over the means of violence and/or the ability to make 

and enforce central decisionsô (Risse 2012, p. 7).  
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the research identifies patterns of governance where state institutions offer limited inclusion, 

often excluding key actors like the KDP or Iraqi Turkmen Front (ITF). Here, I argue that 

governance patterns in the DIBs can be understood through a specific subtype of hybrid 

governance, which I define as trans-regional governance. This concept contributes to the 

literature by introducing a new category of hybrid governance that applies to cases where 

foreign actors shape local outcomes through strategic alliances with domestic proxies. Both 

case studies align with this framework, illustrating how local policies and dynamics are 

increasingly shaped more by regional than national forces. In this context, political, economic, 

and security decisions are mediated through multilayered governance structures involving 

states and NSAAs embedded at the local level. All examined case studies meet the main 

conditions of trans-regional governance: Firstly, both case studies can be framed as areas with 

limited statehood, where state authority is diminished, creating a vacuum that is filled by 

NSAA, which leads to hybrid governance based on shadows of hierarchy. Secondly, both case 

studies witness poor local economies based on imports, despite being rich in natural and other 

resources, and thirdly, both of them are located in a strategic proximity to external actors, 

namely Iran and Turkey.  

As the Iranian influence is also the case in the northern (Sulaymaniyah), central, and 

southern (mainly Shiôa) Iraq, the specific context of DIBs (which differs from others mainly 

by its diverse ethnoreligious composition) creates patterns of relations and power deals (or 

territorial disputes) between local actors with a regional power behind them. Moreover, Iran 

and Turkeyôs strengthened role is a consequence of institutional and power vacuum, making 

external intervention in the DIBs distinct from their roles in other parts of Iraq, where influence 

is channeled more through institutional mechanisms. All examined case studies are populated 

by ethnoreligious components, such as minorities who may seek connections and possible 

protection with geographically close kin states based on the same or similar ethnoreligious key. 

A clear example could be the presence of the Turkmen minority, whose Sunni components are 

closer to Turkey under the banner of the ITF, while Shiôa Turkmen often seek protection from 

Iran or its proxies on the ground. While those proxies are dependent on external actors, they 

fill their local strategic goals and aims, not standing against the interests or wider strategies of 

both regional superpowers. While Iran and Turkey may show limited genuine concern for these 

minorities, they frequently invoke minority protection to justify expanding influence on the 

ground. This part of the thesis challenges and expands those models by illustrating how 

governance is often hybrid, negotiated, and externally embedded. In territories where state 

authority is limited or contested, governance emerges not only from internal institutional 
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arrangements but through multi-scalar interactions between local actors and trans-regional 

powers. Local elites, militias/paramilitaries, political parties, and even communities make 

decisions that are deeply entangled with regional and global actors, whose influence is exerted 

through security, economic, and ideological channels. This complicates the neat division 

between internal and external politics, and between domestic and international governance. 

These theoretical outcomes are interwoven with the results of the case studies of Sinjar, 

Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin, where both Iran and Turkey manage internal and 

external governance processes through the support of their óhorsesô on the ground. Iranôs 

approach is part of the regional Shiôa crescent strategy, supporting Hashd al-Walaôi structures 

such as the Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and Kata'ib Hezbollah. This strategy 

intensified after 7 October 2023, when Hamas launched an offensive in Israel, fueling the 

Israeli-Iranian long-term regional conflict, which later on spilled also to southern Lebanon and 

Syria. Turkey views parts of the DIBs as areas to protect Sunni Turkmen minorities, pursuing 

Neo-Ottoman aspirations and countering the logistical routes and presence of the PKK, which, 

despite the current peace talks, continues.  

Answering the fourth research question, there are several patterns of territorial 

governance within the DIBs. The governmental institutions are filled by GoI structures, 

providing basic services, employment, and education (and possibly security). The areas are 

governed by local Provincial Councils, often composed of various Shiôa and Sunni Arabs, 

Kurdish, and minority political actors. Those structures are connected to the national level of 

GoI, where the process of decision making is deeply centralized (even though Iraq is in its 

constitution described as óa single federal, independent and fully sovereign stateô (Constitute 

2005). However, those institutional bodies are not fully inclusive, leaving the Kurds and some 

of the Kurdish and other political parties (especially KDP and the ITF) aside. Finally, the 

security structures are geographically determined. While the borders of provinces are often 

under the control of various Iraqi army divisions, the outer circles of the cities are under the 

control of pro-Iranian elements of the PMF. There are several exceptions, such as the PKK 

presence in Makhmour camp or Sinjar. A specific territorial arrangement can contribute to the 

long-term stability of the areas, leaving aside a non-coercive and violent approach of holding 

the full monopoly to use violence. Thus, territorial governance could work as a stabilization 

factor only when it is combined with specific contextual local factors. Finally, those contextual 

factors of the main selected case studies are fully described and developed in the chapter 14. 

Results. 
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Map. no. 1: Iraqôs disputed internal boundaries (DIBs). Source: Author.  
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2. Researcher's Positionality 

As a researcher based at a Western academic institution, Charles University, Faculty of 

Science, working on a Middle Eastern topic, it is essential to articulate my positionality within 

this research. The study adheres strictly to the Charles University Research Data Policy and 

Code of Ethics. Data collection followed ethical guidelines appropriate for work in sensitive, 

post-conflict areas, with particular care taken to ensure voluntary participation, informed 

consent, and the protection of respondentsô identities. All data have been stored securely to 

prevent unauthorized access and safeguard participantsô confidentiality (Charles University 

2025a; Charles University 2025b). To gain a grounded understanding of the realities in the 

field, I have undertaken eleven rounds of field research since June 2019, primarily in the KRI 

but also in several districts of federal Iraqôs DIBs. This six-year engagement has been deepened 

by my academic tenure at the American University of Iraq, Sulaimani (AUIS), and its research 

center, the Institute of Regional and International Studies (IRIS). IRIS has substantial expertise 

on the politics of power distribution within the DIBs, particularly regarding strategies of 

authority imposition. Due to the scarcity of reliable quantitative data, such as structured 

datasets or official statistics, this research relies primarily on qualitative methods, an approach 

that further underscores the importance of positional reflexivity (Hendl 2005). 

Given my institutional location in the Global North, I am aware of the risks of 

unconsciously adopting a Western-centric analytical lens. At the same time, I seek to avoid 

reproducing the full extent of the Orientalist framework described by Edward Said. Said (1978) 

conceptualized Orientalism as a process through which the óOrientô was constructed by the 

West through generations of intellectual, artistic, and political representations, ultimately 

serving to justify domination. While it may not be possible to completely escape such 

frameworks, I aim to critically engage with the largely Western body of literature on Iraq by 

grounding my analysis in empirical knowledge of the local context. Much of this literature 

tends to oversimplify complex dynamics and risks reproducing superficial or essentialized 

portrayals. For this reason, the reference to Orientalism in this research serves not as a primary 

theoretical lens, but as a call for vigilance in how knowledge is produced, framed, and 

validated. 

More centrally, the study is grounded in post-colonial theory, which offers a critical 

framework for situating Iraqôs contemporary political struggles within broader historical and 

global contexts. Post-colonial critique calls attention to the enduring legacies of colonial rule, 

especially the British Mandate and subsequent international interventions, that continue to 
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shape Iraqôs political geographies and identity formations. It also enables a deconstruction of 

Eurocentric assumptions that often dominate global academic and policy discourse on the 

Middle East, revealing how knowledge production is embedded in historical hierarchies of 

power. Through this lens, I examine how colonial techniques of governance, territorial 

fragmentation, and sectarian categorization have been rearticulated in post-2003 Iraq, 

frequently under the rhetoric of democratization and stabilization. A crucial part of this 

framework is critical self-reflection, which must remain an ongoing process throughout the 

research lifecycle. How does my positionality influence the research? This is a question that 

must be continually revisited during both data collection and analysis. I approach the topics of 

governance and identity in Iraq with a critical awareness of the limitations, and political 

consequences, of interpreting Iraqi society primarily through an ethno-sectarian lens. While 

such categorizations are meaningful for many Iraqis, they have been strategically deployed by 

both internal and external actors, especially during and after colonial and occupation periods. 

These externally imposed identity frameworks have contributed to the fragmentation of Iraqôs 

social and political fabric. 

It is important to recognize that communities in Iraq have long histories of coexistence, 

particularly prior to the institutionalization of the Muhasasa Taôifiya (sectarian quota) system 

after 2003. While sectarian and ethnic identities remain significant, reducing Iraqi political life 

solely to these categories risks reinforcing the very divisions that many Iraqis strive to 

overcome. As an external researcher shaped by a European academic context, I am committed 

to interrogating dominant narratives and paying close attention to local knowledge systems, 

lived experiences, and non-sectarian forms of political engagement encountered during 

fieldwork. This approach aims to privilege bottom-up perspectives and disrupt the uncritical 

reproduction of ethno-sectarian framings in both academic and policy debates. 

Methodologically, the research draws on a combination of positivist and post-

structuralist approaches, recognizing the epistemological tensions between them while also 

valuing their complementary insights. This pluralism reflects the multifaceted nature of 

governance and conflict in Iraqôs DIBs and the layered knowledge required to study them. On 

the positivist side, the research employs empirical data collection to investigate how various 

Iraqi political actors, including Shiôa, Sunni, Kurdish, and minority groups, influence patterns 

of (in)stability across the DIBs. This includes the use of surveys, non-participant observation, 

and semi-structured interviews to document observable trends in political behavior, 

institutional functioning, and governance practices. At the same time, a post-structuralist lens 

informs the analysis of how governance is not merely a set of technical arrangements but 
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a discursively constructed phenomenon shaped by language, identity, and power relations. 

Governance is approached as a contested and dynamic process, influenced by historical 

narratives, symbolic claims, and competing legitimacies. This enables the research to move 

beyond surface-level empirical description and interrogate the discursive and representational 

frameworks through which political realities in the DIBs are constructed, sustained, and 

challenged. 

In this way, the research aims to contribute not only to a deeper understanding of 

governance and conflict in Iraqôs DIBs but also to the broader project of epistemic justice. By 

foregrounding the perspectives and experiences of local actors and communities, the study 

challenges dominant narratives that often marginalize or erase subaltern voices. It advocates 

for a more reflective, inclusive, and responsible form of knowledge production, one that 

remains aware of its own positionality and historical embeddedness. 

 

3. Theoretical-methodological Conceptualization11  

3. 1. Introduction to Conceptualization and Broader Literature Review 

As Kane (2011) aptly observes, óthe net result is a tangled web of administrative and security 

arrangements between the Iraqi government and Kurdish regional authorities that sit atop 

poorly defined internal boundaries amid a toxic legacy of mistrustô (p. 9). This research aims 

to untangle this web within a defined geographical area, framed by selected case studies across 

the DIBs. To do so, it is essential to reconceptualize the notion of governance and its relation 

to government, to better align with the dynamics and mechanisms characteristic of this context. 

Governance constitutes a core concept in political geography, encompassing various 

definitions that generally describe óhow and to what ends power might be exercised within 

a communityô (Gisselquist 2012). This concept is further developed by scholars such as 

Katsamunska (2016), Dingwerth and Pattberg (2006), Kahler (2011), and Hooghe and Marks 

(2020). Historically, governance has been present since the earliest human societies; however, 

its conceptualization has become increasingly complex and, at times, ambiguous. As Weiss 

(2000) notes, ómany academics and international practitioners who employ ñgovernanceò to 

connote a complex set of structures and processes, both public and private, while more popular 

writers tend to use it synonymously with ñgovernmentòô (p. 795). Bºrzel and Risse (2010) 

define governance as óthe various institutionalized modes of social coordination to produce and 

 
11 For all the main theoretical concepts used in this work see Figure no. 1.  
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implement collectively binding rules, or to provide collective goods.ô Their definition draws 

on the work of Mayntz (2004, 2009), Benz et al. (2007), and Schuppert and Z¿rn (2008) (as 

cited in Bºrzel, Risse 2010, p. 114). Expanding on this, Demirtaĸ (2010) proposes 

a classification system that addresses a notable gap in the literature. He distinguishes between 

three dimensions: (1) governance by scale: global, national, and local; (2) governance by 

implementation: macro, meso, and micro; and (3) governance by function: political, economic, 

and institutional. Particularly relevant is Demirtaĸôs observation that nation-states have 

increasingly delegated responsibilities to local governments and global institutions, due to their 

limited capacity to independently address transnational challenges such as economic and 

financial crises exacerbated by globalization (Demirtaĸ 2010, p. 142ï143). 

Within the theoretical framework of this study, governance is defined as ówho makes 

decisions and how decisions are made, from national to local scale, including formal and 

informal institutions and rules, power relations and practices of decision makingô (Larson, 

Petkova 2011, p. 87). Trinn and Schulte (2020) conceptualize governance as a system property, 

óthe ability and the right to unilaterally impose decisions on constituents.ô Their perspective is 

grounded in hierarchical relationships, distinguishing between actors in control and those 

subject to control (Khan, 1968; Schliesky, 2004; Weber, 1922; as cited in Trinn, Schulte 2020, 

p. 6). They emphasize governance as both capacity and entitlement to rule. In contexts of 

limited statehood, such as authoritarian regimes, areas affected by internal conflict, or states 

with fragmented societies, governance is often exercised by non-state (including armed) actors. 

These actors frequently fill the void left by weakened state structures. Piattoni (2010) explains 

that óthe focus on governance, as opposed to government, represents the incorporation of 

societal actors and organizations outside of the stateô (as cited in Giraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, 

p. 397). The motivations of these actors can be political, economic, or military. As they provide 

services or security, they may effectively replace state functions, giving rise to parallel 

structures that interact with formal state institutions in complex ways (Yeĸiltaĸ, Kardaĸ 2018). 

Risse (2010) distinguishes three modes of governance: by government (state-led), with 

government (collaborative), and without government (non-state-led) (p. 9). The third mode is 

particularly salient in this research, as explored in detail by Bºrzel and Risse (2010), who argue 

that non-state actors assume governing roles when state institutions are too weak to do so. Such 

areas of ólimited statehoodô may be governed by external actors: international organizations, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs), or NSAA, which compensate for the absence of 

a óshadow of hierarchyô (Bºrzel, Risse 2010, p. 114). While governance without government 

can function in the absence of hierarchical oversight, Bºrzel and Risse emphasize that a shadow 
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of hierarchy can serve as a key incentive for cooperation among non-state actors (p. 116). At 

the macro level, Weiss (2000) critiques early conceptualizations of global governance in the 

1970s and 1980s for failing to account for the increasing role of non-state actors and the 

technological transformations associated with globalization (p. 796). This research, however, 

focuses primarily on the regional and local levels through frameworks of multi-level 

governance and sub-national analysis. The nation-state perspective, especially that rooted in 

the Westphalian model, is insufficient for examining dynamics in the Middle East, including 

the DIBs. Nonetheless, the national scale remains relevant, particularly through the role of 

Baghdadôs central government and national-level non-state actors. The global scale is 

represented by external powers (including the U.S., Russia, and China) and International Oil 

Companies (IOCs), and international NGOs. 

Coumans (2019) highlights that the governance gap should not be conflated with weak 

governance. In examining transnational corporationsô accountability for human rights 

violations in extraterritorial contexts, she identifies governance gaps where formal governance 

mechanisms are absent or ineffective (Gagnon et al. 2003, as cited in Coumans 2019, p. 676). 

Ruggie (2008) introduces the concept of weak governance zones12, typically in low-income or 

conflict-affected countries, where the rule of law is fragile and corruption is endemic (as cited 

in Cat§ Backer 2016, p. 299). Notably, weak governance zones are not coterminous with weak 

states, but rather reflect localized areas of deficient governance (Cat§ Backer 2016). 

From another perspective, rebel governance, broadly understood as óorganizing 

civilians for political purposeô (Kasfir 2015, p. 21), needs to be mentioned. Rebel governance 

tends to emerge in areas where the state fails to provide basic services or ensure security. Rebel 

governance often involves the provision of public goods, security, and political organization 

(e.g., elections), aiming to establish a form of social contract13 with local populations. 

Legitimacy can stem from performance (e.g., perceived effectiveness or sacrifice) or from 

symbolic sources (e.g., alignment with communal myths or political aspirations) (Schlichte, 

Schneckener 2015). In this research, rebel governance is particularly applicable to the 

operations of the PKK in areas such as Makhmour and Sinjar, where governance is deeply 

embedded in ideology and manifested through education, employment, security, and service 

provision. 

 
12 Author defines weak governance zone as óan investment environment in which governments are unable or unwilling to 

assume their responsibilitiesô (Cat§ Backer 2016, p. 310). 
13 Closer to Hobbes social contract theory then to Locke or Rousseauôs one. More in Laskar (2013).  
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3.2. Concept of Identity 

As in the rest of Iraq, identity within the studied territories plays a crucial role in understanding 

internal dynamics and relationships. In political science and international relations, a central 

focus often lies in national identity. However, under increasing pressures from globalization 

and macro-, meso-, and micro-regional dynamics, the traditional concept of national identity is 

being challenged. In the context of this research, national identity has never been as strong as 

subnational affiliations, namely, those based on family, clan, or tribe. Ethnic-confessional 

identities, such as the Arab-Kurdish divide or the Sunni-Shiôa religious distinction, have proven 

significantly more salient than state-based or national identities. A thorough exploration of the 

regional and local dimensions of identity, particularly interactions between Arabs, Kurds, and 

Iraqôs numerous minority communities, would ideally require a long-term ethnographic 

approach and extended fieldwork. 

Conceptually, Parekh (1995) argues that óidentity is not something that we have, rather 

it is what we are; it is not a property but a mode of being. To talk of preserving, maintaining, 

safeguarding, or losing one's identity is to use misleading metaphors. As we saw earlier, by its 

very nature, a community's identity needs to be constantly reconstituted in the light of its 

inherited resources, present needs, and future aspirationsô (p. 268). Focusing more specifically 

on territorial identity, Banini (2017) contends that it cannot be studied solely ófrom above and 

the outside,ô via tangible or intangible features such as landscape, urban form, culture, or 

language. Rather, it requires óa complex and articulated field research, mainly with 

ethnographic methods, aimed at exploring representations and self-representations, local actors 

and relationship networks, strategies and practices, territorial ties and attitudes of local 

collectivitiesô (p. 19). Pollice (2003), referencing Raffestin (1983), highlights the relational 

nature of territory: óthe territory is precisely a relational space that grows in time as the product 

of a process of cultural sedimentation; the engine of this process is the identity relationship 

between a community and the space occupied by the communityô (Raffestin 1983, as cited in 

Pollice 2003, p. 107). As such, a reciprocal relationship emerges: óterritorial identity produces 

and orientates territorialization processes,ô while, conversely, óthe acts of territorialization 

themselves strengthen the process of identification between the community and its lived spaceô 

(Pollice 2003, p. 108). In the context of this research, territorial identity is fundamental to 

understanding local communities: their histories, languages, religions, ethnicities, and the 

bonds that may give rise to calls for autonomy. This importance partially explains the extensive 
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emphasis placed on fieldwork and local data collection (see the chapter 4. Methodology and 

Operationalization). 

As previously discussed, religious and ethnic identities are particularly pronounced in 

Iraq and the broader Middle East. These identities are frequently instrumentalized as tools for 

ethnopolitical mobilization by various actors across the Shiôa, Sunni, and Kurdish political 

spectrum. The prioritization of specific identity markers often shifts depending on situational 

factors and external pressures, such as the nature and context of political mobilization. When 

viewed through the lens of geographic scale, local social and communal ties tend to be more 

cohesive and immediate than those at the regional or global level. Iraq has long witnessed 

competing and overlapping nationalist discourses, including Iraqi territorial nationalism, pan-

Arab nationalism, and Kurdish nationalism. Kurdish identity and nationalism, in particular, 

diverge significantly from European models. Vali (2003) distinguishes Kurdish nationalism as 

a reactionary movement rooted in historical oppression and the denial of Kurdish identity, 

rather than a product of modernity and democratic citizenship, as is often the case in the 

European tradition. Similarly, Iraqi Shiôa identity has developed as a response to centuries of 

Sunni dominance and marginalization. As Patriarch Louis Raphael Sako I. of the Chaldean 

Catholic Church in Iraq stated in an interview: óWhat we need is a spirit of nationalism. We 

donôt feel we are Iraqis. We see that I am Chaldean, others are Shiôa, Sunni, Kurds, Turkmens, 

and so on. The unity of Iraq is in danger. The identity is more local, religious than the state 

identity. Identity should be based on citizenship. And not feel that I am a second-class, category 

citizen.ô (Interview 15B).   

Turning to the contested city of Kirkuk, Saeed (2016) underscores the relevance of both 

constructivist and primordialist approaches to understanding ethnic identity. While 

constructivism is ógenerally more useful in terms of explaining the nature of ethnicity and 

ethnic groups in the city,ô primordialism remains órelevant when it comes to explaining and 

understanding the deep implications of ethnic narratives on the thinking and behaviour of the 

members of ethnic groupsô (Saeed 2016, p. 41ï42). Finally, identity can be framed as a factor 

of (in)stability (more described in the sub-chapter 14.2.1.3. Social Factors in the chapter 

14.2.1. Factors Leading to Instability in Selected Case Studies). 
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3.3. Islamism, Sectarianism, Secularism, Nationalism14 

The relationship between the state and religion is widely presented in various academic papers, 

focusing on the role of political Islam and secularism within the modern state (An-Naôim 2008), 

explaining that ósecularism does not amount to the complete privatization of religion and its 

exclusion from public life and morality, but rather merely the detachment of religious doctrine 

from the process of constructing coercive lawsô (March 2015, p. 113)15. From a historical 

perspective, precolonial Muslim society governed by Sharia law criticizes the state (Hallaq 

2013). The Islamic state, which is óorganized organically around Godôs sovereignty with Sharia 

as the moral codeô (Cesari 2018, p. 2) is then not compatible with the concept of the Western 

modern state. The connection between Islam and politics and deep analysis of the concept of 

Islamism have already been researched (Roy 1994), also in the specific case study of Shiôa-

Islamism in Iraq (Schmidt 2009).  

Further, sectarianism as a reaction against the imported state or Western influence on 

the region is discussed by Hashemi, Mahmood, and Postel, while Cammett, Matthiesen, Weiss, 

and White perceive the sectarian approach as a consequence of óincomplete or failed adoption 

of liberal governanceô (as cited in Cesari 2018, p. 4). Dodge and Mansour (2020), investigated 

the role of sectarianism in Iraqôs post-2003 political system, questioning the Iraqi parliamentary 

elections and the role of sectarianism within the process of post-election negotiations and 

coalition building. As an example, the former Iraqi prime minister (PM) Nouri al-Maliki, in his 

two terms in office, not only centralized his power (Dodge 2012), but also challenged the 

democratic trends applied to sectarian policy, which later contributed to the emergence of ISIS 

(Isakhan 2015a). The concept of sectarianism is explored in more depth by Valbjßrn, who 

distinguishes between sectarianism, post-sectarianism, and anti-sectarianism and their roles 

during the specific period of Iraqôs political system evolution post-2003 (as cited in Dodge, 

Mansour 2020). Saouli (2019) connects sectarianism to a political process, claiming that 

political sectarianism is óthe mobilization of sectarian communities, their emotions, memories, 

beliefs, aspirations, and fears, for political goalsô, which is typical for the Iraqi Shiôa political 

parties. The evolution of Iraqi nationalism (together with Islamism and sectarianism) is 

discussed by Sidahmed (2007), while Clausen (2020) acknowledges that óIraqi state-based 

 
14 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? 

New classification of Iraqi Shiôa political actors based on ideological anchorage, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066. 
15 The author here refers to a previously mentioned work of An-Naôim: óIslam and the Secular State: Negotiating the Future 

of Shariôaô. March is here arguing that the statement of ósecularism does not amount to the complete privatization of religion 

and its exclusion from public life and moralityô is óa misconception to which he attributes the widespread Muslim antipathy 

toward the idea of secularismô, p.113.  
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nationalism is used to signal opposition to the ethno-sectarian status quo and a desire for an 

Iraq based on unityô, which is consistent with the conceptualization in this article. Dodge and 

Mansour (2020) then build upon the Brubaker and Cooper (2000) analytical rubric, where 

nationalism and secularism (together with sectarianism) can be perceived órelational categories 

of practice, ways of ordering a specific society deployed by those in competition with each 

other for the allegiance of a population contained within a given political fieldô. Finally, 

nationalism is often examined in the early post-2003 era16 (such as the case of sectarianism), 

leaving a knowledge gap to research a perception towards nationalism in a later period, and 

more specifically post-2021, as in the case of this research. Several authors exploring the 

connection between the Shiôa political parties and Shiôa paramilitaries under the umbrella of 

the PMF, such as Cole (2007), Hubbard (2007), Thurber (2014), Cigar (2015), or Rached and 

Bali (2019). A broader perspective of the key Shiôa figures and political parties is discussed by 

Katzman and Humud (2015). Finally, the relationship between the civil society, mainly 

represented by the Iraqi Federation of Oil Unions, and the governing Shiôa actors, such as PM 

al-Maliki , is researched by Isakhan (2015b or 2021). 

Although the mentioned studies discuss the value anchorage through historical 

perspectives, they do not reflect the post-2021 parliamentary election development, which led 

not only to the consolidation of power by more traditional political actors such as the State of 

Law Coalition or the Fatah Alliance17 and the sidelining of rivals like Sadrist Movement but 

also empowered a new player: Imtidad political entity. Thus, this thesis provides a new and 

innovative classification of the following Iraqi Shiôa political parties: Islamic Daôwa Party (the 

main ówingô led by Nouri al-Maliki), Badr Organization (Hadi al- Amiri), Sadiqun18 (Qais al-

Khazali), Harakat Huquq19 (Hossein Moanes), Al-Hikma (National Wisdom Movement, 

Ammar al-Hakim), Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI, Humam al-Hamudi), Sadrist 

Movement (Muqtada al-Sadr)20 and the Imtidad political coalition (Alaa al-Rikabi21). These 

political actors were chosen according to their current position in the Iraqi parliament or their 

historical importance within the Shiôa political and religious framework. The subjects of 

 
16 For example, by Terill (2003) or Machlis (2021).  
17 With Islamic Daôwa Party being the core of State of Law Coalition and Badr Organization the dominant player within Fatah 

Alliance.  
18 Political wing of the Shiôa militia group Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, later referred to by this better-known name.  
19 Political wing of the Shiôa militia group Kataôib Hezbollah. 
20 Which was rebranded to the Shiôa Nationalist Movement on April 11, 2024. It is expected that Shiôa Nationalist Movement 

will compete in the upcoming parliamentary elections scheduled for November 2025. Although, the more familiar name Sadrist 

Movement is preferred in this thesis (K24 2024a). 
21 Although Alaa al-Rikabi officially holds the partyôs chairman position, he is no longer in the party leadership. In February 

2023, the vote of no confidence removed him from his post. He was replaced by Hamid Schiblau, who then soon disappeared 

from the political field. Imtidad remains internally divided over trivial political matters (Interview 13A).  
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analysis were selected at the level of individual political actors/parties, not the whole coalition, 

except for Imtidad. The reason for the inclusion of Imtidad in the analysis is to cover the 

segment of Shiôa public representation (with its strongest support in the parliament across the 

Tishreen parties) emerging after the Tishreen 2019ï2020 protests, and challenging the status 

quo and the surviving political reality (Haddad 2022).  

 

3.4. The Middle Eastern Context ï Literature Review22 

Several scholars have examined the concept of governance in the Middle Eastern context. 

Notably, Cavatorta and Durac (2023), in their book Politics and Governance in the Middle 

East, delineate various forms of state-level governance across the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA) region. Their work explores both historical and geopolitical perspectives and their 

implications for contemporary governance structures, including a case study on Iraq. Their 

contribution is particularly significant in the context of institutionalized state frameworks, with 

a focus on national-level governance. The authors compare governance systems in monarchies 

and republics, applying these models to specific Middle Eastern states. In this regard, I concur 

that the degree of centralization within a state significantly affects the vertical dynamics of 

governance. For instance, there are notable differences between the governance structures of 

the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (a monarchy), Jordan (a monarchy), and Iraq (a republic). 

Broadly, a state's internal configuration has a direct impact on both top-down and bottom-up 

governance processes and the hierarchy that connects various levels of authority. 

On a broader scale, governance in the Arab world has been addressed by Elamer et al. 

(2019) and Hashem (2019), who primarily examine the topic through security and economic 

lenses, applying governance frameworks to public sector departments. While such generalist 

studies are valuable, their scope is often too broad, applying overarching governance models 

to the entire MENA region without accounting for subnational or non-standard political 

configurations. The concept of governance in non-standard and quasi-state formations is more 

specifically addressed by Hinnebusch (2018), who critiques the imposition of the Westphalian 

state model on Middle Eastern structures. According to Hinnebusch, this imposed framework 

has contributed to state disintegration and the weakening of central authorities, leading to the 

emergence of óheterarchicalô governance forms. He exemplifies this through Syria, where 

 
22 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
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alternative forms of governance have taken particularly distinct shapes. Hinnebuschôs 

exploration of these governance models and their regional implications aligns closely with the 

focus of this thesis, and thus his work will serve as a partial theoretical foundation. 

Quasi-state structures and local governance are also examined by Rafaat (2018), who 

focuses on the development of the KRI. His work highlights the KRIôs impact on Kurdish 

perceptions of the DIBs, making this perspective crucial to the present study. Complementarily, 

Mustasilta (2019) investigates the conditions under which traditional governance supports state 

stability. Although her research focuses on Sub-Saharan Africa, her analysis of traditional 

governance mechanisms remains highly relevant for understanding regional stability in fragile 

contexts. Further contributions to the understanding of territorial governance within Iraq, 

including the KRI and DIBs, are provided by Katzman and Humud (2015). Their work maps 

out stages of local governance transition and assesses the implications of these transitions on 

broader regional dynamics. They also explore how Iraqôs election results influence the 

distribution of power not only within DIBs but also beyond. Their study critically engages with 

governance by NSAA, such as the Islamic State in Iraq, Sadrôs Jaysh al-Mahdi Army (JaM), 

and the Kurdish peshmerga. These actors, historically and currently, play pivotal roles in 

shaping local governance structures, particularly in the context of conflict and post-conflict 

governance. Following the military defeat of ISIS in many of the disputed territories, the 

various components of the PMF have become key actors in local governance. OôDriscoll 

(2018) addresses this issue through a constitutional lens, particularly interpreting Articles 119 

and 140 of the Iraqi Constitution. He emphasizes the limited decentralization permitted within 

DIBs and explores how both the central government in Baghdad and the KRG interpret these 

articles. 

Territorial governance in Sinjar is the subject of Kav§lekôs (2016) policy paper, which 

closely examines the interplay between political and armed actors and the resulting impact on 

the local Yazidi community. Kav§lekôs approach, which includes field research and interviews 

with local stakeholders, political, religious, and military, has significantly influenced my own 

methodological design (see the chapter 4. Methodology and Operationalization). 

Additional insights into governance within Iraqi (and in Jongerdenôs case, also Syrian) Kurdish 

areas are provided by Yoshioka (2015) and Jongerden (2019). Both highlight the specificities 

of local governance and examine how political actors, including the KDP and the PUK, manage 

governance within the KRI, with implications that extend into the DIBs. A complementary 

regional perspective is presented in The Making of the Kurdish Frontier: Power, Conflict, and 

Governance in the Iraqi-Syrian Borderlands by Hasan and Khaddour (2021), which discusses 
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the distribution of power in Sinjar and its consequences for local governance. These academic 

contributions are vital for understanding the composition of territorial arrangements and the 

positioning of key actors in relation to conflict and governance within the disputed areas. 

Notably, Wolff (2010) explores the concept of territorial self-governance (TSG) and its role in 

dispute resolution, using Kirkuk province, a focal point of the conflict between the KRG and 

Baghdad, as a key case study. 

Christine Van Den Toornôs project, Public Authority and Iraqôs Disputed Territories, 

conducted under the London School of Economics, provides valuable empirical grounding. 

One of the key outputs of this project, the article Security and Governance in the Disputed 

Territories Under a Fractured GOI: The Case of Northern Diyala, co-authored by Van Den 

Toorn, analyzes governance from the perspective of local actors who derive legitimacy through 

ethno-confessional affiliation. Her case study on northern Diyala, post-October 2017, is 

especially relevant as a methodological model for the present thesis. Such as Van Den Toornôs 

and Kav§lekôs (2016) work, my research relies heavily on field engagement and respondent 

interviews, forming the empirical backbone of the study. More broadly, the output of the IRIS 

serves as a critical reference point for both methodological guidance and the analytical framing 

of collected data. Finally, Cancian and Greenwald (2022) analyse the non-state infrastructure 

functioning and governance provision within Iraqôs DIBs, framing the Kurdish Peshmergas as 

órebelsô, with which I cannot fully agree. However, this article challenges that view, arguing 

that the KRG and its armed forces, often aligned with KDP or PUK, function as legitimate co-

governors in the KRI. Authors perceive the governance in Kirkuk and Khanaqin through the 

lenses of Kurdish governance between 2014 and 2017. Both of the mentioned case studies are 

then framed as revenue-generating, suggesting that óKurdish actors took on a relatively more 

proactive role in providing services ï administration, justice, and education ï in Kirkuk and 

Khanaqin when compared to other parts of the disputed territoriesô (Cancian and Greenwald 

2022, p. 465). Thus, this research develops the post-2017 situation in selected case studies, 

where the vacuum caused by the Kurdish Peshmerga withdrawal was filled by the GoI and 

PMF.  
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3.5. Conceptualization and classification of the main political parties23  

Conceptualization and classification of the main political parties are essential for under- 

standing the value anchoring of the parties, their position on certain issues, prevailing 

discourses, considerations on legislation in parliament, the building of coalitions, and the self-

promotion of their image. In its context, the Middle East is highly various in its political system 

classifications, where individual states are governed by different types of political 

arrangements, ranging from theocracies to parliamentary republics. In general, óthe region 

suffers from a deficit of party competition associated with democracyô (Hinnebusch 2017, p. 

1). The region is dominated by autocratic regimes, where leaders remain in their positions for 

decades due to their family ties, coupled with the support of elites and the military (Angrist 

2010). The classification of Middle Eastern political parties has been discussed by Aydogan, 

(2021), who argues that the óreligious-secular divide is the primary dimension of political party 

competitionô. He also mentions the axis of conservative vs leftist classification, which is often 

connected to the religious-secular axis. Several other authors classify the political parties into 

conservative/Islamist versus leftist/secular, such as Eyadat (2015), Hamid (2014), Hamzawy 

(2017), and Lust and Waldner (2016). Finally, so far little has been written on Middle Eastern 

(and especially Iraqi Shiôa) political parties in such a broad comparative perspective, and many 

of the themes are hitherto under-studied; yet, they are crucial if we are to understand the 

intricate dynamics of regional politics past and present (Hinnebusch et al. 2021).  

Cavatorta and Durac (2023) view political parties as the primary stakeholders and 

representatives of the state, describing them as institutions that óhave traditionally been seen as 

instruments controlled by ruling elites to provide the fa­ade of democratization for external 

consumptionô (Cavatorta, Durac, 2023, p. 85). To project their influence within the government 

and secure control over specific regions, ótheir elected officials do have access, to varying 

degrees, to state resources, which can be redistributed and employed to satisfy the needs of 

specific constituenciesô (Cavatorta, Durac, 2023, p. 86). In Iraq, political parties effectively 

embody the authority of the state, as the role of the president is largely ceremonial. Despite 

enduring serious security and economic challenges, post-Saddam Iraq is classified as an 

electoral democracy. Its political system, established after 2003, is structured around the 

sectarian apportionment mechanism known as Muhasasa Taôifiyya, where power is distributed 

among the dominant ethno-religious communities: Shiôa and Sunni Arabs, and Sunni Kurds 

 
23 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? 

New classification of Iraqi Shiôa political actors based on ideological anchorage, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066. 
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(similar to the Lebanese model). This sectarian logic continues to shape political agendas, as 

parties frequently prioritize their respective ethnic or religious constituencies by directing 

funding and development projects to provinces aligned with their identity and power base. 

Here, the aim is to challenge existing preconceptions of Islamic-secular and sectarian-

nationalist division by its application toward key Iraqi Shiôa political parties while resisting the 

simplistic narratives of these concepts. In particular, the religious and sectarian categorization 

is justified by the numerical representation of the Iraqi Shiôa political scene. Some scholars 

argue that óShiites have always swung between two main approaches: The first calls for the 

formation of an independent Shiite political identity, while the second calls for the 

establishment of some sort of a secular state and the participation of all parties in building itô 

(Al -Hamud 2013). Also, historically, across the Middle East and in Iraq specifically, the 

competition between Arab Nationalism, state-based nationalism, Islamism, and sectarianism 

has utilized ideology, coercion, and state institutional capacity in this interactive struggle, 

imposed competing categories of practice (Dodge 2019). So, what do these pre-conceptions 

mean, and are they applicable to the Iraqi Shiôa political actors?  

 

3.5.1. Delimitation of classification axes  

3.5.1.1. Islamic-secular axis  

The first axis reflects the Islamic-secular approach and its involvement in Iraqi political partiesô 

agendas as a major dimension of the country (see Figure no. 3). The religious dimension is 

further divided into two different categories: more internal ódomesticô issues and external 

religious issues on the Iraqi political scene (and óoutsideô of it)24. The internal issues 

concentrate on the position of the individual Shiôa political actors towards the implementation 

of religious principles in the lives of individuals or families. More specifically, the domestic 

approach targets the agenda of allowing men to have more than one wife and the stance of the 

political actors against the legalization of alcohol (i.e. making the drinking of alcohol legal). 

Within the ideological Islamic-secular axis, the more Islamic parties would strongly support 

the integration of these religious principles into more ódomesticô political issues, while more 

secular parties would have a more liberal posture towards it. The domestic approach is 

completed by the óexternalô part of the religious-secular stance of the chosen actors. This 

 
24 These categories were selected based on communication with local political experts and the authorôs four years of knowledge 

of the Iraqi political and social environment.  
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involves their position towards the Iranian concept of vilayet al-faqih25, and their position on 

the concept that PMF should operate independently and in parallel to the Iraqi army and police 

(and not be included under its operational control). Finally, the issue of normalization relations 

with Israel is considered a religious matter since this question is widely discussed not only on 

the Iraqi political scene but especially within the Iraqi Shiôa political circles. Shiôa political 

actors often perceive Israel by religious optics, labelling the Israeli government as Zionist, 

following the Iranian foreign policy. The religious-secular divide represents the role of religion 

within the design and implementation of Iraqi political entities and actors. Within the concept 

of this article, the religious sphere is limited by the Shiôa branch of Islam, emphasizing a clear 

difference between Shiôa and Sunni Islamism. While Sunni Islamism emerged from the 

ódefiance of postcolonial, authoritarian nationalist regimes and their socioeconomic policies 

and international alignmentsô, Shiôa Islamism built its approach on sect-centricity as a response 

to long-term political, economic, and cultural discrimination (Jabar 2003 in Haddad 2022). 

Further, in Shiôa Islamism, there is the ideological concept of mathlomiya [ϣувнЯЗв], which dates 

back 1400 years to the killing of Imam Ali and represents the victimhood of the Shiôas since 

the battle of Karbala in 680 AD. This concept frames the ideology of the all-Shiôa political 

parties still today26, while óShiôas are more likely to speak of sectarian discrimination in pre-

2003 Iraq whereas Sunnis are more likely to do the same with regards to post-2003 Iraqô 

(Haddad 2011, p. 45-46). In terms of the Shiôa Arabsô approach towards the state, their loyalty 

to Iraq increased after the change of political regime in 200327. This article researches the role 

of Islam within Iraqi political processes, adopted by various political actors, where political 

Islam tends to accept some features of modern politics such as the state, its institutions and the 

use of technology (Hallaq 2013 in March 2015). The state apparatus is a version imported from 

Western societies, so the modern Islamist vision in terms of a homogenized Islamic public 

sphere and a codified Islamic legal system is linked to the concept of the modern state rather 

than pre-modern Islamic political tradition (Asad 2003; Hirschkind 1997 in March 2015). 

Political Islam is the result of Islamic traditionsô dual processes of nationalization and 

reformation/westernization, where the concepts of religion, nationalism, and secularism are 

essential (Cesari 2018).  

As other examined concepts, secularism not only separates public and private 

approaches towards religion but is also open to transformations, allowing religion to reform. 

 
25 Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist. 
26 Interview 12A. 
27 On the other hand, majority of Sunni Arabs and Kurds confirmed that their loyalty to Iraq did not change after 

transforming the political system in the country (Al -Hamud 2021). 
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Secularism thus supports religion as more private, moral, and ethical, rather than legal, 

political, and adjudicative (Asad 2003). An-Naôim then supported the narrative of Abd al-

Raziqôs (1925) Islam and the Foundations of Government, calling for óseparation of state and 

religion rather than experimentation with their continued interdependenceô (March 2015, 

p. 113). Within the Iraqi context, the terms ilmaniyya (secularism) and madanǭ/al-dawla al-

madaniyya (civil/the civil state) also need to be presented. As Robin-DôCruz and Mansour 

pointed out, the ócivil stateô frequently functions as a strategic discourse whose utility for 

a diverse range of ideological actors lies primarily in its ambiguity, while secularism ódenotes 

a more-or-less coherent political doctrineô (Robin-DôCruz, Mansour 2020, p. 12).  

 

3.5.1.2. Sectarian-nationalist axis  

The second axis represents the issue of sectarian-nationalist division (see Figure no. 3). The 

sectarian dimension explores the position of the individual actors on Iraqi state territorial 

nationalism (and on using it as a mobilization tool), their position on sectarian policy (and, 

again, on using it as a mobilization tool), and the position of the parties on sectarian policy in 

terms of willingness to create pre-election cross-sectarian coalitions with Sunni and Kurdish 

parties/coalitions/alliances28. On the one side, there are ódigging trenchesô between individual 

ethno-sectarian groups, promoting sectarianism and hatred towards other ethno-religious 

groups and empowering ethno-religious nationalism of the population. On the other side, there 

stands the preservation of national unity as a whole, including the various minorities, based on 

the belief that all inhabitants of a chosen territory should share a common national identity, 

regardless of ethnic, linguistic, religious, cultural, and other differences. Hence, the location of 

the individual political parties on the axis shows their reflection of societal cleavages inside 

society, either deepening the gaps or, on the contrary, óbuilding bridgesô between them. Hence, 

this understanding of sectarianism does not refer to sect-coded violence and entrenchment at 

a societal level, which was the phenomenon of the Iraqi civil war with its peak in 2006 and 

2007 (Haddad 2019). In terms of nationalism, we can speak about supporting Iraqi state 

territorial nationalism, where all the inhabitants share a common national identity, regardless 

of their ethno-religious background29. As Barth (1969) points out, the sectarian processes 

 
28 These categories were selected based on communication with local political experts and the authorôs four years of knowledge 

of the Iraqi political and social environment. 
29 Whereas in ethno-sectarian processes the symbolism within a sect is used as a demarcation from other sects, territorial 

nationalism uses a supra-ethnic symbolism that is not completely de-ethicized, but is a composite of the symbols of different 

ethnic groups in a given territory. The two concepts are thus linked in practice by the overlapping use of ethnic symbols, but 

their ideological purpose is different. Therefore, the thesis considers these concepts analytically separated.  
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strengthen both the internal coherence of each religious group as well as the boundaries that 

divide these groups from each other30. 

 

3.6. Scalability of the Research Issue 

Giraudy and Niedzwiecki (2021) compare the concepts of multi-level governance (MLG) and 

subnational research (SNR), both of which address issues of territorial politics. While they 

share foundational assumptions, such as the interaction between various levels of governance 

and the unfolding of processes in both formal and informal subnational jurisdictions, they 

remain theoretically and methodologically distinct. The authors emphasize that óprocesses and 

outcomes of interest unfold in two types of subnational jurisdictions (formal vs. informal), 

[with] interactions across scales and levels of government which take place in both federal and 

unitary countries,ô and note that these óinteractions can be both vertical or horizontal,ô yet the 

two concepts remain óunconnectedô (Giraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 394). 

Crucially for this research, both MLG and SNR focus on a broad and diverse set of 

subnational units, ranging ófrom formal units (such as a province) to informal areas (such as 

areas controlled by criminal organizations)ô (Giraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 397). In my 

research, I adopt a scale-based perspective, distinguishing between local governance (e.g., the 

Sinjar Democratic Autonomous Assembly [MXDķ] or other PKK-linked structures), regional 

governance (e.g., the Kurdistan Regional Government [KRG]), national governance (e.g., the 

Iraqi state), and international/supranational governance (e.g., international institutions or actors 

like IOCs operating in the DIBs). Despite this multi-scalar outlook, because my primary focus 

is on regional and local actors, organizations, and institutions, and their formal and informal 

linkages, the SNR framework proves more suitable. It is defined as óa strategy of social science 

inquiry that focuses on actors, organizations, institutions, structures, and processes located in 

territorial units inside countries, that is, below the national and international levelsô (Giraudy, 

Moncada, Snyder 2019, as cited in Giraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 397). Notably, both my 

research and the SNR framework exclude individual- or family-level analysis. 

The relationship between the national government and regional or local institutions 

depends on variables such as the degree of state centralization. Trends toward regional self-

government are commonly observed in Europe, South America, and parts of Asia. In contrast, 

 
30 Despite my attempts to connect with the other political actors surveyed, their members were unwilling to be interviewed on 

the topic of ideological positions. I am aware that this may be one of the limitations of the research.  
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decentralized or autonomous regions are rare in the Middle East. In this context, ócentral 

governments have played a pivotal role in orchestrating, mediating, and sometimes resisting 

the territorial transformation of governanceô (Tatham et al. 2021, p. 609). Full secession or 

state creation is generally resisted in the region, as it is feared that such moves would trigger 

a domino effect, exacerbating instability across the Middle East. I argue that in contexts where 

neither regional nor international actors favor outright secession, sub-state governance 

structures are likely to evolve and gain autonomy, thereby reducing pressures for full 

independence. From the MLG perspective, the framework was originally developed to address 

the increasing interplay between identity politics, territorial disputes, and the erosion of state 

competencies (Giraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 396). It facilitates analysis of interactions among 

autonomous entities operating from the local to supranational levels, which share authority 

over specific or multiple tasks. According to Hooghe and Marks (2003), these entities may be 

bounded by non-overlapping jurisdictions (e.g., provinces) or operate within task-specific and 

flexible boundaries (e.g., buyersô associations or local communities) (cited in Giraudy, 

Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 396). This logic also applies to non-state or informal governance 

structures, which are increasingly significant across fragile or contested regions. Giraudy, 

Moncada, and Snyder (2019) address the role of these entities in contexts where state authority 

is eroded or absent. Non-state actors often assume critical state functions, including the 

monopoly (or duopoly or polyopoly) of violence, the provision of public services, education, 

and economic regulation. Thus, governance cannot be understood purely in terms of coercion 

or military power, soft power (e.g., winning hearts and minds) also plays a pivotal role. These 

actors often negotiate a new social contract with local populations in the absence or weakness 

of the state. In this research, I argue that non-state structures and processes must be given equal 

analytical weight as state institutions. These systems often interact with, rather than operate 

independently from, formal state mechanisms. For example, pro-Iranian paramilitaries within 

the PMF are deeply embedded within state structures (e.g., parliament and ministries) while 

also maintaining independent networks of governance involving local politics, economic 

activities, and military command. These forces stand with óone footô in the state and one 

outside, forming an asymmetric hybrid system that challenges traditional notions of 

Westphalian sovereignty. Such structures exemplify areas of limited statehood, akin to those 

observed in Sudan, Syria, Libya, or Yemen. Bºrzel and Risse (2010) note a paradox in these 

contexts: óOn the one hand, the lower the capacity of the state, the greater is the need for 

governance through non-hierarchical modes involving non-state actors to compensate for 

government weakness or state failure. On the other hand, limited statehood implies a weak 
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shadow of hierarchy, as a result of which such ónewô and non-hierarchical modes of governance 

are unlikely to emerge and be effectiveô (p. 119). This builds on Weberôs conceptualization of 

statehood as óan institutionalized rule structure with the ability to rule authoritatively 

(Herrschaftsverband) and to legitimately control the means of violence (Gewaltmonopol)ô 

(Weber 1921/1980, as cited in Risse 2012, p. 6). In spatial terms, areas of limited statehood 

refer to territories where the central government fails to enforce its authority or deliver 

governance (Risse 2012). 

Given this context, my research often operates outside institutionalized systems, 

requiring a broader understanding of governance. As Agnew (2013) asserts, óunderstanding 

governance requires looking beyond formal government into the realm of various forms of 

authority exercised by agents other than states at and across a variety of geographical scalesô 

(as cited in Blume, Sauls, Knight 2022, p. 2). This necessitates engagement with TSG, 

particularly in terms of bottom-up dynamics from local and regional actors to the national level. 

The nature of these arrangements varies, depending on how subnational borders are drawn and 

how central-subnational relations are structured. They may take the form of federacies, 

devolved authorities, or decentralized units (Wolff, 2013), and may involve symmetric or 

asymmetric federal arrangements (McGarry, 2007), or polycommunal, non-communal, or 

mixed federal models (Sisk 1996) (as cited in Neudorfer et al. 2022, p. 505). 

Wolff and Weller (2005) define territorial self-governance (TSG) as: óall state structure 

arrangements that give formal power to territorially delimited entities within the internationally 

recognized boundaries of an existing state, to exercise public policy functions that are 

independent of other sources of authority in this state but subject to its overall constitutional 

and legal orderô (as cited in Neudorfer et al. 2022, p. 505). While Wolff and Weller define TSG 

as the delegation of formal power to territorially delimited entities that operate independently 

within a state but remain subject to its overall legal framework, I contend that this definition 

does not fully capture the empirical complexity of governance in fragmented or hybrid political 

environments, particularly in the Middle East. In practice, such entities do not exist in 

a vacuum. Their functioning and legitimacy are often contingent upon, or influenced by, 

external actors: be they formal institutions like the central government (GoI), regional 

administrations such as the KRG, powerful non-state actors like the PMF or the PKK, or even 

regional powers such as Turkey or Iran (as will be explained further). These actors, while not 

always part of the formal constitutional order, often shape governance dynamics on the ground, 

provide resources or protection, and mediate authority relationships. Thus, TSG in this context 

is not merely a state-sanctioned, insulated arrangement, but rather a node in a broader network 
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of political, military, and economic power. Recognizing these linkages is essential for 

understanding the real mechanisms of governance in areas of limited or contested statehood. 

Also, this definition presumes an institutional environment, which may be inapplicable not only 

to my research context but to many areas in the broader MENA region. In these settings, the 

proliferation of non-state actors, informal governance arrangements, and asymmetric authority 

structures are the norm. Most of the authors cited here focus primarily on institutionalized 

contexts (akin to formal models of TSG), but not on hybrid or informal governance, which 

better reflects the reality of the Middle East. 

 

3.6.1. Multi -Scalar Dynamics in Iraq 

As Tatham, Hooghe, and Marks (2021) argue, óthe more heterogeneous a country, the greater 

the disparity between the policies that a government provides and the preferences of individual 

citizensô (p. 610). Within the Iraqi context, marked by deep societal heterogeneity, this 

disparity is clearly observable and significantly affects governance outcomes. National and 

provincial elections serve as mechanisms to consolidate the influence of regional and local 

actors, especially those with strong ties to the central government. What emerges is a form of 

fa­ade democracy, in which óeven procedural democratic rights have not been attained and 

elections simply reinforce the ruling elitesô (Volpi 2020, as cited in Cavatorta, Durac 2023, 

p. 85). Iraqôs parliamentary elections in 2010, 2014, 2018, and 2021 serve as key examples, 

wherein traditional political parties merely reinforced the authority of entrenched elites. The 

very definition of a political party in Iraq differs from conventional models. Iraqi politics is 

often centered around charismatic individuals, with politicians coalescing around leaders based 

on shared economic interests. These groupings form distinctive political entities that compete 

primarily for access to state resources and institutional power. In a society where loyalty to 

family, clan, and tribe frequently surpasses civic obligations to the state, sectarian processes 

are amplified and can be instrumentalized by political actors to advance specific agendas. 

Political parties extend their influence regionally and locally through branches, offices, or loyal 

segments of the population. According to Belmont, Mainwaring, and Reynolds (2002), two 

institutional components are particularly important for conflict management: óelectoral systems 

for the national legislature and forms of government at the centerô (Belmont et al. 2002, as cited 

in Neudorfer, Theuerkauf, Wolff 2022, p. 507). 

Historically, sectarian strategies were employed by Saddam Husseinôs regime, most 

notably in the Arabization of Iraqôs disputed territories, a policy aimed at altering demographic 
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compositions to consolidate control. After 2003, similar tactics were adopted by Kurdish 

political parties, particularly the KDP, to assert dominance and legitimacy in these territories. 

Sectarianism, therefore, is deeply embedded in Iraqôs political and governance structures. 

Dodge and Mansour (2020) emphasize that ówhile the majority of Iraqôs politicians may have 

moved away from the overt promotion of sectarianism, the political system still functions, as 

it has since 2003, with systemic corruption and coercion taking place of sectarian ideology in 

terms of delivering elite cohesion and defending the status quoô (Dodge, Mansour 2020, as 

cited in Cavatorta, Durac 2023, p. 98). 

While Iraqôs national government remains highly centralized, excluding the semi-

autonomous KRI governed by the KRG, the spatial connections between different levels of 

governance are critical. Tatham et al. (2021) discuss how governance operates across 

subnational, national, and supranational levels, emphasizing the devolution of power both 

downward to subnational administrative units and upward to international institutions. This has 

led to the emergence of a multi-tiered governmental architecture. They argue that óthis 

multilevel structure stems from the tension between the desire to exploit the functional 

advantages of scale diversity in a globalizing economy and the pressures arising from collective 

self-ruleô (Tatham et al. 2021, p. 607). 

Additionally, they explore how central governments vary in their óspeed of responseô 

to dynamics at subnational and supranational scales. Although the nation-state remains óthe 

natural political form in the modern world and the default basis for comparisonô (Tatham et al. 

2021, p. 607), the entanglement of actions and actors across spatial levels is undeniable. As 

Giraudy and Niedzwiecki (2021) note, óthe actors and institutions located at one level of 

government are shaped by and shape governments at other scales and levelsô (p. 397). In line 

with this, Trinn and Schulte (2020) argue that political authority in modern democracies is 

divided across three dimensions: (a) horizontal separation of powers, (b) vertical self-

governance, and (c) ódiagonalô forms of power-sharing (p. 6). These interrelated processes 

underpin both top-down and bottom-up governance mechanisms. Banini (2017), in her article 

Proposing a Theoretical Framework for Local Territorial Identities: Concepts, Questions, and 

Pitfalls, builds upon French and Italian geographic scholarship to introduce the concept of 

active territoriality. This approach emphasizes the ódynamic and open social construction of 

territory from below, by actors, groups, and individualsðnot only from above, by institutional, 

political, and decision-making entities, as emphasized in the prevailing Anglo-American 

conceptualization of territoryô (Governa, Salone 2004; Governa 2006; Elden 2010, as cited in 

Banini 2017, p. 17). 
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Finally, an important aspect of this research concerns how we perceive and name space, 

particularly in politically and symbolically contested environments such as Iraq. The 

terminology used to describe territories can reflect underlying assumptions, political biases, 

and analytical orientations. In this study, I have chosen to use the term Disputed Internal 

Boundaries (DIBs), a designation adopted by several scholars affiliated with the AUIS. This 

term emphasizes the administrative and jurisdictional nature of the conflict over territory, 

drawing attention to the internal governance disputes within the state, rather than framing the 

issue solely in ethno-sectarian or irredentist terms. At the same time, it is important to 

acknowledge that óIraqôs disputed territoriesô is a widely used alternative term, prevalent in 

policy discourse, media reporting, and even official government documentation. Although 

these two terms refer to the same geographic and political phenomenon, their usage carries 

different analytical weight. Referring to them as disputed internal boundaries foregrounds the 

constitutional, legal, and institutional mechanisms (e.g., Article 140 of the Iraqi Constitution) 

through which these disputes are meant to be addressed. In contrast, the term disputed 

territories may unintentionally naturalize the idea of persistent conflict, reinforcing the 

perception of these areas as chronically unstable or exceptional. 

By consciously choosing the DIBs terminology, this research aligns with a perspective 

that treats these areas not as anomalies, but as integral parts of Iraqôs evolving state structure, 

spaces where competing visions of governance, identity, and sovereignty are negotiated. This 

choice reflects both an analytical stance and a normative commitment to understanding these 

territories within the broader framework of post-conflict governance and constitutional 

resolution, rather than perpetuating narratives of division or exceptionality. 

 

3.7. Territorial Governance 

To begin unpacking the concept of territorial governance, it is essential to break it into its 

constituent parts. Territory is a foundational concept, referring to a defined geographical area 

governed by a form of authority through specific actors. As Daniel (2012) notes, ógovernance 

is more or less defined by a certain area of the governing entityô (p. 12). In the contemporary 

context, however, the state is no longer the sole, or even primary, actor wielding authority, 

whether domestically or internationally (Hall, Biersteker 2004, p. 5). In political geography, 

recent scholarship has significantly reengaged with the notion of territory. Rather than viewing 

it as a fixed, homogeneous space over which state power extends, territory is now 

conceptualized as porous, historically contingent, mutable, uneven, and perishable (Painter 
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2010, p. 1094). Elden (2010), cited in Blume et al. (2022), emphasizes that territory involves 

both land (a property relation) and terrain (a power relation) each historically and politically 

produced. Lambach (2022) further argues that territory is a politically controlled and bounded 

space, characterized by three elements: 1) Classification by area, 2) Territorial claims 

communicated through symbolic means (e.g., maps, border markers), and 3) Enforcement of 

control over the defined space (p. 290). Lambach concludes that territory is óthe attempt by an 

individual or group to affect, influence, or control people, phenomena, and relationships, by 

delimiting and asserting control over a geographic areaô (Lambach 2022, p. 290). Within my 

research, I do not adopt Lambachôs definition of territory as a ópolitically controlled and 

bounded space,ô but instead view it as a óvibrant entity, ñwithin its frontiers, with its specific 

qualitiesòô (Foucault 2004, pp. 99ï100, cited in Elden 2007). Foucault describes a conceptual 

transformation, noting that óthere is a shift between territory as the focus of governance and the 

government of things, essentially people as a population,ô highlighting óthe parallel shift from 

people to population and from land/terrain to territoryô (Elden 2010, p. 810). Elden further 

develops this perspective by asserting that óterritory is more than merely land, and goes beyond 

terrain, but is a rendering of the emergent concept of ñspaceò as a political category: owned, 

distributed, mapped, calculated, bordered and controlledô (Elden 2007, as cited in Elden 2010, 

p. 810). Crucially, territory should not be understood as óthe container of things and subjects 

(or rather, an absolute space where events happen and things are located), but the content of 

relationsô (Law, Mol 1994; Banini 2017, pp. 16ï17). In this relational sense, territory is shaped 

by ongoing internal and external processes, including individual, institutional, and power-based 

interactions. From a geographical perspective, the concept of territory can also be approached 

through the notion of milieu, which órepresents at the same time the local and territorial 

foundation of a specific collective identity, but also the whole of developmentôs endogenous 

potentialsô (Governa 1998, p. 89, as cited in Pollice 2003, p. 108). 

 

3.7.1. Subnational Authority and Territorial Autonomy  

The Regional Authority Index (RAI) is a key tool for measuring subnational authority. It 

assesses both self-rule, such as the power to elect representatives, design policies, or set tax 

rates, and shared rule, where subnational units influence national decisions (Elazar 1987; Riker 

1964; as cited in Giraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 402). Tatham et al. (2021) highlight 

a fundamental governance question: Who gets to govern? Which groups are empowered to 

make binding laws? In many cases, regional and local institutions share governance 
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responsibilities with the central government. Through shared rule, citizens can participate in 

the co-determination of regional and national policies. This mechanism disperses authority and 

integrates lower-level governance into national structures, potentially mitigating separatist 

demands. Yet, as Johnson (2022) argues, the effectiveness of autonomy arrangements depends 

on context. In peacetime, autonomy may reduce the risk of conflict and serve as a power-

sharing tool. During civil war, however, it may empower secessionist movements, enhancing 

their capacity to challenge central authorities and increasing the likelihood of independence. In 

my research, autonomy is not viewed as a preferred or primary outcome, but rather as a last-

resort solution in strained relations between regional and national actors. Even when public 

goods are aligned with local preferences, territorial groups may still demand self-rule, driven 

by identity-based distinctions. This demand can lead to symbolic boundaries between insiders 

and outsiders, reinforcing parochialism (Tatham et al. 2021, p. 610ï611; Bernhard et al. 2006). 

Parekh (1995) also addresses the societal underpinnings of identity, defining a community as 

óa body of individuals bound together under their participation in a shared way of lifeô (p. 258), 

encompassing both cultural and political dimensions. 

 

3.7.2. Conflict, Governance, and the Role of Institutions 

In unstable environments, rebel movements may emerge, asserting control over territory and 

governance structures. This leads to rebel governance, where non-state actors not only 

administer areas but also challenge the legitimacy of the central government. Power-sharing 

institutions can play a critical role in conflict mitigation. Strßm et al. (2017), Hartzell and 

Hoddie (2003), and Lijphart (1977, 2002) emphasize the interaction between different 

institutional arrangements as a central factor in reducing violence. Neudorfer et al. (2022) argue 

that the type, rather than the quantity, of political institutions matters most in contributing to 

post-conflict stabilization. Combining institutional forms (e.g., federalism, autonomy, 

proportional representation) with TSG may yield the best results, according to the authors. 

The RAI index expands the scope of MLG analysis by applying its principles to 

countries beyond the Global North. According to Hooghe et al. (2016), óthe self-rule and shared 

rule usually correlate highly, and yet they have contrasting consequences. Both of the concepts 

are further disaggregated into five dimensions that tap into legal authority over fiscal, 

administrative, and political matters, and both of them are forms of the higher-order concept of 

ñdivided authorityòô (Falleti 2005, Montero and Samuels 2004, as cited in Giraudy, 

Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 402). Trinn and Schulte (2020), however, caution against conflating self-
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rule and shared rule, arguing they should be treated as analytically distinct. They critique the 

RAI index for merging the two, which may obscure the unique political dynamics at play. Self-

rule aligns more closely with TSG, while shared rule pertains to power-sharing within national 

institutions. 

 

3.7.3. External Pressures and Contestation of Authority31 

Local and regional authorities are often exposed to external pressures, whether from regional 

powers like Turkey or Iran, or from internal community demands. As Blume et al. (2022) note, 

ótheir authority is ripe for contestationô (p. 3). Broschek, Petersohn, and Toubeau (2018) argue 

that TSG is defined by geographic, not solely group-based, distinctions. However, when 

cultural and geographic boundaries overlap, as in spatially concentrated ethnic groups, the two 

often become fused. Power-sharing arrangements may therefore be either territorial or group-

based (Trinn, Schulte, 2020). Lambach (2022) brings spatiality to the forefront, stressing the 

mutual constitution of space and governance. Governance always entails spatial claims that 

(re)produce space, while spatial arrangements condition how governance operates. He 

challenges deterministic interpretations of geography, arguing instead that ógeography matters, 

not for the simplistic reason that everything happens in space, but because where things happen 

is critical to knowing how and why they happenô (Lambach 2022, p. 282). Wolff (2013) 

similarly highlights the significance of self-governing territories relative to the rest of the state. 

Their importance may arise from geography, population, resources, strategic location, or 

cultural value (p. 1367). 

 Territorial control and political authority in Iraqôs DIBs are not solely defined by formal 

institutions or recognized powerholders, but are shaped by a complex web of cross-scalar 

affiliations, strategic dependencies, and proxy alignments. These include financial flows, 

informal governance structures, and ethnoreligious solidarities that transcend national borders. 

The influence of Iran and Turkey in those areas exemplifies this dynamic. Both states actively 

shape local governance by cultivating clientelist networks, supporting NSAA, and leveraging 

ethno-sectarian and close-community-based ties. Rather than framing the DIBs solely within 

the binary of KRGïGoI competition or local self-rule, this study has shown how governance 

is externally embedded, with transnational linkages shaping local power configurations. In 

 
31 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
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addressing the second research question What are the main patterns of territorial governance 

arrangements in the selected case studies within the DIBs?, this thesis identified trans-regional 

governance as the prevailing mode, operating under four specific conditions: (1) diminished or 

contested state authority, (2) a poor import- based local economy, (3) strategic proximity of 

external actors enabling sustained influence, and (4) the presence of ethnoreligious 

communities with potential kin-state connections.  

Since 2017, governance practices have diverged between and within localities. While 

the GoI provides direct services in areas such as Kirkuk, in areas such as Khanaqin, governance 

is outsourced or delegated, often to external actors. Pro-Iranian PMF paramilitary brigades, 

despite being part of the Iraqi security architecture, pursue independent agendas, shaping local 

governance through checkpoint control, strategic zoning, and political brokerage. In contrast, 

Turkey asserts influence via the KDP, Sunni Turkmen elites, and infrastructure initiatives like 

the Development Road Project, which bypasses the KRI and complicates Iranôs regional 

posture. These interventions reveal the DIBs as a front line in the growing geopolitical 

competition between Ankara and Tehran. Kirkukôs 2024 provincial elections further illustrated 

the entrenchment of proxy politics and identity-based governance. Despite efforts at rotating 

power-sharing, factional disputes and extra-local alliances, such as those involving Bafel 

Talabani, Qais al-Khazali, and Mohammed al-Halbousi, undermined inclusive governance. In 

both Kirkuk and Khanaqin, formal institutions remain hollowed out, while informal, sectarian, 

and patronage-based networks dominate political life (more in the sub-chapter 5.11.2. Kirkuk). 

Rather than restating the full conceptual framework, this thesis emphasizes the central 

analytical contribution: reframing governance in contested territories through the lens of trans-

regional governance. While existing frameworks such as kin-state theory and hybrid 

governance highlight elements of fragmentation and external influence, they fall short of 

capturing the strategic, multi-scalar embedding of power observed in Iraqôs DIBs. This 

advances the debate by showing how regional powers operationalize influence through 

institutional co-optation, infrastructural entrenchment, and proxy networks. As a middle-range 

theory, trans-regional governance provides a tool for understanding authority in spaces marked 

by limited statehood, identity fragmentation, and geopolitical rivalry (see more in the chapter 

14.2.2. Trans-regional Governance as a Consequence of Instability). 
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3.7.4. Relational Dynamics and Local Actor Strategies 

Blume et al. (2022) conceptualize territorial governance as a set of dynamic relationships 

among actors. They identify five possible relational forms between territorial actors: 1) 

Coexistence, 2) Cooperation, 3) Corruption, 4) Competition, and 5) Confrontation:  

1. Coexistence ï A clear separation exists between key territorial actors; they remain 

parallel and do not overlap. 

2. Cooperation ï Actors maintain collaborative, sometimes mutually supportive, 

relationships. 

3. Corruption  ï A hierarchical relationship where one actor dominates and the 

subordinate actor provides resources (financial or otherwise), resulting in clientelist 

structures not based on voluntary cooperation but rather coercion or implied threat. 

4. Competition ï Actors seek to undermine or overtake each other to gain leverage, often 

resulting in parallel authorities. 

5. Confrontation  ï The most antagonistic interaction, characterized by clear conflict or 

threat of violence. As Blume et al. (2022) note, óthis pathway may be a last resort and/or 

result from prior pathways failing.ô (p. 7).  

 

These relationships are not fixed but evolve in response to economic conditions, political shifts, 

regional trends, and external shocks. The authors also emphasize spatiality in shaping these 

configurations. While Blume et al. (2022) focus on the interaction between illicit actors and 

territorial authorities, I adapt their framework to my context. Here, territorial administrations, 

often reflecting the ethnoreligious makeup of a given district, are central research subjects. 

These include political parties, tribal leaders, local minority representatives, and the broader 

local population. These stakeholders exercise decision-making authority over a range of issues, 

including: local resource use, monetary policy, infrastructure, cultural governance, educational 

standards, and security. 

 

3.8. Factors Leading to (In)Stability 

In examining the factors contributing to the stability or instability of specific areas, Ezzeddine 

and Pelise (2021), based on field interviews, identify four major drivers: the administrative and 

governance vacuum, fragmented security arrangements, chronic displacement, and growing 

social tensions. Hartzell and Hoddie (2003) argue that post-civil war settlements are more 

stable when they institutionalize power-sharing across four key dimensions: political, 
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economic, military, and territorial (as cited in Wolff 2013, p. 1365). Still, the academic 

community remains divided on whether territorial autonomy is the optimal approach for 

sustainable peace in divided societies. While some studies support its conflict-mitigating 

effects (Cederman et al. 2015; Weller, Wolff 2005), others suggest it can have the opposite 

impact (Cornell 2002; Horowitz 1985; Roeder 2007) (as cited in Trinn, Schulte 2020, p. 2). 

Neudorfer, Theuerkauf, and Wolff (2022) with their article Territorial Self-Governance and 

Proportional Representation: Reducing the Risk of Territory-Centered Intrastate Violence 

advance a nuanced framework, distinguishing between supportive, skeptical, and conditional 

perspectives on the relationship between TSG and conflict: 1) The supportive view, represented 

by Lijphart (1979), Bermeo (2002), and Stewart et al. (2007), sees TSG as a valuable conflict 

management tool, diffusing political power and enabling minority inclusion. It ócreates 

additional settings for peaceful bargaining apart from the central government level and brings 

the government closer to the peopleô (as cited in Neudorfer et al. 2022, p. 506); 2) The skeptical 

view, articulated by Chapman and Roeder (2007) and Lake and Rothchild (2005), argues that 

TSG can empower secessionist leaders, intensifying national-regional power struggles; 3) The 

conditional view highlights the importance of contextual factors, such as: Degree of fiscal 

decentralization (Ezcurra 2015), Political party system characteristics (Brancati 2006), Spatial 

arrangements of governance (Christin, Hug 2012), Implementation challenges (Joshi et al. 

2017), Structure of the central political system (Cederman et al. 2015) (as cited in Neudorfer 

et al. 2022, p. 506). Wolff (2013) emphasizes the potential of power-sharing institutions to 

regulate stateïTSG bargaining, reduce violence, and maintain political order. However, he also 

cautions that such institutions can strengthen separatist movements by creating asymmetric 

power structures (Wolff 2013, p. 1367). 

Iraq is cited by Neudorfer et al. (2022) as an example of a state where national conflict 

manifests at the regional level. The authors argue that the conflict-reducing effect of TSG 

increases when combined with proportional representation. Iraq, viewed as an óat least 

minimally democratic regime,ô offers a relevant case where both TSG and proportional 

representation can expand political inclusion (p. 504). Yet, this model works best in open 

political regimes, and only when paired with a parliamentary system, as in Iraq (Neudorfer et 

al. 2022, p. 504). My critique of the authors is that they do not fully define the contextual 

variables they reference. Moreover, their study relies primarily on quantitative methods, 

leaving space for a qualitative, context-rich analysis, as conducted in my case studies. 

According to Wolff (2013), territory-centered violence can take two forms: 1) Conflict between 

a sovereign state and a domestic challenger, and 2) Conflict between subnational groups 
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without state involvement. The latter is rarer, and most studies focus on the first. óDomestic 

challengersô are understood as territorially concentrated, politically mobilized entities sharing 

a common ethno-national identity.  

Further, I view internal territorial organization as a flexible structure that may lead to 

autonomy, greater oversight from the center, or separatist aspirations, depending on context. 

Some scholars advocate combining TSG with transitional justice and power-sharing into 

ócomplex consociationsô (OôLeary 2005), or argue that Disarmament, Demobilization, and 

Reintegration (DDR) and education reform enhance long-term peace (McAuliffe 2017; 

Ramirez-Barat, Duthie 2016 as cited in Fontana et al. 2021a). Fontana et al. (2021a) identify 

five institutional categories for peacebuilding: TSG, power-sharing, transitional justice, 

cultural institutions, and intergovernmental assistance. They also note that international actors 

(e.g., UNAMI) can mediate conflict through monitoring, implementation, governance, and 

peacekeeping (Fontana et al. 2021b, p. 352). Although no active armed conflict exists in my 

case studies, coexistence, cooperation, corruption, competition, and confrontation still shape 

inter-group relations, particularly among Shiôa and Sunni Arabs and Kurds. The legacy of past 

violence renders the region highly sensitive to renewed instability. As Cavatorta and Durac 

(2023) write: óBeset by the threat of Kurdish separatism, facing a civil conflict in the mid-

2000s, driven by sectarianism and then challenged by the rise of the Islamic State, Iraqôs 

democratic system is still in its infancy. Political parties have traditionally been more interested 

in ensuring benefits for their ethnoreligious communities rather than for the country as a whole, 

but recent trends seem reasonably encouragingô (p. 85). 

 

3.8.1. Conceptualizing Stability 

Johan Galtungôs theory of peacebuilding presents it as the third stage of a conflict-to-peace 

transition, following: 1) Peacemaking ï negotiation of agreements by decision-makers, 2) 

Peacekeeping ï third-party intervention to prevent violence, and 3) Peacebuilding ï creating 

long-term, structural peace based on justice, equity, and cooperation (Galtung 1975, as cited in 

Gawerc 2006, p. 439). Positive peace addresses structural and cultural violence, not just the 

absence of physical violence (negative peace). In my research, peace/stability is not seen as 

merely the absence of war, but rather as active bridge-building between ethno-confessional 

communities in the case study areas. Barnett, Hunjoon, O'Donnell, and Sitea (2007) outline 

three phases of post-conflict transition: 1) Stabilization (security, peace agreements, DDR), 2) 

Institutional restoration (rule of law, governance, elections) 3) Socioeconomic recovery 
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(reconstruction, economic reform, community dialogue). Within my research, I consider 

stability as a situation closer to the positive peace definition by Galtung.  

Thus, peacebuilding is not simply about discouraging renewed violence; it also requires 

inclusive engagement across spatial scales. My research reflects this by analyzing local actors 

(case-specific), regional actors (Turkey and Iran), and global powers (e.g., the U.S. and Russia). 

In Iraq and the broader Middle East, collective historical grievances often fuel conflict across 

generations. As Saunders (1999) notes, ófear, suspicion, rejection, mistrust, hatred, and 

misperceptioné are often greater obstacles to peace than an inability to resolve technically 

definable problemsô (as cited in Gawerc 2006, p. 440). For a viable peacebuilding strategy, all 

levels, horizontal and vertical, must engage. While full coordination may be unrealistic, 

focusing on incremental, localized efforts can make meaningful contributions to regional 

stability. 
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Figure no. 1: Theory conceptualization of the authorôs research. Source: Author. 
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4. Methodology and Operationalization32 

This thesis begins by conceptualizing the main Iraqi Shiôa political actors and classifying them 

according to their positions along two analytical axes: Islamicïsecular and sectarianï

nationalist. This typological framework is intended to provide greater clarity regarding the 

ideological orientations and strategic behavior of key Shiôa stakeholders who play a dominant 

role in decision-making within the GoI. This part of the research was conducted mainly through 

the online space and the use of enumerators33, as a reaction to possible security risks and low 

accessibility of the data.  

The research further investigates the Sunni political landscape through extensive 

fieldwork conducted in both the KRI and federal Iraq. Particular attention is paid to the role of 

local Sunni Arab tribes and their linkages to national-level political elites in Baghdad. These 

relationships are explored to assess the extent of tribal influence on governance structures and 

political negotiations in the DIBs. A similar analytical approach is applied to examine the role 

of Kurdish actors and minority communities, as elaborated in the subsequent sections. This 

comparative framework enables a cross-sectional understanding of how various ethno-

sectarian actors operate within Iraqôs fragmented political system and their impact on local and 

national-level governance. 

 

4.1. The Classification of the Iraqi Shiôa political actors part34 

Several methodological techniques are widely used in the political sciences to uncover 

ideological positions or the value anchoring of political actors and parties, such as discourse 

analysis, content analysis, or roll call vote analysis. This part of the thesis uses an innovative 

combination of data collection from expert surveys, complemented by 14 semi-structured 

interviews (see Table no. 5), creating a new dataset leading to the classification of the main 

Iraqi Shiôa political actors. Unless otherwise noted, the intervieweesô identities were kept 

anonymous. Firstly, due to security reasons, and secondly, to enable the most accurate 

responses. To triangulate the evidence, the data were complemented from online sources, 

 
32 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
33 An enumerator is a trained individual responsible for collecting data directly from respondents, typically through surveys, 

interviews, or questionnaires in the field. Enumerators ensure accurate, consistent, and ethical data collection according to the 

thesisôs methodology. 
34 This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New 

classification of Iraqi Shiôa political actors based on ideological anchorage, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, DOI: 

10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066. 



 

 

 

50 

speeches, and posts, mainly through social media (such as Telegram, Twitter (X) channels, and 

Facebook posts), and official media platforms content analysis. To reflect the approaches of 

the Iraqi population towards the examined political parties, data from opinion polls conducted 

under the leadership of Ali Taher al-Hamud and Munqith Dagher were also included in the 

research.  

Expert survey data acquisition was conducted in the KRI and the rest of Iraq from 

March to May 2023. On-the-ground surveys and interviews were conducted with Iraqi political 

experts, journalists, and activists to discover how the parties are perceived in terms of the 

chosen categorization criteria of Islamic-secular and sectarian-nationalist division by the 

surveyed sample of people. This methodological approach aimed to obtain the subjective 

perspectives of these political experts, which could shape the level of understanding of these 

concepts associated with the individual Iraqi Shiôa political parties. Moreover, the expert 

surveys introduce more local perspectives, challenging these concepts and their Western 

understanding by domestic elites. This study used the approach of the Chapel Hill Expert 

Survey, which was sent to 37 Iraqi political experts, with 21 of them completing it, representing 

a 56,8 % return of the responses. These experts were selected due to their long-term focus on 

this issue and approached the authorôs contacts from the IRIS at the AUIS. These experts come 

from academic institutions and think tanks such as The Washington Institute for Near East 

Policy, Chatham House, and The Century Foundation. This survey aimed to find out how the 

concepts of religion versus secularism and sectarian versus nationalist divisions are perceived 

by the people. Although within the interviews, some politicians were included, the major focus 

was oriented towards independent political experts.  

The expert survey consisted of five questions based on the research objectives, which 

were reflected by the research questions mentioned in the introduction of this article. After each 

question, the respondents were presented with a 10-point Likert-type scale from óstrongly 

agreeô to óstrongly disagreeô. Respondents were asked to select how the main research objects, 

the aforementioned Iraqi Shiôa political parties, would behave in the given situations. For 

example, they were asked to determine the position of each Iraqi political actor towards the 

issue of sectarian policy, with 0 points representing strong opposition to the idea of sectarian 

policy and its use in their agenda, while 10 points represented full support for it.  

The answers in the form of quantitative data from the expert survey were then converted 

into a table, where the averages (see Table no. 1) and standard deviations (see Table no. 2) of 

the values for each research question were calculated. Subsequently, two aggregated indicators 

were created, representing the two areas of the research focus: the religious dimension 
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(including the importance of the implementation of religious principles in the life of 

individuals/families and position on the external religious issues), and the sectarian dimension 

(including position on Iraqi state territorial nationalism and sectarian policy). The averages 

relating to each aggregate indicator are shown in Figure no. 3 on the Islamic-secular and 

sectarian-nationalist ideological anchorage axes. Finally, the outcomes represent the 

ideological anchorage of the mentioned actors in the post-2021 parliamentary elections, 

involving changes within their ideological positions over time, in response to events on the 

Iraqi political scene.  

Additionally, 14 semi-structured interviews (labeled as interviews 1A, 2A, and so on) 

were conducted with various political experts and politicians from some of the mentioned 

actors, such as the Fatah coalition or Independents35. Of these 14, 7 were conducted in person 

and 7 via phone. These interviews were conducted between January and December 2023, 

mostly during field research in the Iraqi cities of Erbil and Sulaymaniyah and through phone 

calls with political experts based in the rest of Iraq, Jordan, and the United Kingdom. Some of 

the interviews followed up on the completed expert questionnaire. Their main objective was to 

supplement the quantitative data obtained from the expert survey with thematically sorted 

qualitative explanations of some research gaps. The other prominent methods capturing the 

ideological position of individual political parties, like roll-call vote analysis, were excluded 

due to the inaccessibility of obtaining this data, particularly from the ranks of the Iraqi 

parliament. The data collection was complemented by social media and official media36 content 

analysis, and outcomes of opinion polls aiming at perceptions of Iraqi society towards political 

processes in the country. The analysis focused primarily on the aforementioned leaders of 

individual political parties, who often determine the ideological direction of their political 

entity. The positions of some ordinary members were also reflected. In terms of content, the 

analysis aimed at the approaches of these actors within the frameworks of the Islamic-secular 

and sectarian-nationalist approaches. During the analysis of the speeches, the main focus was 

on the similarities and differences between the results and outputs from the expert questionnaire 

and the interviews. Finally, to reflect the voice of Iraqi society towards the examined actors, 

the data from opinion polls were added. One limitation of the methodology used is the non-

coverage of the responses of some political experts, especially from Baghdad and the southern 

 
35 Including some of official interviews with members of examined political actors. In assessing the positions of the actors, I 

also focused on the official meetings between Shiôa party leaders and their Sunni and Kurdish counterparts.  
36 In a quadrant tending more towards secular and nationalist politics, see Figure no. 3.  
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Shiôa part of Iraq. Another limitation is the subjectivity of the answers, which are based on the 

perceptions of the different political parties.  

4.2. The DIBs part 

This thesis aims to contribute to the academic debate on the post-conflict development of 

territorial governance in DIBs by analyzing the mechanisms that shape relationships among 

various actors in the defined case studies (Hendl 2005). Within this context, the central research 

question asks whether territorial governance arrangements in these regions contribute to 

gradual stabilization, or instead foster further internal conflict. Firstly, the thesis focuses on the 

internal structure of territorial governance by analyzing the organization and relationships of 

selected key actors, applying the conceptual framework developed by Blume et al. (2022). 

Secondly, it examines governance practices in terms of service delivery, regulation of social 

affairs, and provision of security, following the framework proposed by Risse (2010). 

The geographical scope of the study is local in nature, covering the selected case studies 

within Iraqôs DIBs: Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin (and secondly Tuz 

Khurmato and Makhmour). The analysis of local contextual factors draws upon the contingent 

approach outlined by Neudorfer et al. (2022). Each area is influenced by a distinct combination 

of contextual variables, shaped by its geography, historical development, demographic 

structure, and ethno-cultural characteristics. The territorial selection was made based on: 

a) ethno-confessional composition, b) socio-economic indicators, c) political-geographic 

configuration, reflecting the bottom-up dimensions of territorial governance formation. 

The specific context then shapes local and regional identities related to ethnicity, 

religion, clan, and tribe affiliation. In this case, ethno-symbolist nationalism, which explains 

the role of ethnopolitical symbolism (Shiôa, Sunni, Kurdish, Turkmen, or other) on the ground, 

is preferred for examination rather than civic nationalism, which is declining in Iraq. As 

emphasized in my earlier research, within óethno-sectarian processes, the symbolism within 

a sect is used as a demarcation from other sectsô (Sommer 2024, p. 12). This conceptualization 

was applied in all researched case studies. Clan and tribal loyalties often override national 

affiliations, especially in times of conflict, leading to fragmentation of state authority and 

a weakened monopoly on the use of force. Socio-economic variables include demographic 

trends (e.g., youth bulge), oil exports, and corruption levels. The political arrangement is 

analyzed through the question: óWho controls what, and how are local resources and power 

distributed?ô 
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 This study holds both theoretical and applied value by identifying new mechanisms of 

territorial governance and institution-building to stabilize post-conflict areas. The timeframe 

of the research spans 2003 to 2025, divided into four stages, each reflecting a unique national 

alignment that shaped territorial dynamics: 

1. 2003ï2011: U.S. invasion, Coalition Provisional Authority under Paul Bremer, early 

state-building, sectarian civil war (2004ï2008), and U.S. withdrawal. 

2. 2012ï2014: Rise of ISIS and territorial contestation in the DIBs. 

3. 2015ï2017: Counter-ISIS operations, empowerment of Kurdish Peshmerga and 

Popular Mobilization Forces (PMFs), and territorial reassertion by Iraqi Security Forces 

(ISF) post-Kurdish independence referendum. 

4. 2018ï2025: Post-conflict phase marked by PMF rule, declining Kurdish influence, and 

evolving governance dynamics. 

 

The first three periods are treated primarily as historical phases, analyzed through content 

analysis of government and KRG documents, supported by semi-structured interviews, 

participant observation (based on six years of field presence in the KRI), and general field 

research. These phases are described in the historical section of the thesis and are based on 

historical development, which is given space in the following sections of this thesis. Thus, there 

is then some overlap with the defined historical periods since 2003. The fourth stage of data 

collection focuses on field interviews conducted in the four selected case studies. This data 

helps answer the second research question: What are the main patterns of territorial 

governance arrangements in the selected case studies within the DIBs? The historical overview 

also contextualizes DIBs as a critical issue in Iraqi politics long before 2003.  

Territorial administrations, often reflecting the ethnic and religious composition of 

a given district or region, are considered key actors in this research. Specifically, these include 

those who influence decision-making processes within the defined territories, namely political 

parties and representatives, leaders of local clans and tribes, representatives of ethno-religious 

minorities, and members of the local majority population. These key actors (described in more 

detail in the chapter 7. Iraqi Shiôa Political Actors, sub-chapter 10.1. Researched Actors 

within the DIBs Perspective, chapter 11. A Few Words about the Kurds and chapter 14. 

Results) are involved in decisions concerning the exploitation of natural resources, the 

administration of monetary policy, the management of cultural affairs, infrastructure 

development, educational standards, and issues related to local security. Research design was 

consulted by the IRIS research center scholars, such as Skelton, and Ali Saleem.  
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The process of data collection primarily involved semi-structured field interviews 

(labeled as interviews 1B, 2B, and so on) across the Nineveh Plains and Mosul, Kirkuk city, 

Kalar, Kifri and Khanaqin. Due to security concerns, the Sinjar case study was excluded from 

fieldwork (hence, those interviews were done online), and all respondents' identities were kept 

anonymous for the same reason. These interviews were conducted from October 2021 to April  

2025 with local politicians, journalists, religious authorities, and local citizens, including 

Kurdish, Arab, Turkmen, and other ethnicities (where individual ethnicity had an impact on 

the tone of the response ï a deeper analysis of these differences would mean a move towards 

more post-positivist research methods). During fieldwork, I closely collaborated with local 

fixers and translators, whose support was essential for facilitating access to interviewees, 

navigating local contexts, and ensuring accurate communication across languages and cultural 

nuances. 

All respondents were informed about the purpose of the research, and gave consent for 

their information to be used. Interviews with mentioned actors were conducted through eleven 

fieldwork rounds (first round 15. 10. ï 31. 10. 2021; second round: 5. 2. ï 20. 2. 2022; third 

round: 2. 6. ï 12. 6. 2022, fourth round: 23. 9. ï 16. 12. 2022; fifth round: 6. 1. ï 28. 1. 2023, 

sixth round: 24. 5. ï 5. 6. 2023; seventh round: 15. 9. 2023 ï 18. 12. 2023; eighth round: 29. 1. 

2024 ï 22. 5. 2024; ninth round: 1. 9. 2024 ï 14. 9. 2024, tenth round: 17. 2. ï 1. 3. 2025 and 

eleventh round: 14. 4. ï 24. 4. 2025) within the selected case studies (to incorporate lessons 

learned from previous rounds, a method inspired in part by the Delphi method). All interviews 

were conducted in accordance with the ethical standards. Unless otherwise noted, the 

respondentsô identities were kept anonymous, firstly for security reasons and secondly to 

enable the most accurate responses. Finally, the thesis adheres strictly to the Charles University 

Research Data Policy and Code of Ethics. 

The insights gained from these interviews informed the development of figures (see 

figures no. 5-10) that illustrate the structures and processes of territorial governance. These 

figures highlight the involvement of the aforementioned actors and will focus on four key 

dimensions: political, economic, social, and security, with particular attention to scalability, 

that is, how governance mechanisms operate across different levels or scopes. During some of 

the fieldworks (especially those taking part in the DIBs) I was accompanied by a local translator 

arranged through academic networks (e.g., AUIS). Subsequently, the aforementioned actors 

participate in the local governance of the territory by providing basic goods and services, 
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maintaining security37, administering education, and generating employment opportunities. In 

this field, it is essential to answer both general questions (such as óWhat function does a given 

actor play in the governance system?ô or óWho is responsible for which agenda?ô) and more 

specific ones (such as óWho resolves tribal conflicts?ô or óWho handles traffic accidents?ô).  

Given the sensitivity of the data, several protective measures were implemented. Data 

collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews with selected respondents 

(described in detail in the previous sections). To safeguard both the research team and the 

participants, the highest level of care was taken. Strict ethical standards of fieldwork were 

observed, and respondents were informed about the purpose of the interviews. Additionally, 

anonymization was offered, whereby only the respondent's ethnicity and occupation were 

disclosed. In some cases, interviews were conducted in safer locations, such as Erbil or 

Sulaymaniyah (especially in the case of the Sinjar case study). 

In accordance with security protocols, sensitive questions, such as those related to local 

power distribution, were approached indirectly. Instead, broader questions were asked, such 

as: óHow does your community perceive the current situation?ô or óWho is providing services, 

and in what manner?ô However, it would be unrealistic to expect respondents to provide highly 

specific answers (although some responses did yield exclusive insights). The fieldwork largely 

contributed to answering the third and fourth research questions: What are the main conditions 

and factors contributing to stability or instability in these areas? and Do the specific 

governance structures and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution 

and gradual stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentation? 

One of the methods employed during fieldwork was non-participant observation (Hendl 

2005), with a particular focus on ethnopolitical symbolism in public spaces. This included the 

visual representation of Shiôa, Sunni, Kurdish, Turkmen, and other identities, especially in the 

contested areas of Kirkuk and Khanaqin. The observation centered on symbolic markers such 

as flags, election posters, insignia of political and armed actors, religious symbols, and other 

forms of visual expression. These symbols were analyzed as indicators of territorial claims, 

political presence, and group identity, offering insights into how power and affiliation are 

communicated and contested in the everyday spatial landscape. To support this observational 

data, a research diary was maintained throughout the fieldwork to record impressions, 

contextual details, and evolving interpretations of the symbolic environment. In addition, photo 

documentation was systematically used to capture examples of public symbolism and spatial 

 
37 For example, under the agenda of which actor is combating local common crimes. 
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markers, providing visual evidence that enriched later analysis and helped triangulate findings 

from interviews and secondary sources. Together, these tools enhanced the depth and 

reflexivity of the research process, allowing for a more grounded and nuanced understanding 

of symbolic power in the selected case studies. 

To bridge the methodological approach with its theoretical underpinnings, this study 

draws on the framework proposed by Hartzell and Hoddie (2003), who argue that post-civil 

war settlements are more likely to be stable when power-sharing is institutionalized across four 

key dimensions: political, economic, military (security), and territorial. This multi-dimensional 

approach provides a useful lens through which to analyze governance dynamics in Iraqôs DIBs 

(as cited in Wolff 2013, p. 1365). The political dimension is addressed by exploring who are 

the main political actors on the ground and how is local political power distributed. These 

objects of research aim to uncover the structure and legitimacy of local governance, the 

presence or absence of state institutions, and the interaction between local and national 

authorities. The economic dimension is analyzed by investigating who controls local 

businesses, who benefits from economic activity, and where local revenues originate. This 

includes the role of public versus private sector actors, patterns of economic dependency, and 

the presence of patronage networks. The social dimension is examined through questions 

related to the control of narratives, employment, and education systems: Who controls 

dominant discourses in the area? Who provides access to employment and educational 

opportunities? Who are the main religious authorities, and what is their role in governance, 

particularly in relation to minority communities? Additionally, this dimension incorporates 

a demographic analysis, focusing on ethno-religious composition, age structure, and 

population distribution. The security dimension investigates who provides security on the 

ground, what motivates the main security actors, and how these actors relate to political 

institutions or rival security forces. This includes assessing formal versus informal security 

providers, their sources of legitimacy, and their impact on local stability. Finally, the territorial 

dimension is addressed by examining how these political, economic, social, and security 

processes are embedded in specific geographic contexts. This involves asking: How do 

governance practices and power relations manifest differently across the case study areas: 

Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin? and To what extent is control over territory 

symbolic, administrative, or contested? This dimension allows for a spatialized analysis of 

power, highlighting how territorial control intersects with identity, governance, and conflict 

dynamics. By structuring the fieldwork and data analysis around these five dimensions, the 
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research ensures a systematic and context-sensitive assessment of governance and power-

sharing, grounded in both empirical observation and theoretical rigor. 

The aforementioned diagrams of territorial governance are based on the foundational 

contextïactorïgovernance model (see Figure no. 2). Firstly, as noted earlier, the local context 

is shaped by (a) the ethno-confessional structure, (b) socio-economic indicators, and 

(c) political-geographic arrangements: three core aspects that reflect bottom-up processes in 

the development of territorial governance. Secondly, actors represent the main stakeholders on 

the ground. This research examines the strategies employed by these key actors, which are 

subsequently projected into their territorial policies. The diagram then outlines the organization 

and structure of the positions of key actors, their relationships, and their mutual interactions, 

based on the conceptual framework proposed by Blume et al. (2022), as referenced earlier. To 

differentiate among individual actors, a classification is applied that distinguishes between state 

actors and various types of non-state (including armed) actors. For example, Schuberth (2015) 

offers a typology that categorizes these actors into: (1) rebels and guerrillas; (2) militias and 

paramilitaries; (3) clan chiefs and óbig menô; (4) warlords; (5) terrorists; (6) criminals, mafia, 

and gangs; (7) mercenaries, private military companies (PMCs), and private security 

companies (PSCs); and (8) marauders and ósobelsô (Schuberth 2015, p. 297). More generally, 

others differentiate among mercenaries, warlords, terrorists, insurgents, and criminals (Krause, 

Milliken 2009; Mulaj 2010; Mandel 2013, as cited in Schuberth 2015, p. 298). In my research, 

Schuberthôs typology proves particularly useful in distinguishing between different types of 

actors in the selected case studies, excluding, however, the category of ósobels.ô 

From a total of 75 interviews, 52 of the respondents (see Table no. 6) agreed to share 

personal information such as name, profession, ethnicity and place of operation. The rest of the 

identities were kept anonymous. 14 interviews were conducted online. The gained data 

represent opinions and narratives of actors, who influence decision-making processes within 

the defined territories, namely political parties and representatives, leaders of local clans and 

tribes, representatives of ethno-religious minorities, and members of the local majority 

population. The data also reflect the views of the local and international researchers, journalists 

and those, who bring a more analytical outlook to the specific case studies. The qualitative data 

obtained from interviews were analyzed using thematic coding, a method commonly employed 

in interpretive social research. This approach enables the researcher to distill complex and often 

fragmented narratives into coherent analytical themes that reflect recurring ideas, concepts, or 

concerns expressed by respondents (Guest, MacQueen, Namey 2012). 
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This approach involved systematically identifying, organizing, and interpreting 

recurring patterns or óthemesô within the interview transcripts. Thematic coding allowed for 

the categorization of complex narratives into analytically meaningful units, revealing how 

different actors perceive governance, identity, and conflict in the disputed territories. Coding 

was conducted manually, guided both by pre-defined themes derived from the research 

questions (deductive) and emergent themes identified through the data itself (inductive). This 

method enabled a nuanced understanding of the political dynamics across the case study 

districts and the diverse perspectives of local stakeholders. Diversifying sources of information 

enhances the reliability and relevance of the data, while also contributing to the overall 

objectivity of the research. In line with this approach, the study gathered a substantial amount 

of in-depth data from a limited number of participants, which, as Hendl (2005) notes, is 

a defining characteristic of the case study method. 

Figure no. 2: Model context - actors - governance. Source: Author 

 

 

4.2.1. Justification of the Selected Case Studies 

As the area of the DIBs is quite large, approximately 40.000 kmĮ, this project focuses on a few 

selected key areas in the northwest, center, and southeast: Sinjar, Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and 

Khanaqin. The Makhmour district (Erbil province) and Tooz district (Salah al-Din province) 

were also partly included in the research. In total, they are inhabited by 3 million people 

(Abdullah Hussein 2023). On the contrary, Wasit (Badra district) was excluded due to potential 

security risks, particularly the presence of ISIS sleeper cells, following consultations38 with 

experts from IRIS at AUIS, citing similar security concerns. In each of the selected case studies, 

local governance is characterized by competition among various political, religious, and 

 
38 These discussions took place during October and November 2022, when the author held the position of Visiting researcher 

at IRIS/AUIS. 
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security actors who vie for local dominance in pursuit of strategic goals and interests. These 

actors compete over local resources, border crossings, and the strategic positioning of the area. 

From a geographical perspective, the selected case studies represent the northwestern, central, 

and southeastern regions of the DIBs. This geographical diversity allows for comparison of 

similarities and differences across the cases, while maintaining a strong emphasis on local 

context and contextual factors. The following analysis reflects the fourth phase of the researchôs 

time frame, spanning from October 2017 to February 2025, which is regarded as the post-

conflict period. This phase is characterized by a new balance of power, the emergence of PMF 

territorial rule, and a decline in the influence of Kurdish parties within the DIBs. 
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5. Historical delimitation ï the state of Iraq 

The historical roots of Iraqôs DIBs extend far beyond the post-2003 period and are deeply 

embedded in the broader political and colonial legacy of the region. This chapter examines the 

key historical developments that have shaped the dynamics of power and conflict between Arab 

and Kurdish actors, with a particular focus on the evolution of territorial claims and governance 

within the DIBs. While based primarily on a review of academic literature, this section is also 

supported by insights from fieldwork and semi-structured interviews. Rather than offering an 

exhaustive history, it aims to highlight the most significant milestones that continue to inform 

contemporary territorial disputes in Iraq. 

 

5.1. The End of the WWI  and Collapse of the Ottoman Empire (1918-1932) 

The origins of the DIBs dispute can be traced back to the collapse of the Ottoman Empire 

following the First World War (WWI). Even before the warôs end, competing imperial powers 

were shaping the political future of the region. In 1915, an agreement between Sharif Hussein 

and the British government was signed, promising his authority over the vilayet Baghdad and 

Basra after the end of the war. The vilayet Mosul, including the Kurdish parts of Iraq, was 

handed over to the hands of the Brits in 1918 according to the Treaty of Murdos, signed 

between the former rulers of the Ottoman Empire and the representatives of Great Britain 

(Entessar 2009). The 1916 SykesïPicot Agreement divided the former Ottoman provinces into 

British and French zones of influence, laying the groundwork for modern state boundaries that 

paid little attention to local ethnic or sectarian realities. Notably, British diplomat Mark Sykes 

occasionally referred to the idea of an óautonomous Kurdistanô an area south of the Lesser Zab 

River and north of the Rawanduz, Hakkiari and Bohtan districts (McDowall 2004). However, 

the various Kurdish tribes could not find a strong leader who could unify them and thus 

subordinate his own or tribal interests to the óhigher purposeô of the interests of the Kurdish 

nation. 

In 1920, the Treaty of S¯vres offered the first formal international recognition of 

Kurdish political aspirations. An Article 62 of the Treaty defined the autonomous Kurdish area 

south of Armenia, which would be located north of Syria and east from the Euphrates River, 

parts which were formerly under Ottoman Empire control, excluding the Kurdish Persian areas 

(Bengio 2012). The Article also stated that the protection of the other local minorities should 

be granted. However, the treaty was never implemented. Instead, the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, 
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which formalized the boundaries of the modern Turkish state, nullified S¯vres and effectively 

extinguished hopes for a Kurdish state. The Kurdish-majority vilayet of Mosul was placed 

under British administration and later integrated into the new Iraqi state under British mandate, 

despite resistance from Kurdish leaders. The vilayet Mosul was placed under the administration 

of the Brits and its new mandate of Iraq, while the northern area (North Kurdistan) was 

incorporated into the new Turkish state. The Kurds were unsatisfied and thus started to rebel 

against the state and the occupation forces. As Sari (2019) stated, the Kurdish uprisings 

included óthe Kocgiri revolt of the 1920s; the Sheik Said rebellion of 1925; the revolt of Agri 

Dagh in the 1930s; the Dersim uprising of 1937 and 38 in Turkey; the Simko rebellion of the 

1920s, the 1946 Mahabad Republic of Kurdistan in Iran; the Barzani led revolts of the 1960s 

and 1970s in Iraq; and the 2004 uprising of Serhildan in Syriaô (Sari 2019, p. 283-84). 

Among the most prominent Kurdish figures in this period was Sheikh Mahmud 

Barzani39, who declared an independent Kurdish government in Sulaymaniyah and proclaimed 

himself King of Kurdistan. While initially tolerated by British authorities, his revolt was 

eventually crushed. His younger brother, Mullah Mustafa Barzani, would later emerge as the 

dominant Kurdish nationalist leader, laying the foundation for the modern Kurdish movement 

in Iraq. Despite their efforts, Kurdish demands for self-rule were consistently suppressed, and 

Baghdad's control over the Kurdish north was gradually consolidated.  

A pivotal development occurred in 1927 with the discovery of oil in Kirkuk, a city that 

would later become the epicenter of DIBs disputes. Managed by the Iraq Petroleum Company 

(IPC), the oil fields rapidly industrialized the region and attracted large numbers of workers, 

significantly altering the city's demographic composition. By 1931, over 2.300 IPC employees 

were stationed in Kirkuk, and by 1940, the population had doubled compared to 1920 (Quesnay 

2021). This rapid urban growth and economic stratification heightened ethnic tensions between 

Kurds, Arabs, and Turkmens, tensions that continue to influence the political contestation over 

Kirkuk today. 

Meanwhile, Mullah Mustafa Barzani led a series of rebellions against the monarchy and 

later the republican governments, establishing himself as the face of Kurdish resistance. These 

early struggles set the stage for the institutional and territorial challenges that continue to define 

the relationship between the KRG and the GoI. The legacies of broken promises, demographic 

engineering, and centralized rule created structural conditions that entrenched the contest over 

 
39 Who was a descendant of an old Qadiri sheikhs and fought against the British army in 1915. In 1918 he was appointed as 

Sulaymaniyah governor. Due to the later disagreements Sheikh Mahmud fought with British army again, with several peace 

periods between both actors. His rebellions were seen as manifestos of early Kurdish nationalism (Syamand, Hashem 2014). 
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DIBs. The emergence of oil as a strategic asset and Kirkuk's symbolic and economic value 

further entrenched its position as the most hotly contested area between Kurds and Arabs. As 

this chapter illustrates, the governance of Iraqôs DIBs cannot be understood without 

acknowledging the long arc of Kurdish political marginalization and resistance. The roots of 

these disputes are not merely administrative but are deeply tied to identity, memory, and the 

historical trauma of exclusion. These foundations continue to shape the trajectory of 

contemporary territorial governance arrangements and remain central to the broader debate 

over federalism, autonomy, and coexistence in Iraq. 

 

5.2. Development of the Kurdish Issue within the Iraqi State (1932ï1970s) 

Following the end of the British mandate, Iraq was officially recognized as an independent 

state in 1932 and admitted to the League of Nations (Polk 2005). This formal independence 

marked a significant moment not only for the Arab population but also for the Kurds, whose 

nationalist aspirations gained momentum during this period. One notable development was the 

enactment of the Local Languages Law, which granted Kurdish the status of an official 

language alongside Arabic in districts with a Kurdish majority (Bengio 2012). This legal 

recognition represented a symbolic step forward in Kurdish cultural and linguistic rights, 

though it fell short of fulfilling broader political ambitions. 

The post-independence era, however, did not resolve the longstanding tensions between 

the central government and Kurdish nationalists. From 1943 to 1945, another Kurdish uprising, 

this time led by Mullah Mustafa Barzani, was met with significant repression. The British 

Royal Air Force supported Baghdadôs efforts to suppress the revolt, which ultimately forced 

Barzani into exile in Iran (Yildiz 2004; Aziz 2011). During his time in Iran, a major milestone 

in Kurdish political history occurred: the establishment of the short-lived Republic of Mahabad 

in 1945. Supported by the Soviet Union, this Kurdish entity sought to assert autonomy and laid 

the foundations for the formation of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), which initially 

called for full independence but soon shifted towards advocating for Kurdish autonomy within 

Iraq (Bengio 2012). However, the republic survived for only one year. The Iranian government 

swiftly dismantled it, executing its leader Qazi Muhammad and suppressing Kurdish 

aspirations in the region (Bruinessen 1986). 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, Iraqôs political landscape remained closely 

tied to British interests until the 1958 military coup, which marked a critical turning point in 

the countryôs history. On July 14, 1958, the monarchy was overthrown, and a republic was 
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declared under the leadership of General Abdul Karim Qasim (Polk 2005). The new regime 

opened a brief window of opportunity for the Kurds, who reasserted their demands for 

autonomy. However, these demands were largely sidelined by Qasimôs government, sowing 

further dissatisfaction among Kurdish leaders. 

This discontent was compounded in 1963 when the Ba'ath Party, with backing from the 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), orchestrated a coup that brought Colonel Abdul Salam Arif 

to power as president and installed Hasan al-Bakr as prime minister (by the group of óNational 

Council of the Revolutionary Commandô). The newly empowered Ba'athists adopted a more 

aggressive stance toward the Kurdish population. Between 1963 and 1968, government forces 

reportedly destroyed approximately 779 Kurdish villages, exemplifying the regimeôs brutal 

counterinsurgency measures and demographic engineering policies (Quesnay 2021). 

When Saddam Hussein rose to power in 1979, there was a brief perception among some 

Kurdish leaders that a political solution might finally be within reach. Earlier in the decade, 

Hussein had engaged in negotiations with Mullah Mustafa Barzani, suggesting a possible path 

toward Kurdish autonomy. However, this hope quickly faded. Hussein increasingly viewed the 

Kurds not as partners in national reconciliation, but as a potential threat to his rule and 

a possible base for opposition movements (Polk 2005). His regime would later pursue policies 

of Arabization and violent repression, solidifying the marginalization of Kurds within the Iraqi 

state and setting the stage for even more repressive campaigns in the following decades. 

 

5.3. Mullah Mustafa Barzani and Saddam Husseinôs Agreement (1970s) 

Following the collapse of the Republic of Mahabad, Mullah Mustafa Barzani fled to Iran, where 

he remained until the establishment of the Republic of Iraq in 1958. Three years later, Barzani 

initiated another Kurdish uprising against the Iraqi state as the newly appointed leader of the 

KDP. This rebellion ultimately led to a period of de facto autonomy for Kurdistan, though 

intermittent clashes between the Kurdish forces and the central government continued until 

1964 (Syamand, Hashem 2014). 

A significant turning point came on March 11, 1970, when Mullah Mustafa Barzani and 

then Vice President Saddam Hussein reached an agreement known as the March Manifesto, 

following the second Ba'athist coup in 1968 (Yildiz 2004). This accord promised autonomy for 

the Kurdish people within the KRI and was set to be codified in the Iraqi constitution. However, 

the regime subsequently reneged on key aspects of the agreement, most notably its refusal to 

include the oil-rich city of Kirkuk within the proposed autonomous zone (Romano 2010). In 
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1974, the so-called Autonomy Law was enacted, effectively nullifying the 1970 accord and 

deepening Kurdish distrust of the Iraqi state (Aziz 2011 in Jungbluth 2015, p. 5). 

In response, Barzani ordered the deployment of over 50.000 Kurdish peshmerga 

fighters to Kirkuk, in protest against Baghdadôs failure to honor its commitments and in 

reaction to the intensifying Arabization40 policies in both Kirkuk and Mosul (Alukrafi 2024). 

The Arabization campaign, which began in the 1960s, aimed to alter the demographic 

composition of disputed areas, particularly in Nineveh and Kirkuk, by relocating thousands of 

Kurds (and, to a lesser extent, Turkmens) from the north and central Iraq to the countryôs 

southern provinces. These displaced populations were replaced by Arab families brought in 

from the south and other regions (Jungbluth 2015; International Crisis Group41 2020). This 

demographic shift also reshaped the local economic structure, particularly in the energy sector, 

where Arab workers and managers were installed to oversee Kirkukôs lucrative oilfields. As 

Kurdish journalist and Director of the Draw Media, Mohammad Rauf, explained: The region 

was historically the Kurdish majority, but after the oil revenues were discovered, the 

government decided to take control of the regions. The main reason behind this was the amount 

of oil in Kirkuk. So, what they did, they went after the territories around Kirkuk, like Kifri, Tuz 

Khurmato, they separated them from Kirkuk and added them to Salahaddin (with the 

jurisdiction), to lower the Kurdish majority [it was after the 1975 after the Mullah Mustafa 

failed negotiations with the former Iraqi government] to make the Kurds minority inside 

Kirkuk.ô (Interview 2B). In December 1975, the Iraqi regime issued Republican Decree 608, 

which officially detached predominantly Kurdish districts such as Chamchamal (pop. 50.000), 

Kalar (30.000), Kifri (50.000), and Tuz Khurmato (80.000) from Kirkuk province (Saeed 2016; 

Ihsan 2017). Chamchamal and Kalar were annexed to Sulaymaniyah province (though 

reattached to Kirkuk in 1976), while Kifri was incorporated into Diyala province and Tuz 

Khurmato into Salah al-Din province (Bartu 2010). This gerrymandering of administrative 

boundaries aimed to dilute Kurdish demographic dominance in Kirkuk, thereby reinforcing 

Arab control over its vast oil wealth. 

Relations between the Kurdish leadership and Baghdad further deteriorated after the 

signing of the 1975 Algiers Agreement, brokered during the at the Organization of the 

Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) conference in Algeria. In this deal, Iraq made 

territorial concessions to Iran regarding the Shatt al-Arab waterway in exchange for Tehran's 

withdrawal of support for the Iraqi Kurdish insurgency (Alukrafi 2024). Consequently, 

 
40 For more about the Arabization process see Saeed 2016. 
41 Later referred as ICG.  
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Baghdad offered Barzani two options: retreat into Iran or surrender. Barzani chose exile, 

relocating to Iran with approximately 200.000 Kurdish fighters and civilians (Syamand, 

Hashem 2014). Simultaneously, the U.S., under Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, disengaged 

from its covert support for the Kurds, further isolating them (Maenza 2019). 

These developments deepened the rift between Kurdish and Iraqi authorities and 

solidified Kirkukôs role as the epicenter of Arab-Kurdish contention. For Baghdad, Kirkuk was 

a critical hub of Iraqôs oil economy, its oilfields discovered in 1927, and therefore too strategic 

to cede. For the Kurds, Kirkuk represented not only a historic homeland but also a vital 

economic lifeline. Since then, successive regimes in Baghdad have pursued policies of 

Arabization to alter the demographic and political landscape of Kirkuk, systematically 

expelling Kurds and Turkmens in order to ensure that the regionôs natural resources remained 

under Arab control (Anderson, Stansfield 2009, p. 113, cited in Saeed 2016). 

 

5.4. End of the Iraqi-Iranian War and the Anfal Campaign (1988) 

During the IranïIraq War (1980ï1988), the Kurdish political parties in Iraq were internally 

divided over whether to ally with the Iraqi regime or with Iran. While the PUK engaged in 

negotiations with Saddam Hussein between 1983 and 1984 in pursuit of political autonomy, 

the KDP, on the other hand, aligned itself more closely with Iran (Blaydes 2015). In a strategic 

countermove, the Iraqi regime supported smaller Iranian Kurdish opposition groups, 

particularly the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI/PDKI), led by Abdulrahman 

Ghassemlou42, and the Komala party (Bruinessen 1986). These rival alignments deepened the 

fragmentation between Iraq's two dominant Kurdish factions, a vulnerability exploited by both 

Baghdad and Tehran to reinforce their own strategic interests (Blaydes 2015). 

Despite their differences, both the KDP and PUK were subject to attacks by the Iraqi 

military, and at times, by Iranian forces as well (Chubin, Tripp 1988, p. 106). The breakdown 

of negotiations between the PUK and the Baôathist regime prompted the PUK to reassess its 

position, ultimately aligning with the KDP. In 1986, both parties signed an agreement in Tehran 

to form a unified front against Saddam Hussein. This agreement, backed by the Iranian regime, 

led to the establishment of the Iraqi Kurdish Front (IKF), an umbrella coalition of Kurdish 

parties united in opposition to the Baôathist state (Entessar 2009). 

 
42 Which also lived and worked in Prague. He was teaching International Economics at the Vysok§ ġkola ekonomick§ (óPrague 

School of Economicsô) (PDKI 2025). 
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As the war drew to a close in 1988, Saddam Hussein retaliated for what he perceived 

as Kurdish betrayal through their alliance with Iran. Between February and August of that year, 

his regime launched the Anfal Campaign, a brutal military operation targeting Kurdish civilians 

in northern Iraq. It is estimated that over 200.000 Kurds were killed, and more than 4.000 

villages were systematically destroyed (Robson 1996; Bengio 2017). The campaign, named 

after Surah Al-Anfal (Chapter 8) of the Quran, referring to divine punishment against the 

wicked, was orchestrated by Ali Hassan al-Majid, infamously dubbed óChemical Aliô for his 

use of chemical weapons. The Anfal Campaign left a profound and enduring scar on modern 

Kurdish history (Yildiz 2004; Polk 2005). Some scholars regard it as the culmination, and the 

most extreme phase, of the Arabization campaign against the Kurds (Saeed 2016). 

In a tragic twist, some Kurdish militias, driven by internal grievances and a desire for 

revenge, reportedly fought alongside the Iraqi army during the campaign (Polk 2005). 

Nevertheless, the establishment of the IKF during this period laid the foundation for the 

emergence of a de facto autonomous Kurdish region following the 1991 Gulf War (Syamand, 

Hashem 2014). 

 

5.5. Establishment of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (1990s) 

A pivotal period for the Iraqi Kurds was the creation of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq during 

the 1990s. The foundation of what would become a self-governing entity within Iraq was laid 

in the aftermath of the Second Gulf War in 1991. Following the war, Kurdish forces, alongside 

Shiôa groups, but without any meaningful coordination, launched a rebellion against the regime 

of Saddam Hussein. The uprising was indirectly encouraged by statements from the United 

States (Sari 2019).  As Maenza noted that óPresident George H.W. Bush accidentally inspired 

a Kurdish-led revolution against Saddam Hussein that he never meant to pledge support toô 

mentioning in his speech that óThere's another way for the bloodshed to stop, and this is for the 

Iraqi military and the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands and force Saddam 

Hussein, the dictator, to step aside.ô (Maenza 2019). The brutal crackdown by Saddam's regime 

triggered a massive humanitarian crisis, forcing hundreds of thousands of Kurds to flee toward 

the Turkish and Iranian borders. However, neither Turkey nor Iran was willing to admit large 

numbers of Kurdish refugees. In response to the deteriorating situation, the United Nations 

Security Council adopted Resolution 688, which condemned the repression of Iraqi civilians 

and led to the establishment of a no-fly zone in northern Iraq. This effort, supported militarily 

by the U.S., the United Kingdom, France, and Turkey, enabled operations such as óSafe Havenô 
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and óProvide Comfortô (Maenza 2019; Sari 2019), which protected the Kurds and allowed them 

to begin administering their own affairs. 

These developments resulted in the de facto establishment of the KRI, with its own 

regional government and administrative structures. The boundaries of the KRI were 

demarcated by what became known as the óGreen Line,ô a de facto border corresponding 

roughly to the 36th parallel43 (Yoshioka 2015). While this line marked the extent of Kurdish 

control, it excluded significant Kurdish-populated areas further south, leaving much of the 

Kurdish heartland outside the jurisdiction of the KRG. The Green Line was formally 

recognized in Iraqôs Transitional Administrative Law (TAL), adopted in 2003, specifically in 

Article 53. While the TAL acknowledges that the authority of the KRG extends beyond the 

governorates of Dohuk, Erbil, and Sulaymaniyah, it does not clearly define which areas in 

disputed provinces like Kirkuk, Diyala, and Nineveh are included (Kane 2011). Despite having 

its own institutions, the KRG shares governance in certain areas, such as oil sales to Turkey, 

with the federal government in Baghdad, indicating a complex interplay between regional 

autonomy and central oversight. 

From a theoretical perspective, scholars such as Trinn and Schulte (2020) assess the 

depth of regional autonomy through various indicators. These include the scope of authoritative 

powers exercised by regional legislative and executive bodies, particularly in economic, 

educational, social, and internal security policy, without interference from the central 

government. Fiscal competence, such as the power to levy and collect taxes, as well as the 

existence of directly elected assemblies and executives that are not appointed by the central 

government, also serve as key markers of autonomy (Trinn, Schulte 2020, p. 13). Following 

the establishment of the KRI, regional elections were held. However, neither of the two 

dominant Kurdish political parties, the KDP and the PUK, secured an outright majority, leading 

to a fragile power-sharing arrangement. This uneasy cooperation broke down in May 1994, 

erupting into a violent civil war between the two factions. The conflict continued until 

a ceasefire was brokered by the Clinton administration in 1996 (Bengio 2012). While the 

ceasefire restored a degree of political order, it entrenched the division of power between the 

KDP- and PUK-controlled zones, a dynamic that continues to shape Kurdish politics to this 

day. 

 

 

 
43 The similar no-fly zone was created in the south of the 32nd parallel (Polk 2005). 
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5.6. U.S.-Led Invasion of Iraq and Post-2003 Developments 

In April 2003, the U.S.-led coalition toppled Saddam Husseinôs regime, largely justified by 

fabricated intelligence linking Iraq to Al-Qaeda and claims of weapons of mass destruction. 

On April 16, 2003, U.S. President George W. Bush announced that Iraq had been óliberatedô 

(Polk 2005). The invasion initiated a series of consequential, and often unwise, decisions made 

by the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), headed by Paul Bremer. On July 13, 2003, the 

CPA established the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), an interim body representing Iraqôs main 

ethno-religious communities. The IGC adopted the TAL, which served as a provisional 

constitution until the adoption of the permanent Iraqi constitution in 2005. 

The American ambition was to foster a democratic Iraq that would serve as a model for 

the broader Middle East (Dobbins 2009). However, this democratization project triggered 

significant instability. Two key decisions, mass de-Baathification and the disbanding of the 

Iraqi army, provoked widespread unrest. As Quesnay (2021) and Dobbins (2009, p. 133) noted, 

Bremer ordered the purge of approximately 30.000 Ba'ath Party members from public service. 

Furthermore, the dissolution of the Iraqi army left nearly half a million trained and armed men 

unemployed, many of whom turned against the occupation44. óThe Shiôa groups took revenge 

on Sunnis. We had a new de-Baathification law, which was used very selectively against the 

people. If somebody was Shiôa Baathist, it was not that hard to close eyes about it, but when 

somebody was Sunni Baathist, he was an enemy. And thatôs created the reaction from the Sunni 

population, they were scared about the Shiôa controlling all aspects of the government in Iraq 

in the way that happened. It was during the election through the militias, military force, through 

everything.ô (Interview 7B). Moreover, the DIBs óhave been a persistent fault-line in the stateôs 

history and rapidly emerged as a core dispute after the 2003 invasion of Iraqô (Bartu 2010, p. 

1329). The creation of the new Iraqi constitution highlighted the issue of DIBs existence within 

Article 140, and created a path towards the solution of this issue. Article 140 states that óit 

accomplishes completely (normalization45 and census and concludes with a referendum in 

Kirkuk and other disputed territories to determine the will of their citizens), by a date not to 

 
44 There is also an interesting point about the Kurdish reluctance to join a new Iraqi army: óAfter 2003 the KRG didn't actually 

encourage the Kurdish youth to join the army, air force, ministries and so on. So, when you ask why the Kurds have so minor 

a role in the state it's because of the Kurdish administration in Erbil. Because they didn't want that. And it was a very deadly 

miscalculation to not join the state, the army, or diplomatic missions or not to encourage the people to learn Arabic. That's 

why they are weak nowô (Interview 3B). 
45 Which should include resettling Arabs to their areas of origin, followed by the return of the expelled Kurds and Turkmens 

to Kirkuk and other parts of the DIBs and re-creation of the Kirkuk administrative borders to their pre-1976 position (where 

Chamchamal, Kalar, Kifri and Tuz-Khurmato districts should be returned to the Kirkuk province, previously annexed to the 

neighboring governorates by Saddam in 1975) (Natali 2008, as cited in Saeed 2016, p. 52). 
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exceed the 31st of December 2007ô (Constitute 2005)46. Thus, this process was never fully 

implemented, leaving the solution of the DIBs as a future burden for both the GoI and the KRG. 

A joint Arab-Turkmen opposition, primarily represented by the ITF, actively opposed the 

planned Kirkuk referendum, fearing it would lead to Kirkukôs incorporation into the KRI. 

With the missed deadline, the United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) 

took over the mediation process but failed to achieve tangible results (ICG 2020). Another path, 

possibly leading to an agreement or solution was suggested by Mahmud Othman. Othmanôs 

proposal included recognition the areas south of the Green Line as óthose which are majority 

Kurdish should be governed by KRGô and óthose inhabited by a mix of ethno-religious groupsô 

which should be treated in a different way (Bartu 2020, p. 1334). As Saeed (2016) highlights, 

post-2003 Kirkuk became a site of contestation among Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmens, each 

claiming historical and political legitimacy to control the city.  

Kirkuk came under Kurdish control on April 10, 2003, when approximately 10.000 

Peshmerga fighters entered the city. This marked a major political victory for the PUK, 

solidifying its alliance with U.S. forces (Saeed 2016). Two months later, the U.S. appointed 30 

representatives from the cityôs main communities to a temporary governing council, later 

expanded to 40 members. A third local government was formed through elections in January 

2005, creating a 41-member provincial council (Anderson, Stansfield 2009; Saeed 2016). 

During this time, the KRG expanded its territorial control across many DIBs, monopolizing 

political, economic, and security functions. The presence of Peshmerga forces was authorized 

by the Coalition Forces (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019). In 2008, Sunni and Shiôa Arab members 

of parliament proposed a power-sharing plan for Kirkukôs Provincial Council, allocating 32 % 

each to Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmens, with 4 % to Christians. The Kurds vehemently opposed 

the plan, arguing it underrepresented their demographic weight, and Kurdish President Jalal 

Talabani exercised a veto. Tensions peaked after a suicide bombing at a Kirkuk demonstration 

and the Kurdish-dominated council threatened to invoke the 2006 Regions Law to annex 

Kirkuk to the KRI (Bartu 2010). 

The gradual U.S. withdrawal (2008ï2014) led to a consolidation of GoI authority under 

the PM Nouri al-Maliki. Malikiôs sectarian governance further empowered co-religionist 

 
46 Future of Iraq territorial arrangements was perceived by various U.S. policy makers differently, especially within the context 

of Iraq civil war. In September 2007 Senator Joseph R. Biden (former chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

and later U.S. president) presented a non-binding resolution to decentralize Iraq into three autonomous zones ï Shiôa, Sunni 

and Kurdish. The U.S. Senate voted clearly 75 for the resolution and 23 against. As the reaction, the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad 

published a statement, arguing that the U.S. was in favor of a united Iraq. It also opposed any partition, which would cause 

extraordinary suffering and bloodshed (Bartu 2010).  
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minorities, particularly Shiôa Turkmens, through state resources and security appointments 

(Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019). U.S. forces continued to manage Kirkukôs security until 2009, 

during which time the Kurdish Peshmerga filled the vacuum left by Saddamôs regime. Abdul-

Rahman Mustafa, a non-affiliated Kurdish lawyer, was elected governor by a U.S.-supervised 

CPA. In the same period, the Kurdish-led Kirkuk Brotherhood List won 26 of 41 council seats 

as Arabs boycotted elections, effectively granting Kurds control over local governance (ICG 

2020, p. 4). Intercommunal relations improved slightly in 2009 with a power-sharing 

agreement: Kurds retained the governorship, Arabs assumed the deputy governorship, and 

Turkmens chaired the Provincial Council (ICG 2020). However, the full U.S. withdrawal in 

2011 led to the collapse of joint security mechanisms between Iraqi forces and the Peshmerga. 

As general Zangana pointed out: óIn the beginning we established 4 Joint Cooperation Centers, 

between Peshmerga and Iraqi Army. One in Khanaqin, in Kirkuk (K1 base), Makhmour, in 

Kessek base (close to the Syrian border, in the province of Ninewa). We also have two major 

coordination centers, one in Baghdad and one in Erbil.ô (Interview 5B). Meanwhile, some 

Arab and Turkmen interviewees accused the KDP and PUK of pursuing a óKurdificationô 

strategy in the DIBs between 2003 and 2017, creating dual administration and duopoly of use 

violence between its own security actors. This alleged strategy included the marginalization of 

Arabs and Turkmens and the exploitation of local resources by Kurdish authorities (Interview 

37B). These claims echo earlier grievances regarding the Arabization policies under the Baôath 

regime, highlighting how each dominant power sought to reshape the demography and 

governance of the DIBs to secure long-term control. 

 

5.7. The Emergence and Existence of ISIS (2012ï2017) 

The withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq, combined with mass protests in Sunni-majority areas 

such as Hawija (2011ï2013) against the Shiôa-led central government, created fertile ground 

for renewed sectarian tension. The brutal repression of these demonstrations by the government 

of the PM Nouri al-Maliki paved the way for Islamist groups like ISIS to gain traction and local 

legitimacy, particularly in marginalized Sunni areas. From its foothold in Hawija, ISIS 

expanded its presence to Anbar and beyond (ICG 2020). 

The first visible indication of a shift in governance and authority within the DIBs came 

when ISIS captured Mosul on June 10, 2014, followed by the seizure of Sinjar on August 

3, 2014. Iraqi army units, unprepared and demoralized, withdrew southward. Local governance 

collapsed, with both Governor Atheel al-Nujaifi and Kurdish officials fleeing the region 
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(Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020). The fight against ISIS catalyzed new alliances, including 

temporary cooperation between the KDP and the PKK (and its Syrian offshoot, the Democratic 

Union Party (PYD)47), and fundamentally reshaped the political geography of Iraq and Syria 

(see Gunter 2015). The ISIS expansion had a devastating impact on Sinjar, home to the Yazidi 

population. With the retreat of KDP-affiliated Peshmerga forces and the Iraqi army, Yazidis 

were left defenseless, resulting in mass atrocities now widely recognized as genocide. Since 

then, the Yazidis have viewed both the KRG and GoI as unreliable protectors. Sinjar was 

eventually liberated not by these state actors, but by PKK-affiliated forces arriving from 

northern Syria and by units of the PMF, who subsequently entrenched themselves in the area. 

KDP has not been able to restore its pre-2014 influence. To aid the besieged Yazidis, PKK and 

Peopleôs Protection Units (YPG) fighters opened a humanitarian corridor allowing them to flee 

to northern Syria (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024). The ISIS offensive also had a significant impact 

on Kirkuk. On June 12, 2014, federal forces abandoned the city, allowing Kurdish Peshmerga 

to move from the northern and eastern outskirts into the city center. Although ISIS did not take 

Kirkuk itself, it captured surrounding sub-districts, including Hawija, which it controlled until 

its defeat on October 8, 2017 (ICG 2020). In the power vacuum, PUK's 70th Brigade took 

control of the areas to the south and east of Kirkuk, while KDPôs 80th Brigade secured the oil-

rich northern and eastern zones. The KDP gained control of oil production and redirected 

exports through the KirkukïCeyhan pipeline, bypassing the damaged KirkukïBaijiïZakho 

route. 

The Kurdish dominance in Kirkuk during this period was viewed with increasing 

resentment by Arabs and Turkmens, who saw their political representation eroded. As a former 

Arab deputy governor of Kirkuk, Esmail Hadidi pointed out: óFrom 2003 to 2017, we had 

Turkmen and Arabs in government, and I was deputy governor at the time. So, the problem is 

not whether Arab or Turkmen participated in the government or not. Of course we were there. 

But the problem was they [the Kurds] had absolute power which they used to like for example 

kidnapping and also taking lands and also misusing government powerô (Interview 35B). 

Secondly, the counteroffensive against ISIS helped the Kurds to gain a large part of DIBs: 

óBefore October 16th 2017, the DIBs were around 43.000 km2. Before, around 15.000 km2 was 

under the control of Iraq [GoI], the rest of that was still under the jurisdiction of KRG. But 

after ISIS was founded and it took control of the region, the Peshmerga forces fought them 

 
47 Formalized by the agreement in Dohuk on October 25, 2014 (Gunter 2015). The counter-ISIS attacked formed other 

unexpected alliances, bringing together US air power and Iranian ground forces to liberate and Iraqi city of Amerli near Iranian 

borders (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020). 
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back; they gained another 27.000 km2 from ISIS by KRG [from 2014 until 2017]. The KRG 

gained more territoriesô (Interview 2B). 

Both KDP and PUK capitalized on the central governmentôs weakness to extend their 

authority across strategic areas in the DIBs, until the October 16, 2017 shift, following the 

Kurdish independence referendum. General Hazhar Zangana elaborated: óAfter three years 

fighting with Daesh [Arab acronym for ISIS], they have been able to deliberate on many 

villages and cities. We have been able to defeat the ISIS caliphate. But honestly, ISIS still exists, 

like sleeping cells in disputed cities and territories like Kirkuk, Diyala, sometimes in Mosul. 

During the fighting with ISIS, we had as Peshmergas a long frontline which was 1050 km 

frontline, from the Iranian to the Syrian border.ô (Interview 5B). To mitigate the ongoing 

security vacuum, joint coordination centers between Peshmerga and the Iraqi army were 

established in key locations: Mosul, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin. However, plans to form joint 

brigades failed, largely due to resistance from Shiôa political factions whose affiliated armed 

groups within the PMF opposed Kurdish re-entry into those areas. As a result, remnants of ISIS 

still operate in security gaps throughout the DIBs. Efforts by the U.S.-led Global Coalition 

against ISIS to foster cooperation between Peshmerga and Iraqi Federal Police saw only 

minimal success. A planned joint mission was conducted, but deep-rooted mistrust and lack of 

operational coordination hindered further collaboration (ICG 2020). 

 

5.8. Fight Against ISIS and the Pro-Iranian Paramilitaries (2015ï2017) 

As governance in Kirkuk increasingly came under Kurdish control, Arab and Turkmen 

communities began to feel marginalized and insecure about their political representation and 

rights. Between 2015 and 2017, around 30 targeted assassinations were recorded, primarily 

affecting Arab and Turkmen political figures, especially those affiliated with the North Oil 

Company (NOC) (ICG 2020). Ethno-political tensions between Kurds and Arabs deepened 

further when Kirkukôs then-governor, Najmaldin Karim, ordered the eviction of Arab residents. 

These included both long-term Arab inhabitants and internally displaced persons from Hawija 

and surrounding districts. The decision came in response to a complex ISIS attack on Kirkuk 

on October 21, 2016 (ICG 2020). 

The emergence of ISIS in the DIBs created a power vacuum that prompted a strong 

counteroffensive, not only from Kurdish forces but also from various PMF brigades. Many of 

these units were backed by Iran and included influential groups such as the Badr Organization, 

Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and Kata'ib Hezbollah. Their battlefield success enabled them to entrench 
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themselves territorially and expand their influence beyond military operations. These pro-

Iranian factions began consolidating economic leverage, engaging in racketeering and 

controlling key checkpoints. Through their historical and political alliances, often with Shiôa 

parties in Baghdad, they gained preferential access to state contracts in construction, 

agriculture, and local security. This institutionalization of power at the expense of local 

governance led several respondents to describe the process as a óShiificationô of areas like 

Sinjar, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin. Aligned ideologically with Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 

Ali Khamenei, these paramilitaries also asserted symbolic dominance. They planted Shiôa 

flags, funded Shiôa religious institutions, and supported clerical figures, thereby reinforcing 

a religious-political narrative that went beyond mere security provision. The fight against ISIS 

also brought more attention of the U.S. to Iraq, leading the coalition of 15 states involved in 

the combating terrorism operations. These forces conducted a series of airstrikes and supported 

Iraqi Counter Terrorism Service fighters and Kurdish Peshmerga (see Map no. 2) (EBSCO 

2023). 

Map No. 2: Coalition advising in Iraq (CJTF-OIR, vetting comment, 7/16/2024; DIA, vetting 

comment, 10/24/2024, cited in DoD, DoS, USAID 2024).  
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5.9. The Kurdish Referendum of Independence (2017) 

On September 25, 2017, the KRI, under the leadership of President Masoud Barzani, held 

a long-anticipated referendum on independence. The goal was to formally separate from 

federal Iraq and establish a sovereign Kurdish state. This move was underpinned by the 

institutional framework developed by the KRG, which had exercised a degree of autonomy and 

self-rule for over 25 years. Although often portrayed as a united expression of Kurdish will, 

the referendum was not without internal dissent48. A prominent opposition campaign, titled 

óNo for Now,ô led by businessman and politician Shaswar Abdulwahid49, voiced skepticism 

about the timing rather than the goal itself. He argued that while independence should remain 

a long-term aspiration, the prevailing regional and international conditions were not favorable 

for such a move (Rodgers 2024). The referendum faced staunch opposition from regional 

powers with sizeable Kurdish populations of their own, particularly Turkey and Iran (ICG 

2020). Despite these warnings and the lack of strong support from international actors such as 

the U.S. or Russia, voting proceeded in all four KRI provinces: Duhok, Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, 

and Halabja, as well as in KRG-controlled areas of the disputed territories, including parts of 

Ninewa, Kirkuk50, and Diyala. 

Over 92 % of participants voted óyesô in response to the question: óDo you want the 

Kurdistan Region and the Kurdistani areas outside the administration of the Region to become 

an independent state?ô (The Guardian 2017; Palani et al. 2019b, p. 1). The announcement of 

the result provoked a swift and harsh backlash from neighboring states and Iraqôs central 

government. On the domestic front, then-PM Haider al-Abadi ordered the Iraqi Security Forces 

(ISF), supported by units from the PMF, to retake control of disputed territories previously held 

by the KRG, including key oil fields and the city of Kirkuk (BBC 2017a; Reuters 2017c). The 

rapid military response led to a Kurdish withdrawal, creating a significant territorial loss for 

the KRG. This retreat sparked internal political tension between the KDP and the PUK. The 

KDP accused the PUK of betrayal, claiming it had handed over Kirkuk51, historically under 

PUK influence, without resistance (BBC 2017b; Interview 3B). Meanwhile, clashes between 

KDP Peshmerga forces and Iraqi federal troops, including the PMF, resulted in the deaths of 

around 70 Kurdish fighters (ICG 2020). 

 
48 The various responses can be found within the research of Geopolitics of Iraqi Kurdistan: A Role of External and Internal 

Actors in the Kurdish Issue diploma thesis. 
49 One year later, he established the biggest Kurdish opposition party New Generation Movement (NGM, in Kurdish Naway 

New) (Rodgers 2024). 
50 The PUK authorities in Kirkuk were strongly opposing to include the area inside referendum (ICG 2020). 
51 Prior to conducting the referendum Baghdad unsuccessfully seek KDP (dominating the KRG) to withdraw from Kirkuk. 

This turned the central government to the rival PUK to, with which stroke a deal about their retreat from the area. 
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5.10. Post-Kurdish Referendum Period of Governance (2018ï2022) 

On October 16, 2017, government forces, comprised of the ISF, including the Iraqi Army and 

Federal Police, as well as paramilitaries affiliated with Shiôa political parties under the umbrella 

of the PMF, regained control of the oil-rich city of Kirkuk. The KRG was expelled from most 

of Iraq's DIBs. In the absence of Kurdish political representation and security forces, many 

Kurds in the area felt vulnerable and uncertain about their future. Conversely, Arab and 

Turkmen populations expressed hope that the situation would improve under federal authority 

(ICG 2020). Following the military recapture of the city, the federal government in Baghdad 

took several measures aimed at stabilizing the area. At the security level, it established the Joint 

Forward CommandïKirkuk, led by Major General Maan al-Saedi, who also served as head of 

the Counter Terrorism Service. This new security structure integrated the Iraqi Army, Federal 

Police, local police, and PMF-affiliated groups. Notably, Kurdish security forces, including the 

Peshmerga and Asayish, were excluded from participation in the Joint Forward Commandï

Kirkuk. However, offices of the PUK-affiliated Asayish remained operational within the city. 

In parallel, political changes followed. The Kurdish governor of Kirkuk, Najmaldin Karim, 

was replaced by his Arab deputy, Rakkan al-Jubouri. This shift triggered considerable 

frustration, particularly among Kurdish and Turkmen communities. Many local residents 

perceived governor al-Jubouri as neglectful of their needs, accusing him of favoring Arab 

constituents through his established patronage networks. These included preferential access to 

employment opportunities and public services, further entrenching local grievances and 

undermining prospects for inclusive governance (authorôs own observations and interviews 

with Kirkuk residents, April 2024). 

 

5.11. Post-Election Negotiations after the 2023 Iraqi Provincial Elections 

5.11.1. Nineveh 

The Nineveh Provincial Council (NPC) comprises 26 seats, plus 3 minority quota seats 

designated for Christians, Yazidis, and Shabaks (Kirkuk Now 2024b). The elections were 

dominated by the Nineveh for Its People Alliance, which secured five seats, followed by the 

KDP with four seats. The National Contract Alliance won three seats, while the Sovereignty 

Alliance (al-Siyada) and the Progress Alliance (Taqaddum) each secured two seats. Other 

parties receiving two seats included the National Resolution, Al-Hadbaa (a Coordination 

Framework-affiliated party), National Identity, and Nineveh People Union. Additionally, the 
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Azm Iraq Union and the National Party each won one seat. The three minority quota seats were 

awarded to representatives of the Shabak, Yazidi, and Christian communities. Post-election 

negotiations led to the formation of two main blocs: the Nineveh People Union Alliance, 

holding 16 seats, and the United Nineveh Coalition/Alliance, holding 9 seats. This division 

effectively aligned the Provincial Council along broader regional fault lines, with one bloc 

leaning toward Iran and the other toward Turkey. The Nineveh People Union Alliance pushed 

to overhaul 20 key administrative positions in the province, including the replacement of seven 

district mayors and thirteen sub-district mayors. 

However, the United Nineveh Coalition and the KDP boycotted this process, suspended 

their Provincial Council membership, and called for the dismissal of the Councilôs Presidency 

(Shafaq News 2024). The KDP also filed a formal complaint with the Iraqi Federal Court, 

positioning itself in opposition to the NPC majority (Kirkuk Now 2024d). Nonetheless, on 

October 10, 2024, the KDP and its Sunni Arab allies ended their months-long boycott (Rudaw 

2024a). Following this, the United Nineveh Coalition announced it would only attend Council 

sessions focused on provincial service delivery. Nineveh province, including the contested 

Sinjar district, remains strategically important for both Iran and Turkey. A focal point of the 

current tensions is the appointment of Dawood al-Jundi, a PUK member, as Sinjarôs new 

district mayor. His appointment was boycotted by the PMF chairman Falih al-Fayyadh, who 

claimed Jundi was too closely aligned with Asaôib Ahl al-Haq. Despite the boycott, the Sinuni 

subdistrict came under PUK control, thereby bolstering Iranôs political footprint through 

a formally recognized Iraqi party. This shift followed the Iraqi government's July 2024 ban on 

PKK-affiliated political parties (Anadolu Ajansē 2024). 

These developments reflect Iranôs expanding influence in Nineveh, where it operates 

through allied actors like the PUK, PKK, and various PMF elements, particularly in Sinjar and 

its surrounding areas. Conversely, the KDP has experienced a notable decline in influence, both 

in Sinjar and across the broader Nineveh province. This decline illustrates the waning of 

Turkeyôs leverage in the region. In response to Iranôs growing dominance, Ankara signed a new 

security agreement with Baghdad on August 15, 2024, which included plans for joint 

coordination centers in Bashiqa and Baghdad (Al Monitor 2024a). While the agreement was 

officially framed as a cooperative effort to combat PKK activity, Turkey also sought guarantees 

to maintain its control over Bashiqa, despite increasing Iranian influence in Iraqôs DIBs. Just 

two weeks later, however, Iraqi security forces shot down a Turkish drone over Kirkuk, which 

had entered from the direction of Sulaymaniyah province (Al Monitor 2024b). This action sent 

a clear signal from the GoI that, despite the new security pact, Turkey cannot unilaterally assert 
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its influence, particularly in areas now under the control of pro-Iranian provincial councils such 

as Kirkuk. 

 

5.11.2. Kirkuk  

The first provincial elections in Kirkuk were held in 2005, resulting in the formation of a 41-

member Kirkuk Provincial Council (KPC), which has served as the cityôs legislative body since 

then (Anderson, Stansfield 2009). In the 2023 elections, the KPC was reduced to 15 seats, plus 

one quota seat reserved for the Christian minority. The PUK52 secured five seats, followed by 

the Arab Alliance with three seats, the ITF and the Al-Qiyada Alliance with two seats each, the 

KDP with two seats, and the Uruba Alliance53 with one seat. The Christian quota seat was won 

by the Babylon Movement, led by Rayan al-Kildani (Al-Sumaria TV 2023). Al-Kildaniôs 

increasing influence, bolstered by his ties to Asaôib Ahl al-Haq leader Qais al-Khazali and PUK 

head Bafel Talabani, is noteworthy. Both al-Kildani and al-Khazali have been under U.S. 

Treasury sanctions since 2019 (OFAC 2019a; 2019b). 

Eight months of post-election negotiations highlighted deep divisions within the KPC, 

particularly over the governorship. A key stumbling block was intra-Kurdish rivalry between 

the PUK and KDP, which prevented agreement on a unified candidate. Two covert deals 

emerged from the impasse. The first, between the KDP, ITF, and Arab parties, proposed 

a rotating governorship shared among a Kurd, Arab, and Turkmen. This plan notably excluded 

both the PUK and Christian representatives. The second deal was struck on August 10, 2024, 

at Baghdadôs Al-Rasheed Hotel and involved the PUK, the Babylon Movement, and Sunni 

actors allied with Mohammed al-Halbousi (The New Region 2024). As a result, PUKôs Rebwar 

Taha was appointed governor on August 14, with an Arab governor scheduled to replace him 

in December 2025, though that part of the agreement remains unimplemented. Qais al-Khazali 

played a central role in brokering the second agreement, reaffirming his alliance with al-

Halbousi at the national level. This deal marginalized Turkeyôs local allies by excluding the 

ITF. The Turkmen community, traditionally represented by the ITF, is now symbolically 

represented by Haji Kharib, a Shiôa Turkmen and former PMF commander affiliated with the 

Badr Organization. Kharib later secured the deputy governorship for Jaafar Abbas, another 

Shiôa Turkmen, despite the Fatah Alliance (which includes Badr) failing to win any seats in the 

 
52 Within the coalition óKirkuk our strength and willô. 
53 A political alliance of Arabism Alliance led by Muthanna al-Samarai and United Arab Front led by Wasfi al-Assi, the leader 

of al-Obeidi tribe. 
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2023 elections in Kirkuk. This further illustrates the enduring influence of Fatah/Badr through 

informal power structures and backroom negotiations. 

 

5.11.3. Diyala 

The Diyala Provincial Council consists of 15 seats. In the 2023 Iraqi provincial elections, four 

seats were won by the Our Diyala54 (Diyalatuna al-Watani Alliance), three by the Progress 

Alliance (Taqaddum), and another three by the Sovereignty Alliance (al-Siyada). The Diyala 

Entitlement List (Estihqaq), the Azm Alliance (Tahaluf Azm), the Iraqi Foundation (Etilaf 

Asas), and the PUK each secured one seat (Al-Sumaria TV 2023). Post-election negotiations 

led to the formation of two major blocs: the Group of Eight, which included the Badr 

Organization, Sunni actors such as the Progress Alliance and the Resolve Party, along with the 

PUK; and the Group of Seven, comprising the Sovereignty Alliance, the Al-Hikma Movement, 

Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and the Diyala Entitlement List. These blocs failed to reach consensus on 

the governorship, with Asaôib Ahl al-Haq explicitly opposing the re-election of former 

governor Muthanna al-Tamimi. Amid the impasse, Hadi al-Amiri nominated Jassim al-

Oumairi as head of the Provincial Council (Kirkuk Now 2024a). However, al-Oumairiôs 

nomination was disqualified due to his failure to meet the minimum age requirement (Kaabi, 

Knights, Malik 2024). This prolonged deadlock underscored that even Badr Organization, the 

most influential actor on the ground, could not secure the governorship without support from 

the State of Law Coalition. Eventually, on August 1, 2024, the Council elected Adnan al-Jayir 

from the State of Law Coalition as the new governor, with the outgoing governor, Muthanna 

al-Tamimi, peacefully transferring power. This transition also illustrated the growing influence 

of Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, which, despite winning only two seats, managed to secure the position 

of Deputy Chair of the Diyala Provincial Council. That post was filled by Salim al-Tamimi, 

a former Badrist who had defected to Asaôib Ahl al-Haq (Knights, Kaabi 2024). Meanwhile, 

the role of the PUK in Diyala has steadily declined. Since the 2013 provincial elections, the 

party has lost nearly half of its votes and corresponding seats. Its sole remaining representative 

from the Khanaqin district is Aws Ibrahim Mahdi al-Mahdawi, an Arab candidate (Shafaq 

News 2023). 

 

 
54 A political alliance close to Hadi al-Amiri and former governor of Diyala Muthanna al-Tamimi. 
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5.12. Latest Developments (2023-2025) 

Since March 23, 2023, Kurdish oil exports to Turkey have been halted following a ruling by 

the Paris-based International Court of Arbitration, which declared the process illegal (Reuters 

2023a; Reuters 2023b). The GoI emerged as the primary beneficiary of this decision, leaving 

the Kurds with no option but to continue oil exports by truck, not only to Turkey but also to 

Iran. Both of the main ruling Kurdish parties, KDP and PUK, capitalized on this shift, as the 

alternative export routes brought increased financial revenue directly into party coffers rather 

than into the official KRG treasury (Interview 67B). 

On October 20, 2024, parliamentary elections were held in the KRI. The results 

confirmed the prevailing status quo, with the KDP securing 39 seats and the PUK 23 seats. 

From the perspective of regional and global actors such as the United States, Turkey, and Iran, 

a power-sharing arrangement between KDP, PUK, and other key parties like the New 

Generation Movement (NGM) is preferable to KDP dominance alone. Nevertheless, post-

election negotiations deepened the rift between the KDP and PUK leaderships, which failed to 

form a new legitimate, stable, and quorum-capable KRG. While the KDP seeks to maintain 

dominance in local governance, the PUK is demanding greater power-sharing, particularly over 

positions such as the Ministry of Interior, the KRG presidency, and the premiership. 

Following the provincial elections of December 2023 (discussed in prior chapters), the 

PUK has managed to consolidate greater influence within the DIBs, notably by securing the 

governorship of Kirkuk through alliances with Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, the Badr Organization, and 

Sunni actors such as Mohammed al-Halbousi (see the sub-chapter 5.11.3. Diyala). 

Additionally, the PUK has increased its presence in Sinjar, reinforcing its ties to the PKK, 

which remains a dominant force in the area. By contrast, the KDP continues to face difficulties 

within the NPC, struggling to align with Sunni Arab political actors and parties close to the 

SCF or the PMF. However, in general, óthe political campaigning of these regions is not 

governed by a coherent political program or party ideology, but rather reflects a collection of 

sectarian or ethnicity-based groups aiming to bring their voters to the ballot boxesô (Abdullah 

Hussein 2023). In terms of local governance, this process lacks cohesive policy, where each of 

the political representatives is interested mainly in the provision of services to his or her ethno-

religious group or constituency (Abdullah Hussein 2023). 

On August 1, 2024, British Petroleum (BP) signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

(MoU) with the GoI to explore the redevelopment of key oil fields in Kirkuk, including the 

Baba and Awana domes, as well as three adjacent fields, Bai Hassan, Jambur, and Khabbaz, 
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currently operated by the GoIôs NOC (BP 2024). It is estimated that BP will invest up to $25 

billion in the redevelopment of Kirkukôs oil and gas infrastructure (Reuters 2025b). This 

agreement reignited tensions between the KRG and the GoI over the control of Kirkukôs natural 

resources. KRG Prime Minister Masrour Barzani responded strongly, asserting that Kirkuk is 

part of the DIBs and should not be governed unilaterally by either Baghdad or Erbil (Reuters 

2025a). He emphasized that the KRG should have been included in the BP deal. In terms of 

oilfield security and stability, June and July saw several large-scale drone strikes, primarily 

targeting the Khurmala and Khor Mor oilfields, positions located in the DIBs controlled by the 

KDP and PUK. These strikes also targeted sites such as Sarsang, Tawke, Pishkabir, and Ain 

Sifni. The issue of the DIBs thus continues to be a major source of contention, not only between 

the KRG and the GoI, but also between regional actors such as Turkey and Iran (as elaborated 

in later chapters, specifically the chapter 14.2.2. Trans-regional Governance as 

a Consequence of Instability). This thesis seeks to bring renewed academic attention to this 

ongoing issue by examining the impact of territorial governance arrangements on local 

conflict resolution in disputed territories. 

 The core research question asks whether these territorial governance arrangements 

contribute to the gradual stabilization of the region, or if, conversely, they are more likely to 

fuel ongoing conflict. The research focuses on how different actors manage (or escalate) local 

disputes, emphasizing the form and function of territorial governance rather than the basic 

delivery of public services, regulation of social life, or provision of security, though these 

factors may interrelate (Risse 2010). The post-conflict period under investigation begins in 

2017, following two transformative events that reshaped territorial governance in the DIBs: 

1. In October 2017, Kurdish forces were removed from the DIBs by the ISF and pro-

Iranian paramilitaries under the PMF umbrella (Eppel 2018). 

2. In December 2017, ISIS was territorially defeated in Iraq, after having controlled 

substantial parts of the DIBs where it had enforced its rule through Islamic Sharia law 

(Wilson Center 2019). 

As of 2025, the DIBs are largely under the control of the GoI, in coordination with various 

PMF elements across Sinjar, Tal Afar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, Tuz Khurmato, and 

Khanaqin. As one side consolidates power, the other, namely the KRG, has limited ability to 

reestablish control. Nonetheless, through regional alliances (the KDP with Turkey and the PUK 

with Iran and GoI/PMF structures), both Kurdish parties have retained political representation 

in provincial councils (since December 2023) and a de facto presence in select regions: e.g., 

the PUKôs gradual expansion in Nineveh Province (Sommer, Salih 2024). The current 
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relationship between the KRG and Baghdad can be characterized as shared rule at the regional 

level, with the KRG itself operating more autonomously, resembling a self-rule entity. The 

DIBs, however, remain a unique and unstable terrain, contested not only between the central 

and regional governments but also involving quasi-state actors like the PMF. While the Iraqi 

Constitutionôs Article 140 outlines a clear three-step process for resolving the DIBs issue: 

normalization, census, and referendum, this framework has never been implemented. The 

December 31, 2007, deadline expired without action, and the issue remains unresolved. 

 

6. Iraqi political system55  

Within the context of the Middle East, the Iraqi political system is unique56 and is classified as 

consociational (or semi-consociational),57 parliamentary, and multi-party system58. The ethno-

sectarian system of Muhasasa Taôifiya, established after the fall of Saddam Husseinôs regime 

in 2003, is the main source of sectarian apportionment, based on specific conditions and the 

composition of Iraqi society. The idea of the distribution of individual key political positions 

according to Muhasasa Taôifiya was to bring a proportional representation to Shiôa, Sunni, and 

Kurdish political actors and to avoid the return of state authoritarianism. The idea is to share 

power between all the components of Iraq, based on their ethno-sectarian and religious 

affiliations. As in their highest positions, the post of the Iraqi presidency is always reserved for 

the Kurds (with Sunni and Shiôa deputies), the parliament speakership is designed for the 

Sunnis (with Shiôa and Kurdish deputies), and the post of PM is intended for the Shiôas (with 

the Sunni and Kurdish deputies)59. These divisions are just the ótop of a glacierô when all other 

governmental and provincial positions and bureaucracy are reserved for specific ethno-

religious groups including the minorities. However, this division of power is functional more 

on paper rather than in reality. Thus, Muhasasa Taôifiya did not succeed in preventing either 

a sectarian civil war between 2006 and 2008, the emergence and existence of ISIS, or massive 

demonstrations beginning in 2009, erupting sporadically, with their peak in 2019 (Tripp 2007). 

In terms of classification, significant trends occur within the individual political forces. Firstly, 

 
55 This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New 

classification of Iraqi Shiôa political actors based on ideological anchorage, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, DOI: 

10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066. 
56 Middle East is divided between republics governed by autocratic regimes or individuals (such as Egypt, Syria or Iran), 

absolute monarchies such as Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Oman and semi-constitutional monarchies such as Jordan, Kuwait 

or United Arab Emirates. Thus, in wider comparison is Iraqôs political system (together with Lebanon and Israel) quite rare.  
57 (Aboultaif 2020). 
58 In its constitution, the Republic of Iraq is labelled as óa single federal, independent and fully sovereign state in which the 

system of government is republican, representative, parliamentary, and democraticô (Constitute 2005). 
59 (Tripp 2007).  



 

 

 

82 

the former PM Nouri al-Maliki (and the current leader of one of the wings of the Islamic Daôwa 

Party) used the policy of sectarianism and pointed out the differences between the Shiôas and 

Sunnis. The sectarian policy against Sunnis manifested itself, for example, in the violent 

suppression of protests in 2013, which led to the Hawija massacre. Later, the rise and existence 

of ISIS were used as a pretext for government interventions against Sunnis, which only paved 

the way for more religious extremism. Therefore, al-Malikiôs policy deepened further still in 

his second term in office from 2010 until 201460. The end of the sectarian system of Muhasasa 

Taôifiya in Iraq, which is seen as a tool for corruption and nepotism, was also one of the 

demands of the Tishreen protest movements established in 2019. According to Dodge and 

Mansour (2020), during that time (and also since then), the elites in Baghdad changed the 

ósymbolic capital of sectarianism to coercive capital of suppressionô to save their positions 

secured by the Muhasasa system. The authors also pointed out that from Muhasasa Taôifiya 

(sectarian apportionment), the system transformed into Nidham Muhasasa (systemic 

apportionment)61. Moreover, Haddad pointed out that the ómuhasasa system was never just 

a muhasasa ñtaôifiyyahò (sectarian apportionment): it was always also a muhasasa 

ñhizbiyyahò (party apportionment)ô62, where the individual political actors securing the posts 

inside the establishment accepted the main rules of governing relations between the sects 

(Haddad 2019). Thus, the evolution of the sectarian apportionment and competition between 

the Shiôa, Sunni, and Kurdish political parties, officially representing ethno-religious groups in 

Iraq, recreated the system where elites sought the preservation of the Muhasasa system in Iraq 

and the consolidation of their political power. Since 2003, the Iraqi political system of 

ethnoreligious consociationalism or sectarian apportionment (Muhasasa Taôifiyya) has been 

challenged by political actors (and their actions) and Iraqi citizens. The purpose of this system 

of ethno-religious division of the Iraqi state was to create equal opportunities for the political 

representation of all ethnic and religious groups, beginning with Shiôa and Sunni Arabs and 

Sunni Kurds (Dodge, Mansour 2020). However, Iraqi state institutions have become nothing 

more than hollowed-out shells, with no higher authority in a country where the power of the 

tribal and clan system and the power of religious leaders continue to persist63. Also, in Middle 

Eastern structures, political parties often lack a political apparatus and institutions and must be 

understood in a different sense from the way we see the traditional organization of 

 
60 More on the political development of Nouri al-Maliki in Said (2009).  
61 (Said 2009). 
62 (Haddad 2019).  
63 An example could be the long-term intra-Shiôa rift between Muqtada al-Sadr and Nouri al-Maliki, which occasionally 

surfaces as it did in 2008, 2014 and 2022.  
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Western/European political parties. The state structures and ethno-sectarian system are then 

used as a tool for achieving the goal of the political elites. Thus, it is in their favour to preserve 

the Muhasasa system, leaving the Tishreen movement parties such as Imtidad as the only 

power emphasizing the need for a change in the status quo.  

Within the Iraqi political context, political parties cannot be understood in the classic 

Western concept of a political party. The lack of internal structure, party apparatus, official 

institutions, and a wide leadership is typical in Iraqi political parties. Furthermore, it is more 

a group of people with the same or similar economic interests that they want to achieve and 

secure through political processes, connections, and power. Moreover, they can be 

characterized by having one charismatic leader with strong decision-making power within the 

party or movement, following his interests and the interests of the group around him. As Van 

Veen, Grinstead, and El Kamouni-Janssen pointed out, the Iraqi Shiôa political parties have 

tended to be largely personality-based, with no space for two or more dominant leaders, instead 

having more modest personalities within the party structures (Van Veen et al. 2017). In this 

article, the goal is to discover how the Iraqi political parties profile themselves through their 

approaches towards religion, focusing either on one specific group of the population (triggering 

processes of sectarianism) or emphasizing Iraqi state territorial nationalism by óbuilding 

bridgesô between the majority Shiôa population and Sunni, Kurdish, and minority groups in 

Iraqi society.  

 

7. Iraqi Shiôa political actors64  

After the US-led coalition toppled the dominant Sunni regime led by Saddam Hussein in 2003, 

the Iraqi Shiôa political actors not only became key decision-making actors but also constituted 

the first-ever Shiôa-led authority in the modern Arab world (Isakhan 2015a). Iraqi Shiôas 

evolved into the main force in the country, drawing strength from the support of the majority 

Shiôa population and pre-election unity in 2005 and 2010 (Van Veen et al. 2017). However, 

over time, gradual fragmentation occurred, especially due to the 2014, 2018, and 2021 

parliamentary elections, where individual Shiôa groups started to compete not only in the 

political and ideological dimension but also on the security level (Rojhelati 2023). Despite 

partial divisions, today the main Iraqi Shiôa political actors lead the current Iraqi government, 

 
64 This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New 

classification of Iraqi Shiôa political actors based on ideological anchorage, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, DOI: 

10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066. 
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except for the Sadrist Movement. On June 12, 2022, 73 Sadrist representatives resigned their 

positions in the Iraqi parliament after Muqtada al-Sadr asked them to step down amid 

a prolonged stalemate over forming a government (Faris 2022). These steps led to the failure 

to form the national majority government (and implementing reforms) that Sadr called for, 

making the difference in involved actors in the Iraqi political scene pre- and post-2021 (Al 

Monitor 2022a). In this light, the term óShiôa politicsô needs a reconceptualization in the context 

of todayôs Iraq, due to the recent developments in the country (Haddad 2022). According to 

many scholars and analysts, sectarian policy and Islamism are essential concepts defining 

present Shiôa politics65. 

The main Iraqi Shiôa political parties differ due to their distinct historical development, 

legacy, and legitimacy, especially during the Saddam Hussein era from 1979 to 2003 and their 

role in post-Saddam Iraq. After the toppling of the Baôathist regime in 2003, some of these 

parties have taken different stances towards US forces and administration. For example, while 

the Islamic Daôwa Party (and Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq66) worked 

pragmatically together with these óliberationô forces in the form of the U.S. and United 

Kingdom administrations (Al -Ali 2014), the Sadrist Movement (together with Sunni 

insurgents) stood against them (Van Veen et al. 2017).  

There is no clear boundary between religious and political leaders in Iraq. Within the 

Iraqi political scene, there are two big religious centres of power represented by marjaôiyyah 

in Najaf, led by Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, and the Shiôa religious school in Qom, 

represented by Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The influence of two traditional religious 

families, Hakims and Sadrists, also needs to be mentioned as the stance of these parties towards 

Tehran and Qom, as well as religious authorities in Najaf and Iraqi traditional families, is 

essential for understanding their common functioning. Moreover, in post-Saddam Iraq, Shiôa 

clerical authority has evolved as a largely autonomous tradition that plays a crucial role within 

social and political structures (Al-Qarawee 2017). As Rojhelati (2023) pointed out, there are 

óthree different views on the relationship between the Shiite religious elite and politicsô, which 

reflect the role of the Shiôa clerical authorities within the political processes. The first view 

categorizes mainly the Najaf religious elites such as Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei and al-Sistani as 

those who do not want to intervene in politics as the óquietistsô. On the other hand, the second 

view identifies some Shiôa religious leaders such as Grand Ayatollah Mohammad Baqir al-

 
65 However, the author mentioned another factor that explains the Iraqi political scene. These are divides between core and 

periphery, competing elite factions and status quo and reformist challengers (Haddad 2022).  
66 Which changed its name to ISCI in the middle of 2007, distancing itself from the Iranian influence. ISCI also announced 

following Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, shifting its loyalty from Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (Isakhan, Mulherin 2020). 
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Sadr, Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, and Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as those who 

directly intervene in political processes as óactivistsô. The third view rejects this dichotomy and 

division into óquietistsô and óactivistsô, and presents the argument that Shiôa religious leaders 

intervene in politics whenever there is an opportunity to do so. An example could be the 

occasional actions of al-Sistani, who campaigned in the Iraqi elections in 2005 and has 

sometimes shown (dis)approval of previous ministers (Rojhelati 2023) as well as advocating 

the blocking of Malikiôs bid to run for a third term as Iraqi PM or issuing the fatwa calling on 

Iraqi citizens to defend their country its sacred places and honour of the citizens (Al-Qarawee 

2019a). 

Currently, there are several actors, highly influenced by Iranian policy, receiving 

commands from Tehran, and respecting and following the religious authority of vilayet al-

faqih. Among them are the pro-Qom armed forces, which have been part of politics since the 

2018 parliamentary elections67, and are mostly gathered within the Fatah coalition. The most 

vocal position of Tehran in Baghdad is held by the Asaôib Ahl al-Haq paramilitaries led by 

Qais Khazali. Not only is there a connection to the al-Maliki sectarian policy of politically 

deepening the differences between Shiôas and Sunnis, but Khazali is also known for his strong 

anti-Kurdish stance. However, historically, the Iranian marjaôiys dominated the Iraqi 

marjaôiyyah and made no distinction between Iraq and Iran as state entities, considering all 

their community as óthe faithfulô (Al-Qarawee 2017). The formation of modern nation-states 

changed the concept of umma, creating differences between the religious authorities in both 

states. 

8. Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)68 

Since the emergence of ISIS in Iraq, the creation of the PMF in 2014 played a pivotal role, 

particularly in the security sector of local governance. Following the collapse of the Iraqi army, 

Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani issued a fatwa calling on capable Iraqis to join the ISF to protect 

the country from Sunni Salafist forces. However, many of those who responded joined 

paramilitary units under the PMF umbrella rather than the formal ISF. As more territory was 

liberated from ISIS, especially in the DIBs, PMF units, particularly the pro-Iranian core, 

secured dominance under the pretext of preventing an ISIS resurgence. Just as Kurdish actors 

advanced into large parts of the DIBs from the north, PMF brigades advanced from the south 

 
67 And to some extent since the 2014 election. 
68 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
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with a similar rationale. In November 2016, the PMF were formally integrated into the ISF, 

legitimized as part of Iraqôs official forces through the Hashd al-Shaôbi Law (Haddad 2018). 

From being a militarily effective force against Sunni Salafism, the PMF gradually became 

politically integrated (see more in sub-chapter 9.1.3 Approach towards independent PMF), 

which in turn allowed them to secure economic contracts and exert influence on the ground. 

Since October 2017, the PMF have emerged as the dominant security force in many areas, 

wielding influence in both the local economic and political sectors. The weak state institutions 

(defined by sectarianism fragmentation, corruption, lack of judicial independence, or 

inadequate services provision) then created an institutional and territorial vacuum, 

subsequently filled by various paramilitary groups represented by the PMF.  

The PMF consists of three sub-groups ï Hashd al- Walaôi, Hashd al-Marjiôi, and Saraya 

al-Salam. Some analysts would classify those three groups as pro-Khamenei, pro-Sistani, and 

pro-Sadr. The structures of Hashd al-Walaôi, connected to Iran, follow the political and 

religious concept of vilayet al-faqih of Iranian Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (Badr 

Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, or Kataôib Hezbollah and other actors). It differs from the 

two other groups often classified within the PMF ï Hashd al-Marjiôi, connected mainly to the 

religious authority of Marjayyia and Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, focuses on protecting 

Shiôa religious shrines in Najaf and Karbala; and Saraya al-Salam, an armed wing of the Sadrist 

Movement, recently renamed to National Shiôa Movement (Haddad 2018). After strengthening 

their role during the fight against ISIS, these forces transformed military success into political 

ambitions to secure and maintain local economic gains. Actors such as the Badr Organization, 

Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, Kata'ib Hezbollah, and Kataib Jund al-Imam maintain offices in urban areas 

and exert control over various non-urban zones as well. 

From a local perspective, notable brigades include: 

¶ The 30th Brigade (Liwa al-Shabak/Quwat Sahl al-Ninewa, QSN), composed mainly 

of members from the Shabak minority, operates primarily in the Nineveh Plains (Hashd 

Brigade Number Index 2017). 

¶ The 50th Brigade (Kata'ib Babiliyun) , ostensibly led by Chaldean Christians but in 

practice dominated by Shiôa Arabs. This brigade also operates in the Nineveh Plains 

and maintains links to QSN (Hashd Brigade Number Index 2017). 

¶ The 16th and 52nd Brigades, composed of Shiôa Turkmen and affiliated with the Badr 

Organization, patrol areas such as Daquq and the southern outskirts of Kirkuk (Hashd 

Brigade Number Index 2017). 

¶ The 56th Brigade, a Sunni Arab Tribal Hashd unit, operates in Hawija. 
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While lower-ranking members of these brigades are often local residents, leadership tends to 

be connected to the PMF central committee in Baghdad (ICG 2020). To enhance their leverage 

on the ground, the PMF often collaborates with local minority brigades, promoting a narrative 

of self-defense and protection against external threats. This pragmatic strategy aligns with 

Iranôs inclusive policy toward minorities, designed to build local alliances. Competition among 

political actors is not limited to the national level; it extends to the provincial and local arenas, 

where the struggle for power is often even more intense. Through processes of state capture, 

including the extraction of state resources and patron-client networks, these actors seek to 

pursue their strategic agendas (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020).  

The relationship between the PMF and the Iraqi state is complex and cannot be 

characterized by outright antagonism. There is no clear dividing line between the two centers 

of power. Many PMF brigades serve as armed wings of political parties, such as the Badr 

Organization, which also exists as an independent political entity outside of the PMF 

framework (Haddad 2018). Since the legal legitimization of the PMF in 2016, the Iraqi state 

has continued to endorse and institutionalize PMF structures, enabling a coexistence-

cooperation dynamic between formal state institutions and paramilitary forces. 

 

9. Semi-results69 

This part of the thesis aims to answer the first research question: óHow can the main Iraqi Shiôa 

political actors be categorized according to their positions along the Islamicïsecular and 

sectarianïnationalist axes?ô. 

 

Firstly, almost all of the respondents made distinctions between óthe more traditionalô political 

actors like the Islamic Daôwa Party, Fatah political parties (such as Badr Organization, Asaôib 

Ahl al-Haq, and Harakat Huquq), and ISCI on the one side, while Al-Hikma, Sadrist Movement 

and Imtidad (which was created in 2019) were put on the other70. In general, there is a clear 

correspondence between the Islamic and sectarian approaches on the one hand and the secular 

and nationalist approaches on the other. Also, there is an obvious cluster (see Cl. no. 1 in Figure 

no. 3) of the pro-Iranian political parties, where Harakat Huquq is the party most inclined 

 
69 This chapter and sub-chapters are based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and 

nationalist? New classification of Iraqi Shiôa political actors based on ideological anchorage, British Journal of Middle 

Eastern Studies, DOI: 10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066. 
70 Both of those clusters are located in the upper-right part of the figure, representing higher tendency towards Islamic and 

sectarian policies. The lower-left then shows higher tendency towards secular and nationalist policies (see Figure no. 3). 
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towards Islamic and sectarian policies on the ground. The second cluster is created by the 

Islamic Daôwa Party and ISCI (see Cl. no. 2 in Figure no. 3)71, which in this respect may 

indicate similar approaches by these parties to the stated research objectives. Finally, Al-

Hikma, Sadrist Movement, and Imtidad (as a new political coalition) tend to accentuate less 

the religious and sectarian policies (and in the case of Imtidad, actively stand against Muhasasa 

Taôifiya, which is explained below).  

The approaches of individual political actors towards chosen topics reflecting the 

religious (represented by the blue shades in Figure no. 4) and sectarian (represented by the 

green shades in Figure no. 4) ideological anchorages, perceived by the various political experts, 

are more visible in the case of Figure no. 4. Finally, the higher the value on the axis, the more 

political actors gravitate towards Islamic and sectarian politics. The lower value thus indicates 

the inclination of these actors towards a secular and Iraqi state territorial nationalist approach. 

Except for Imtidad, we can see that all other Iraqi Shiôa political actors have a similar position 

towards Iraqi domestic policy, in terms of religious issues. However, they differ in their 

religious foreign policy.  

Specifically, we can interpret that Harakat Huquq represents the actor with the highest 

tendency towards using Islamic and sectarian policies, followed by other pro-Iranian actors like 

Asaôib Ahl al-Haq and Badr Organization. Those actors are then, to some extent, bound by 

their connection to the Iranian regime. With these actors, there is also the lowest willingness to 

normalize ties with Israel, which fits into the framework of their geopolitical orientation. There 

is also a clear difference between the pro-Iranian actors, who strongly oppose the idea of Iraqi 

state territorial nationalism, and the creation of a cross-sectarian coalition with Iraqi Sunni and 

Kurdish political parties. Generally, in terms of sectarian ideology, Al-Hikma, the Sadrist 

Movement, and Imtidad are less inclined towards sectarianism. However, when it comes to the 

approach of the Sadrist Movement towards Islamism, I believe that their position should be 

more inclined towards Islamist policies. Especially when it comes to their conservative 

approach towards religious policy in domestic issues72 and strong anti-Israeli stance, which 

further deepened since October 7, 2023, when the Israeli-Hamas war started. Comparing the 

positions of the Sadrist Movement and al-Hikma in Figure no. 3, the Sadrist should be 

considered as more Islamic than al-Hikma, considering a more óhardlineô approach towards 

domestic and foreign Islamic issues. On the other hand, al-Hikma has better relations with Iran, 

 
71 For example, when it comes to approach towards veiling of women and their representation inside the political party, the 

approach of Sadrist is much less opened than al-Hikma (Interview 14A).  
72 Expert survey answer. 
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which in terms of Sadrists could be marked as highly complicated. I also believe that the 

position of Sadrists on those axes is also influenced by their rejectionist attitude towards 

independent PMF and vilayet al-faqih. Also, as one respondent pointed out: óCompeting Shiôa 

factions approach these questions instrumentally and most of their strong positions are entirely 

negotiable if there is a question of achieving more power or a greater share of government 

posts and resourcesô73. 

Finally, the point about the generation gap between the ruling Shiôa political elite and 

Iraqôs major Shiôa population needs to be further explained. Leaders of individual Shiôa 

political parties such as Nouri al-Maliki, Hadi al-Amiri, Ammar al-Hakim, and Humam al-

Hamudi represent the older generation of Iraqôs Shiôa ruling elite. Their perceptions were 

deeply influenced by the period of Baôathist rule, when mnyr of those leaders took a refuge and 

lived in exile in neighbouring Iran or were oppressed by Baôathists. Hence, when they came to 

power in post-Saddam Iraq, they seized the opportunity for the Shiôa to dominate the Sunnis 

after years of Sunni despotism. However, at least 40 % of Iraqôs population is under the age of 

15 (Maar, Tollast 2023), so their experience with the Baôathist rule is often blurred. The needs 

and demands of the youth are often not heard and reflected by the older generations of Shiôa 

party leaders. The gradual distrust from the younger generation then culminated in the already 

mentioned Tishreen protests in 2019, and the long-standing frustration then contributed to the 

inclusion of the Imtidad political platform in the Iraqi parliamentary elections in 2021. 

However, state power is concentrated in the hands of older Shiôa men who are out of touch 

with Iraqôs majority Shiôa youth populationôs needs and visions. Thus, when it comes to 

opinion polls, the highest percentage of respondents would vote in Iraqi parliamentary elections 

in 2018 for a bloc, coalition, party, or individual with a civil/secular agenda (24,3 %), followed 

by votes for independent autocrats (23,9 %). These groups are followed (by a relatively large 

gap of 9 %) by the group that would vote for a bloc, coalition, party, or individual backed by 

religious authority (14,8 %). On the contrary, only 4,6 % of respondents would vote for the 

bloc, coalition, party, or individual with a religious sectarian agenda, and 2,3 % for the bloc, 

coalition, party, or individual with ethnic/nationalist loyalties74. Thus, comparing the 

approaches of the main political actors and the Iraqi population, one can see a huge difference 

in attitudes within the Islamic-secular and sectarian-nationalist anchorages.  

  

 
73 Further, there is a young generation of new Iraqi leaders on the rise, such as Qais al-Khazali or Rayan al-Kildani (Interview 

14A). 
74 Interview 3A.  
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Political party  

Islamic 

Dawa 

Party 

Badr 

Organization 

Asaôib 

Ahl al-

Haq 

Haraqat 

Huquq 

Al-

Hikma  ISCI  

Sadrist 

Movement Imtidad  

Supports religious policy in domestic issues 7,35 7,7 7,8 8,05 6,65 7,75 7,75 2,8 

Supports vilayet al-faqih 6,05 8,3 8,45 9 4,8 6,5 2,6 1,1 

Supports independent PMF 7,8 9,05 9,35 9,25 5,9 7,2 2,4 0,65 

Supports possible normalization with Israel 9,5 9,7 9,8 9,85 9,2 9,5 9,75 8 

Opposes the idea of nationalism (emphasizing Iraqi 

state territorial nationalism) 4,35 5,8 5,65 6,85 3,65 5,5 2,1 1,4 

Supports sectarian policy 7,55 8 8,45 8,65 5,7 7,5 4,8 1,95 

Opposes cross-sectarian coalition 6,65 7,1 7,9 8,45 4,7 6,65 3,8 2,95 

Table no. 1: Averages of the individual political actors towards religious and sectarian issues 

calculated from answers of the political expert survey. Source: Author. 

 

Political party  

Islamic 

Dawa 

Party 
Badr 

Organization 

Asaôib  

Ahl al-

Haq 
Haraqat 

Huquq 
Al-

Hikma  ISCI  
Sadrist 

Movement Imtidad  

Supports religious policy in domestic issues 2,01 2,03 2,14 2,31 2,32 2,00 2,45 2,19 

Supports vilayet al-faqih 3,36 2,27 2,39 1,84 2,69 2,46 2,60 1,62 

Supports independent PMF 2,28 1,76 1,63 1,77 2,51 2,75 2,62 0,99 

Supports possible normalization with Israel 0,89 0,66 0,52 0,49 1,15 1,00 0,64 2,00 

Opposes the idea of nationalism (emphasizing Iraqi 

state territorial nationalism) 3,15 2,98 3,47 2,76 2,85 3,05 2,47 1,88 

Supports sectarian policy 2,01 1,97 1,99 1,93 2,30 2,09 2,76 2,58 

Opposes cross-sectarian coalition 2,48 2,45 1,89 1,67 2,92 2,39 3,22 3,10 

Table no. 2: Standard deviations of the individual political actors towards religious and 

sectarian issues calculated from answers of the political expert survey. Source: Author. 
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9.1. Islamic-secular axis  

9.1.1. Approach towards religious policy in domestic issues  

Regarding the first research sub-question about the importance of the implementation of 

religious principles in the life of individuals/families, all of the ótraditionalô parties can be 

categorized as óreligiousô when Islam is their main source of identity, following their respective 

religious authorities (like in the case of a religious centre in Qom by parties involved in the 

Fatah coalition). Concerning the religious and political affairs and their overlaps, one of the 

respondents divided political actors into three groups: 1) Full overlap of religious and political 

affairs, Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and Harakat Huquq; 2) Attempts to separate 

religious and political processes, Islamic Daôwa Party and Sadrists Movement; and 3) 

Complete separation between religious and political processes, Imtidad75. Regarding the 

position of individual political actors towards Islamic-secular issues, one of the respondents 

answered that it is óhard to compareô since óall of them exist in the area where being secular is 

tabooô76. An example of a higher tendency towards Islamic discourse is condemning the form 

of celebration of Iraqôs National Day on October 4, 2023, pointing out on display devoid of 

values in terms of poor womenôs clothes, against the core values of Islam (X Hossein Moanes 

2023a). The majority of examined parties then condemned the Quran burning in Sweden 

throughout 2023 (Sadiqun official website 2023, Badr Organization Facebook 2023, X Ammar 

al-Hakim 2023a). Also, during the Iraqi provincial election 2023 campaigns, the political actors 

within the SCF targeted the opposition platforms such as Qiyaam Civil Coalition, which served 

as an umbrella of Democratic Forces of Change, accusing the individuals of supporting the 

LGBTQ community (thus threatening the Islamic principles and Iraqi traditional family) or 

labelling them as Mossad agents77. A strong anti-LGBTQ stance is then typical for the Sadrist 

Movement, often presented on its social media platforms. Muqtada al-Sadr also declared that 

óIraq is a nation of Quranô (Rudaw Arabia 2024). When it comes to the protection of traditional 

religious values, Sadiqun (Asaôib Ahl al-Haq), then again, often targeted the Tishreen platform, 

accusing them of being infiltrated by the U.S., claiming that óMen and women are gathering 

together and staying during the night without any morals, using drugs and alcoholô (Sadiqun 

official website 2020). On the contrary, some statements of Ammar al-Hakim, leader of al-

Hikma show a more moderate approach towards womenôs rights, calling for óChanging the 

 
75 Interview 6A. The respondent did not include ISCI and Al-Hikma parties in his classification. 
76 Interview 11A. 
77 Interview 14A. 
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environment and social heritage and the wrong interpretation of religious scripts like the Sunna 

and the Quran (limiting womenôs rights) and supporting the authorities in their duty to protect 

women against violenceô (Ammar al-Hakim official website 2021). According to Iraqi public 

opinion in 2021 on democracy and governance, 30 % of respondents labelled themselves as 

óA very religious personô and 62 % as óA somewhat religious personô (Dagher, Kaltenthaler 

2021). At the end of 2023, 40 % of the respondents feel a high religiosity in terms of their 

identity, while 55 % feel moderately religious (IIACS Research Group 2023). When it comes 

to the relationship between religion and politics, in 2021, only 39 % of respondents believed 

that Iraq should implement only the laws of the Sharia (Dagher, Kaltenthaler 2021). In early 

2023, only 44 % of respondents trusted religious institutions in Iraq (while at the end of 2023, 

it was 64 % (IIACS Research Group 2023)). On the contrary, 80 % of respondents believed 

that religious practice is a private matter and should be separate from political life in 2021 

(Dagher, Kaltenthaler 2021), while 77 % endorsed the separation of religion and politics at the 

end of 2023 (IIACS Research Group 2023). 

 

9.1.2. Approach towards vilayet al-faqih  

The outcomes of the next research sub-question focused on the positions on external religious 

issues. In terms of following the Iranian concept of vilayet al-faqih, the connection between 

the Iranian regime and the pro-Iranian actors (Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and 

Harakat Huquq) is undeniable78. Iran's role in Iraq slightly decreased after the 2019 nationwide 

protests and the assassination of General Qasim Suleimani in 2020. These pro-Iranian actors 

also lost a significant number of seats in the 2021 parliamentary elections (where Fatah, for 

example, lost about 31 seats). However, as of 2023, these parties are once again back on track, 

strengthening their position inside and outside of the state structures, using political leverage 

and involvement within the PMF79. Other respondents marked political parties, namely Islamic 

Daôwa Party80, Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, Harakat Huquq, and ISCI, as óradical 

Islamic parties, where the majority of them believe in the vilayet al-faqih in one way or 

anotherô 81. In the case of Haraqat Huquq, we can find posts mourning Ayatollah Khomeini, 

and highlighting the internal political arrangement of Iran as a possible model for future 

 
78 Interview 8A. 
79 Interview 14A. 
80 As Al-Qarawee (2019b) pointed out óthe current division within Daôwa between the Maliki wing, which has grown closer 

to Iran and its allies, and the Abadi wing, which has pursued better ties with the West.ô (Al -Qarawee 2019b). More about 

Maliki connections to Iran for example in Fantappie (2023).  
81 Interview 8A. 
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arrangements in Iraq (X Hossein Moanes 2023b). Despite the mentioned actors following the 

Iranian ideology, they are building upon their economic independence, exploiting Iraqi state 

structures and access to financial flows, and controlling significant businesses and border 

crossings. On the other hand, other responses described ISCI (together with Al-Hikma) as 

closer to the concept of marjaôiyyah in Najaf, despite óbeing influenced by ISCI during their 

presence in Iran during the rule of the previous (Saddamôs) regimeô82. Regarding Imtidad, they 

are the furthest from marjaôiyyah because they are Iraqis who have been affected by Iranian 

influence and formed a party during the protests, one of whose goals was to end Iranian 

hegemony over Iraqi political decision-making. Al-Sadrôs movementôs approach towards 

Iranian influence is much more complicated but rather far from the Iranian influence than other 

mentioned political actors (except Imtidad).  

 

9.1.3. Approach towards independent PMF  

Answering the research sub-question about the position on the concept that PMF should operate 

independently and in parallel to the Iraqi army and police, one of the respondents noted: 

óIslamic Daôwa Party deals with pro-PMF parties like Asaôib Ahl al-Haq and Badr 

Organization as a threat when al-Maliki is afraid that pro-PMF parties will destroy his political 

gains, which are rooted in the 2021 parliamentary election results. Daôwa seeks to undermine 

the influence of those parties and control the PMF on their own. In electoral circuits, where 

a candidate of the Islamic Daôwa Party was a winner, no other pro-PMF actors (like the al-

Fatah coalition or Harakat Huquq) won, and vice versaô83. Thus, these relations ótrigger hidden 

conflicts between those two sides, in which al-Maliki sees PMF not as an ideological force but 

some force that should be kept under the rule of the government, but only his governmentô84. 

So, the Islamic Daôwa Party would support the PMF, óonly if they were under their controlô85. 

More particularly, a leaked audio file from July 2023 labels PMF óas being ñthe cradle of 

cowardsò according to the leader of the Islamic Daôwa Party, Nouri al-Maliki  (Al -Khafaji 

2024). Among the answers, it was also said that the Islamic Daôwa Party sees PMF as a militia 

that they can use for their purposes86. Al-Hikma, the ISCI, and the Islamic Daôwa Party are less 

interested in dissolving the PMF, even though they know that their strength and continued hold 

 
82 Interview 7A. 
83 Interview 8A. 
84 Interview 8A. 
85 Interview 8A. 
86 Interview 11A. 
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on power today depend on the existence of these factions as a balance against the populist line 

that rejects Iranian hegemony. On the other hand, Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, 

Harakat Huquq, and ISCI ódo not believe in the traditional Iraqi forces, and they see PMF as 

the bodyguard of the entire system and they are part of these forcesô87. In the case of ISCI, its 

leader Humam al-Hamudi was, for example, highlighting the role of PMF not only during the 

war against ISIS but also in the post-ISIS Iraq88. Muqtada al-Sadr has different calculations 

about PMF and is trying to dissolve PMF and distribute its fighters among other security 

agencies in Iraq. He is also counting on the fact that if PMF is disbanded somehow, other parties 

(who are now opponents of al-Sadr) would not be able to remobilize their forces. On the other 

hand, if al-Sadr demobilizes Saraya al-Salam, he can still mobilize his people within hours. So, 

dissolving the PMF ówould give him this advantageô89. However, Muqtada al-Sadr oscillates 

between being a supporter and an opponent of this issue. As for the Imtidad Party, they are 

against these factions, although not explicitly. According to Iraqi public opinion in 2021 on 

democracy and governance, 59 % (Dagher, Kaltenthaler 2021) of the Iraqi population believed 

that armed groups outside of state control have either much more or slightly more control of 

Iraqi politics than the state90. 

 

9.1.4. Approach toward possible normalization of relations with Israel  

In terms of the possible normalization of ties with Israel, all traditional parties oppose this 

process. More deeply óit is more a community issue, than an ideological and political issueô, 

where óthe majority of the community representatives state that to a degree no one can talk 

about the normalization of ties with Israelô91 or its ótotally against the main beliefs and 

principles of the parties or because they want to avoid being treated as an enemy by the people 

in general, especially religious scholarsô92. On May 26, 2022, the Iraqi parliament unanimously 

passed the óCriminalising Normalisation and Establishment of Relations with the Zionist Entity 

Lawô, criminalizing any form of normalization ties with Israel in Iraq (Al Jazeera 2022). The 

bill had been submitted by Muqtada al-Sadr one month earlier. In April 2023, the Sadrists 

protested, accusing PM Sudani and SCF of being part of the Summit for Democracy (organized 

 
87 Interview 8A. 
88 Interview 8A. 
89 Expert survey answer. 
90 Where the percentage of Shiôas is highest among the Shiôas (63 %), followed by Sunnis (58 %) and Kurds (44 %) (Dagher, 

Kaltenthaler 2021).  
91 Expert survey answer. 
92 Expert survey answer. 
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by the U.S.), together with the Israeli PM Benjamin Netanyahu93. One of the answers claimed 

that óeven if they are against it, they cannot say it, and wouldnôt talk about it publiclyô94. Since 

the outbreak of the Israeli-Hamas war on October 7, 2023, these trends have deeply intensified. 

The pro-Iranian Iraqi paramilitaries under the umbrella of Islamic Resistance in Iraq95 have 

begun to launch drone and missile attacks against Israel, presenting the active approach of their 

foreign policy. On the contrary, the Sadrist Movementôs action has not crossed the border out 

of Iraq, organizing mass demonstrations and reinforcing strong anti-Israel rhetoric. Yet, they 

remained the dominant political force that condemned the Israeli actions towards the Gaza 

Strip, while other political actors such as Fatah coalition parties also rhetorically opposed 

Israel, empowered by its geopolitical connections to Iran. On their official media, Sadiqun 

strongly condemned ówhat the Zionist entity is doing against the Palestinian people by 

committing crimes of murder and destruction, which represents the case of the Zionistôs 

recklessness and undermining of the innocent blood and their negligence of humanity and 

sanctity of the blood (of Palestinians)ô (Sadiqun official media 2023). Both, pro-Iranian Iraqi 

political actors and the Sadrist movement are competing over the dominance of the anti-Israel 

and anti-West narrative within the Iraqi political scene. Finally, strong support for Hamas 

activities against Israel came from Nouri al-Maliki, leader of the Islamic Daôwa Party (X Nouri 

al-Maliki  2023). 

 

9.2. Sectarian-nationalist axis  

9.2.1. Approach towards nationalism  

Regarding the issue of the position towards Iraqi state territorial nationalism and using it as 

a mobilization tool, the Sadrist Movement and Imtidad are seen as more ónationalistô than other 

parties. A case in point is the name change of the Sadrists in April 2024 to the Shiôa Nationalist 

Movement. The name is meant to define itself against the parties within the SCF that Muqtada 

al-Sadr sees as a pro-Iranian player, emphasizing his distinctiveness in supporting Iraqi 

nationalism. Al-Hikma is perceived as more nationalist than the rest of the traditional political 

actors. However, according to one of the respondents óall factions invoke nationalism and the 

nation-state, they just define it very differently and often corrode the state even while 

 
93 When the U.S. invited Iraq and Israel, considering them as the only democratic countries in the region (Rudaw 2023). 
94 Interview 11A. 
95 Or óAl-Muqawama al-Islamiyah fi al-Iraqô, including Kataôib Hezbollah, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq and Kataôib Sayeed al-Shuhada 

(Malik, Knights 2023). 
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employing nationalist discourseô96. On the other hand, others noted that ógenerally Islamic 

parties do not believe in the concept of citizenship or the nation, but rather they believe in the 

concept of the Islamic ummah. This issue varies from one party to another based on their 

interests and the political agenda that governs themô97. As for the Imtidad Party, it is in favour 

of the concept of Iraqi citizenship as it represents the popular Iraqi sentiment that requires 

national belonging to solve its crises. In one of their posts, Imtidad praises a secular state: óTo 

build a state where law and justice prevail and that accommodates everyone, personal freedoms 

must be protected as long as they do not infringe on the freedoms of others, and no party has 

the right to set limits or prevent freedoms guaranteed by the constitutionô (X Imtidad 2022a). 

Additionally, they supported the idea of Iraqi nationalism, saying óIt is not permissible to 

formulate state policies, make decisions, or discriminate between Iraqi citizens in rights and 

duties on the religious or sectarian basisô (X Imtidad 2022b). However, according to a public 

opinion poll done by IIACS in 2023, there is a declining number of Iraqis who identify 

themselves primarily as Iraqis, with a growing proportion leaning towards Islamic or sectarian 

identities (IIACS Research Group 2023).  

 

9.2.2. Approach toward sectarian policy  

Answering the sub-question on the position towards sectarian policy and using sectarianism as 

a mobilization tool, some of the respondents marked a ósectarianô attitude as a tool for targeting 

its óaudienceô, which comes mainly from the Shiôa population, where there is a clear 

interdependence between religion and sectarian policy both targeting a specific religious group 

and distinguishing it from other ethnoreligious groups98. Sectarianism is a part of the 

establishment of these parties99 and also the ómain product of those parties because, without it, 

they have nothing to sell to their followersô. However, their approach towards promoting 

sectarianism is different. By sectarian policy, some of the respondents see óspecial 

interpretations of religion, where Sunnis and Shiôas have their different interpretation of 

Islamô100 As one of the respondents pointed out: óAs for sectarianism, Shiite or Sunni Islamic 

parties use sectarian religious feelings to seize peopleôs minds and emotions, thereby ensuring 

their votes even though the citizens themselves know the problems caused by these partiesô101. 

 
96 Expert survey answer. 
97 Expert survey answer. 
98 Interview 6A. 
99 Interview 6A. 
100 Interview 6A. 
101 Expert survey answer. 
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In this case, the transformation of the sectarian approach of the Sadrist Movement has to be 

mentioned. During the Iraqi civil war (2006ï2008) óthe Sadrist Movement militias JaM were 

one of the main sectarian actors102, over time they became more civilizedô103. More specifically, 

Islamic Daôwa Party and Fatah parties (Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, Harakat Huquq) 

seem to rarely avoid using sectarian terms in their rhetoric, although they do so in a way that 

does not provoke people from other sects. Firstly, in one of his Telegram posts, Hossein 

Moanes highlights the position of Shiites in Iraq. In this post, Moanes is asking óWhy should 

only Shiites sacrifice and not the others? (Telegram Hossein Moanes 2024)ô pointing out 

Sunnis and Kurds and their lack of sacrifice on the Iraqi issue. Secondly, in a leaked audio file 

from July 2023 leader of the Islamic Daôwa Party Nouri al-Maliki attacked Sunnis, labelling 

the majority of them as óspitefulô (Facebook Euphrates Eye Network 2022). On the contrary, 

the Sadrist movement sometimes tries to show deep respect for other sects and religions in their 

rhetoric. Imtidad has seldom used any sectarian terms within their political speeches, 

ópromoting the necessity of enacting laws that criminalize and punish anyone who uses religion 

to sow division in Iraqi societyô (X Imtidad 2022b). Finally, according to the Iraqi public 

opinion in 2021 on democracy and governance, only 43 % of Iraqi people were willing to vote 

for a party that represents a sect (Dagher, Kaltenthaler 2021). The majority (51 %) of 

respondents in public opinion reports believed that political sectarianism has once again 

emerged, casting a formidable shadow over the political landscape in Iraq (IIACS Research 

Group 2023).  

 

9.2.3. Approach towards willingness to create a cross-sectarian coalition  

On the position towards sectarian policy in terms of willingness to create a pre-election cross- 

sectarian coalition with Sunni and Kurdish parties, the respondents answered that Shiôa actors, 

namely Al-Hikma, Sadrists Movement, and Imtidad are willing to create a pre-election alliance 

with Sunni and Kurdish parties. In the case of al-Hikma, its policy is more open to the case of 

KRG representatives such as PM Masrour Barzani or President Nechirvan Barzani (X Ammar 

al-Hakim 2023b, X Ammar al-Hakim 2023c). As for the Sadrists, óeven though Islamic 

principles are mentioned in most of their rhetoric, they seem to be more open to allying with 

non-Islamic parties. For instance, they allied with the Iraqi Communist Party as well as the 

 
102 Like in the case of the most rouge elements of JaM called Death squads during that time (Hubbard 2007). More about the 

JaM sectarian agendy in Dodge (2012).  
103 Interview 8A. 
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Civil Democratic Coalition in 2018ô104. In 2021, Muqtada al-Sadr praised the need to form 

a national majority government, stating that óThe next government is a government of law, 

there is no room for violation, regardless of whoever it may be. There will be no return to 

sectarian fighting or violence, as the law will ruleô (NRT 2022). In the post-election 

negotiations, he formed a cross-sectarian national majority alliance with the KDP and 

Taqaddum. The idea was preserved even after his withdrawal from the Iraqi parliament in June 

2022, representing a form of alliance between the Kurds, the Sunnis, and the ruling SCF. 

However, with the continuous pressure from the SCF towards KRG, especially KDP105, and 

the unresolved issue of the posture of the Iraqi parliamentôs speakership, cross-sectarian 

cooperation is highly at risk. On the other hand, the óIslamic Daôwa Party and Fatah parties 

have always allied with parties whose political identities are similar to their own political 

identityô106. As for Imtidad, óalthough all of its members belong to one sect, they seem to be 

far more open to allying with the parties that do not adopt the political Islamic identity. They 

have not allied with any Islamic party yetô107.Imtidad did, however, form a pre-election 

coalition with the Kurdish Party óNew Generation Movementô in 2021108.  

 

9.3. Semi-conclusion109  

This section brings a new comprehensive analysis of the main Iraqi Shiôa political actors, 

whose actions in the political field are motivated by their ideological anchorage, often shaped 

by internal and external events. The Iraqi Shiôa political actors are a dominant force on the Iraqi 

political scene, where the role of Iran has a significant external influence that impacts the 

decisions of some of these parties concerning their domestic and foreign activities. In 

particular, these actors such as the Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and Harakat Huquq, 

are the closest in their affiliation with the Iranian regimeôs activities and influence in the region. 

These political actors are followed by more traditional parties such as the Islamic Daôwa Party 

or ISCI, which also have historical ties with Iran. Al-Hikma and the Sadrist Movement then 

 
104 Interview 8A. 
105 For example, on February 21, 2024, the Iraqi Federal Supreme Court (IFSC) decided to transfer the obligation of salary 

payments of KRG employees to the central government in Baghdad and increased its upper hand over leftovers of KRG local 

institutions and employees, paralysing the Kurdish government. The decision came almost one year after the Iraqi central 

government to halt KRG oil export to Turkey based on the arbitration ruling from the International Chamber of Commerce 

(Salih 2024). 
106 Interview 11A. 
107 Expert survey answer. 
108 Which is no longer active at the time of writing (Interview 14A).  
109 This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New 

classification of Iraqi Shiôa political actors based on ideological anchorage, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, DOI: 

10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066. 
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have a specific position within the Iraqi Shiôa political scene. Finally, Imtidad as the newest 

politically relevant actor tends to be more towards secular and nationalistic policies (see Figure 

no. 3).  

Within the domestic context, there is no clear boundary between Iraqi political and 

religious leaders, as all of the large main Shiôa parties have relations with religious authorities. 

The partiesô positions towards Islam are shaped by the fact that they are using Islam as 

a mobilization tool. Their positions on vilayet al-faqih are more strongly held but are not 

relevant to any important decisions. Groups that do not support vilayet al-faqih for instance are 

still willing to work closely with Iran when it suits their interests. The ideological anchorage 

of the main Iraqi Shiôa political actors is thus often influenced by pragmatic decisions, which 

possibly lead to gaining more power or leverage, where all of these (except Imtidad) are already 

well known established in the Iraqi political system, so they know how to play the power 

politics game. Further, within the environment of various ethno-confessional groups of the 

population, sectarian rhetoric became a tool for the ethno-political mobilization of masses to 

support individual Iraqi political actors to gain or consolidate power and pursue their interests 

within the post-2003 period (Al -Ali  2014). This research also confirms that parties that tend to 

be more Islamic also have a higher tendency to be sectarian, from the perspectives of the 

political experts. However, the reality on the ground goes far beyond this simplistic dichotomy. 

For example, there are signs of pragmatic cooperation between the mentioned Shiôa political 

actors with their Sunni counterparts on the provincial level during the post-election 

negotiations after- math of the Iraqi provincial elections held in December 2023. However, the 

voices of the Iraqi citizens are not fully represented, especially after the failure of Shiôa-led 

Tishreen protests from 2019 until 2020, which have called for more nationalistic and secular 

policies, later promoted by Imtidad.  

In conclusion, this section provides a new and unique classification of Iraqi Shiôa 

political parties; however, there are many other research sub-questions worth exploring. One 

area of interest, for example, would be to elaborate on the question of these partiesô willingness 

to build a coalition with Iraqi Sunni and Kurdish political actors who together shape the local 

political environment. It is then important to map the relationships between the different actors 

to find certain patterns and thus contribute to clarifying the very dynamic and complicated Iraqi 

political scene.  
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Figure no. 3: Position of the individual Iraqi Shi'a political parties110 on the Nationalist-

Sectarian and Secular-Islamic axes. Source: Author. 

 

Figure no. 4: The approaches of the individual political actors towards religious and sectarian 

issues. Source: Author.   

 
110 AAH refers to Asaôib Ahl al-Haq.  
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10. Perspective of Geography 

Although Iraqôs DIBs are referenced in the Iraqi constitution, they are not explicitly defined. 

The constitution merely refers to óKirkuk and other disputed areasô (Bartu 2010), a phrase that 

is óunhelpfully vague on both the current boundaries of the Kurdistan region and which areas 

outside it are under disputeô (Kane 2011, p. 7). The DIBs are contested between the KRG, 

which exercises a degree of self-rule, and the central government in Baghdad. These territories 

span from the northwest to the southeast of Iraq, including areas from Sinjar to Khanaqin. Some 

authors, particularly those reflecting stronger Kurdish nationalist perspectives, extend the 

definition of DIBs to include areas such as Mandali (Bartu 2020, for example see Map no. 1). 

To analytically frame the issue, it is essential to begin with the term Kurdistan, which 

traditionally refers to a broader transnational region extending from the Taurus Mountains in 

the west to the Iranian highlands in the east, and from Mount Ararat in the north to the 

Mesopotamian plains in the south (Bengio 2012). However, this designation is highly 

contentious. Kurds themselves often divide the region into four parts: Northern Kurdistan or 

Bakur (Turkey), Southern Kurdistan or Bashur (Iraq), Eastern Kurdistan or Rojhelat (Iran), and 

Western Kurdistan or Rojava (Syria). In contrast, central governments refer to these regions 

using state-centric terminology: southeastern Turkey, northern Iraq, and northern/eastern Syria 

(Bengio 2012). Geographically, the KRI is landlocked and traversed by mountain ranges that 

historically served as both sanctuary and divider within the tribal and clan-based Kurdish 

society. As a regional authority, the KRG has its own parliament, ministries, judiciary, and 

presidency, governing the four Kurdish provinces of Duhok, Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Halabja. 

Territorial control within the KRI is effectively partitioned: the KDP dominates Duhok and 

Erbil governorates, while the PUK governs Sulaymaniyah and Halabja provinces111. 

Understanding the governance of DIBs requires recognizing the coexistence, and often 

confrontation, of two overlapping legislative authorities: the GoI and the KRG. These operate 

with distinct conceptions of territory and governance, especially visible in the functioning and 

composition of DIBsô Provincial Councils. 

The governance of the DIBs should thus be interpreted not simply through the binary 

of GoI vs. KRG authority, but through a broader framework that includes divergent historical 

trajectories, demographic patterns, geopolitical alignments, and localized contextual variables. 

The DIBs themselves are highly heterogeneous in terms of local governance structures and 

 
111 Here the term ógovernorateô and óprovinceô is perceived as the same administrative unit. 
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demographic compositions, comprising a patchwork of ethno-religious majorities and 

minorities. These features lie at the heart of the longstanding ErbilïBaghdad dispute, with the 

city and province of Kirkuk standing as the symbolic and strategic epicenter. As Skelton and 

Ali Saleem (2019) note, óFrom 2003 until the rise of the Islamic State in 2014, the federal and 

Kurdish sides have sought to shape the loyalties of these communities, extending enhanced 

services and economic benefits to supportersô (p. 6). Following the failed Kurdish 

independence referendum in September 2017, Kurdish territorial control in the DIBs receded 

sharply, and the GoI, primarily through Shiôa-aligned actors, reasserted authority over many of 

these contested areas. This shift resulted in a fragmented and unstable political landscape, 

ódefined by micro-political contests over control and a resulting sense of despair among citizens 

over the disintegration of coherent public authorityô (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019, p. 6). 

Geographically, the DIBs are known for their fertile agricultural lands, particularly in 

the southern parts of Kirkuk province, long contested between Arabs and Kurds. The terrain 

gradually slopes southward, making it more suitable for cultivation. Some scholars (Abdullah 

Hussein 2023) consider it as óthe breadbasketô of the country, where more than 40 % of country 

wheat is produced. In addition, Kirkuk is rich in hydrocarbons, oil and gas were first discovered 

there in 1927, marking the beginning of Iraqôs oil industry (Reuters 2024). Since then, control 

over resource revenues has remained one of the most contentious issues between Erbil and 

Baghdad. Initially, British forces seized control of oil production (Polk 2005), and in August 

2024, British Petroleum re-established its presence in the area by signing multiple memoranda 

of understanding to redevelop oil fields in Kirkuk. The absence of effective governance has 

allowed various non-state and quasi-state actors to fill the vacuum, offering security, 

employment, and basic services in exchange for local legitimacy and, often, ideological 

alignment. This de facto governance by armed actors further erodes the authority of the central 

state. 

Security challenges persist. Parts of the DIBs still host remnants of ISIS sleeper cells 

(Roy 2017), which exploit the security gap caused by the lack of coordination between Kurdish 

peshmerga forces and the Iraqi army. ISIS currently operates in the Hamrin Mountain range 

and the desert regions of Anbar, taking advantage of these ungoverned spaces. The PMF, 

particularly its various brigades, control swathes of territory from Diyala to Sinjar. The turning 

point came on October 16, 2017, when ISF and PMF forces retook these areas following the 

Kurdish referendum. These territories also serve as strategic corridors for Iranian proxies. Until 

the collapse of the Syrian regime on 8 December 2024, the DIBs functioned as logistical 

arteries linking Tehran with Beirut, facilitating coordination between the Islamic Revolutionary 
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Guard Corps (IRGC) and Lebanese Hezbollah under the ideological umbrella of vilayet al-

faqih. The presence of the PKK, especially in Sinjar and Makhmour, further complicates 

territorial governance. These actors not only control territory but often shape local governance, 

social structures, and ideological education. 

 

10.1. Researched Actors within the DIBs perspective 

In the context of Iraq's DIBs, the relevant actors in my research fall into several categories. 

First, political actors include the two main Kurdish parties, the KDP and the PUK, alongside 

the Iraqi central government, which is itself divided between Sunni alliances (e.g., Taqaddum, 

al-Azm) and Shiôa political parties (e.g., Islamic Daôwa Party, Sadrist Movement). Other Shiôa 

political actors, such as the Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, Harakat Huquq, Al-Hikma, 

and the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI), are also affiliated with their respective 

paramilitaries under the PMF umbrella. These groups are not only key security actors but also 

significant players in the local economy and governance. Second, local clans and tribes form 

another layer of governance, particularly among Sunni Arabs (e.g., al-Jubour, al-Obeid, al-

Hadidi, al-Hamdani, al-Shammar) and Kurds (e.g., Barzani, Talabani). Third, the ethno-

religious minorities in DIBs include Christians (Chaldeans, Assyrians, Armenians), Yezidis, 

Shabaks, Turkmens, Kakaôi, Sabean-Mandaeans, and Bah§ô²s, along with their respective 

religious authorities (Minority Rights Group International 2021). Finally, the local majority 

population (depending on the spatial scale of the area in question) consists of Shiôa Arabs, 

Sunni Arabs, Kurds, Yezidis, Christians, Shabaks, or Turkmens. Their inclusion is essential for 

understanding prevailing attitudes and perceptions within each case study. Several of these 

communitiesô advocate for autonomous governance structures as a form of protection and 

political recognition. For instance, Yazidis support provincial status for Sinjar, and Christians 

seek a similar arrangement in the Nineveh Plains, both citing the KRIôs model as an ideal 

framework. Demographic realities are often instrumentalized by external actors who claim 

protective mandates over their ethno-religious kin, thereby justifying intervention and 

influence. The issue of demographic dominance resurfaced during Iraqôs first nationwide 

census since 1987, conducted on November 20-21, 2024, which reopened debates over the 

ethno-sectarian balance in DIB areas (Rudaw 2024b). These demographic tensions will 

continue to shape both the governance and the contested nature of these territories. 

All these actors operate across multiple scales, from local to national. On each scale, 

their power and representation vary, and these levels are interconnected and interdependent, as 
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embedded in the theoretical framework of MLG. Even though Iraq is formally a federal state, 

the central governmentôs historical preference for centralized power continues to shape 

governance dynamics (see Map no. 5). Nevertheless, MLG processes still apply, as state 

institutions often stratify vertically across scales. At the regional level, the roles of Turkey and 

Iran (and to a lesser extent Kingdom of Saudi Arabia) are crucial. The governance of DIBs is 

increasingly regionalized, reflecting these actors' competing interests and power projections. 

Various political actors in Iraq make strategic use of patronage networks to influence 

local populations and consolidate power. Patronage is most commonly distributed through 

public sector employment, particularly within ministries and provincial government structures, 

and is often reinforced by political financing, influence, and, at times, coercion. This practice 

is not confined to the dominant Kurdish parties, the KDP and the PUK, but is also prevalent 

within central government institutions, Shiôa political factions, and Sunni tribal and clan 

structures. Over time, such patterns have become deeply embedded in the functioning of Iraqi 

political life (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020). In their previous research, Skelton and Ali Saleem 

(2019) introduce two conceptual frameworks that help interpret the dynamics of political 

competition in Iraq. The first, the ópolitical marketplace,ô describes a system of transactional 

politics, in which political loyalty is secured in exchange for material benefits such as jobs, 

contracts, and access to state resources. This system reinforces a hierarchy of patronïclient 

relationships and sustains elite dominance across different regions and institutions. The second 

concept, ómoral populism,ô captures the use of exclusivist religious and ethno-nationalist 

rhetoric by political actors to simultaneously mobilize their constituencies and marginalize 

rivals. Within the context of the DIBs, the political marketplace is particularly pronounced, as 

competing actors seek to gain legitimacy and territorial control by extending benefits and 

services to ethnically aligned or politically supportive populations. 
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11. A few words about the Kurds 

The Kurds represent one of the largest stateless ethnic groups in the world, numbering between 

30 and 40 million people, primarily spread across Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria, with significant 

diaspora communities in Europe, particularly in Germany, Sweden, and the Netherlands 

(World Population Review 2025). Despite their shared linguistic and cultural heritage, the 

Kurdish population is not homogeneous but marked by considerable regional, tribal, religious, 

and political diversity (Haig, Matras 2002). The majority of Kurds adhere to Sunni Islam, 

predominantly following the Shafiôi school of jurisprudence (see Map no. 3). Nevertheless, 

within the broader Kurdish community, there are sizable populations of Twelver (Imami) Shiôa, 

as well as followers of heterodox beliefs such as Yarsanism (also known as Ahl-e Haqq or the 

People of Truth). Additionally, pre-Islamic religious traditions have persisted among some 

Kurdish groups, notably Zoroastrianism and Yazidism (Syamand, Hashem 2014). 

The Yazidis, in particular, constitute a unique ethnoreligious group with a distinct 

theological framework. Their complex identity, shaped by syncretic religious elements, oral 

tradition, is the subject of significant academic inquiry. Scholars such as Spªt (2016), Qasim 

(2020), Ali (2022), and Tezc¿r (2022) have explored the contested nature of Yazidi identity, 

examining their classification as both a separate ethnoreligious community and a component 

of the broader Kurdish nation. This topic is explored in more detail in the sub-chapter 14.1.2.2. 

Ethno-Religious Affairs (of Sinjar). 

Linguistically, the Kurds speak several dialects of the Kurdish language, which belongs 

to the Northwestern branch of the Iranian family within the larger Indo-European language 

tree. The primary dialects include Kurmanji (predominant in Turkey and Syria), Sorani (central 

Iraq and parts of Iran), Badini (northern Iraq), and Zazaki (southeastern Turkey). These dialects 

are not always mutually intelligible, and their distribution corresponds closely to regional 

identities, political affiliations, and educational systems across the Kurdish-populated 

territories.  

Historically, references to the Kurds date back to at least the third millennium BCE. 

Two Sumerian inscriptions describe a region called Kar-da-ka, possibly linked to early Kurdish 

ancestors. Ancient Greek sources referred to the óKarduchoi,ô while Assyrian and Islamic 

records also mention groups that can retrospectively be associated with the Kurds. One of the 

earliest known Islamic mentions of the Kurds comes from a correspondence between Imam Ali 

bin Abi Talib and the governor of Basra (Bengio 2012). During the Ottoman and Safavid eras, 

Kurdish tribes often enjoyed semi-autonomous status, managing their own local affairs while 
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paying tribute to central authorities (McDowall 2004). However, the centralizing reforms of 

the 19th century Ottoman Empire, particularly during the Tanzimat period, curtailed Kurdish 

autonomy and triggered numerous revolts (Bruinessen 1992). 

 The 20th century marked a new phase in Kurdish political consciousness. The rise of 

Turkish and Iranian nationalism posed existential threats to Kurdish tribal structures and 

identity. This shift catalyzed movements for greater recognition, autonomy, and, in some cases, 

independence. In Iraq, three distinct phases in Kurdish political development are identified by 

Bengio (2012): 

1. 1918ï1946: A transitional phase characterized by tribal uprisings lacking centralized 

leadership. 

2. 1946ï1961: The institutionalization of the Kurdish national cause through the 

foundation of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), led by Mullah Mustafa Barzani. 

3. 1961ï1968: The emergence of a full-fledged Kurdish national movement, culminating 

in armed struggle and negotiations with Baghdad. 

 

The term Kurdistan, meaning óLand of the Kurds,ô first appeared in official usage during the 

early 12th century under the Seljuk Turks, referring to a region extending from present-day 

Azerbaijan to Luristan (Fuôad 1931 in Bengio 2012). Today, its territorial contours remain 

highly politicized and contested. While Kurdish groups often speak of Greater Kurdistan, 

divided into Bakur (Turkey), Bashur (Iraq), Rojava (Syria), and Rojhelat (Iran), the respective 

central governments of these states categorically deny the existence of any unified or 

autonomous Kurdish homeland (as referred previously).  

The Kurdish population in Iraq is estimated to comprise between 15 % and 20 % of the 

total population, according to the CIA World Factbook (2025). The most recent Iraqi national 

census, conducted in November 2024, placed the population of the KRI at over 6.37 million 

(K24 2024b). However, precise demographic figures remain politically sensitive and often 

contested. Today, the Kurds remain a pivotal political and demographic force in Iraq. Their 

experience, ranging from periods of armed struggle and genocide (e.g., the Anfal campaign of 

the 1980s) to the establishment of a functioning regional government, provides a critical case 

for understanding sub-state governance, identity politics, and ethno-territorial conflict in the 

Middle East. 
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Maps no. 3 and 4: Ethno-religious composition in Iraq (Izadi 2006, Historical Maps from 

Around the World Facebook 2024). 
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12. ArabïKurdish Division  

óThe Kurd has been coming down from the mountains, especially since he has given increased 

attention to agriculture ... He is taking possession of the arable land and is ñkurdisingò certain 

towns ... For centuries, too, the Arab has been advancing, settling along the river banks, 

cultivating the land, founding cities and trading.ô(Bartu 2010, p. 1329) 

 

The long-term disputes between Arabs and Kurds are partly institutionalized in the relationship 

between the GoI and the KRG. These are often marked by persistent disagreements on key 

issues, such as the independent export of Kurdish oil and gas, the Kurdish share of the federal 

budget, the status and funding of the Peshmerga forces, cooperation between Kurdish and Iraqi 

security forces, and the ongoing dispute over the status of the DIBs. A detailed framework for 

understanding the ErbilïBaghdad relationship is provided in my earlier work, Geopolitics of 

Iraqi Kurdistan: A Role of External and Internal Actors in the Kurdish Issue (Sommer 2021). 

Throughout the examined period, the dynamics of GoIïKRG relations have significantly 

influenced the strategies and public postures of both governments. Importantly, both dominant 

Kurdish parties, KDP and PUK, compete for influence in negotiations with Baghdad and often 

differ in their approaches. 

At the political level, both parties have aligned themselves with Iraqôs dominant ruling 

coalition, the SCF. However, the relationship between the KDP and SCF has been historically 

turbulent. Following the 2021 Iraqi parliamentary elections, the KDP allied with Mohammed 

al-Halbusi and Muqtada al-Sadr to form a majority government, in opposition to the SCFôs 

preference for a consensus-based system. The political rivalry escalated on the ground, 

culminating in Sadrist protests and armed confrontations, and eventually their withdrawal from 

parliament in June 2022. As a consequence, both al-Halbusi and the KDP were politically 

marginalized for their alignment with al-Sadr. In the aftermath, the KDP gradually repaired its 

relationship with the SCF, primarily through engagement with the PM Mohammed Shiôaô al-

Sudani. By May 2024, the KDP had also begun normalizing its relations with Iran, particularly 

under the new president, Masoud Pezeshkian. 

 

13. Balance of Power Between Erbil and Baghdad  

A recurring challenge in resolving disputes between Baghdad and Erbil lies in mutual 

misunderstanding and unwillingness to compromise. As one local expert put it: óNeither Erbil 
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nor Baghdad understands the situation in disputed areas. The way you rule Baghdad, you 

cannot rule Kirkuk, and the way you rule Erbil, you cannot rule Kirkuk. Thatôs the problem.ô 

(Interview 3B). Both centers of power compete for dominance within the DIBs and show little 

inclination to negotiate or share power. The greater the dominance one actor achieves in these 

areas, the less incentive it has to compromise. This competition fosters a climate where each 

actor aims to entrench its own authority and resist any redistribution of territorial control, 

thereby complicating discussions on power-sharing or decentralization within the DIBs. 

On October 27, 2022, a new Iraqi cabinet was formed and approved by 253 of 329 

members of parliament (Al Monitor 2022b). This development marked the end of a year-long 

political stalemate following the 2021 elections and raised expectations among Kurdish 

political actors, particularly within the KRG, for a potential resolution to the long-standing 

ErbilïBaghdad disputes. Hopes centered on progress regarding independent oil exports and the 

KRGôs share of the federal budget for 2023. Initially, Sudani pursued a conciliatory approach, 

signaling a willingness to address key Kurdish grievances. He also launched a public relations 

campaign to portray himself as a reformist capable of rescuing Iraq from deep economic and 

political crises. However, as his position consolidated, his approach shifted from negotiation 

to maintaining the status quo, particularly regarding contentious issues with the KRG (based 

on interviews with political experts in Erbil, NovemberïDecember 2022). While Sudani has 

since remained largely silent on unresolved questions about oil exports and the federal budget, 

pro-Iranian factions within the SCF have worked to undermine the KRGôs influence, especially 

that of the KDP. These actors have sought to curb the PMôs ambitions, viewing his conciliatory 

stance toward the Kurds as contrary to their own interests. As such, internal coalition dynamics 

within the SCF often act as a constraint on progress, further complicating already fragile 

relations between Erbil and Baghdad. 

 

13.1. The Position of Baghdad 

A temporary agreement was signed between Erbil and Baghdad to restart northern oil exports 

to Turkey, and it had been under negotiation since April 4, 2023. The deal focused on the 

transfer of 400.000 barrels per day (bpd) of oil from the KRI to Turkey via the State 

Organization for Marketing of Oil (SOMO). This development followed the Paris-based 

International Court of Arbitration's ruling on March 23, 2023, which deemed KRGôs 

independent oil exports to Turkey illegal (Reuters 2023a; 2023b). However, the agreement 

remains unimplemented, primarily because the KRG did not receive its official 12,67 % share 
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of the federal budget, which was conditional upon routing oil sales through SOMO. 

Simultaneously, the proposed three-year Iraqi federal budget (2023ï2025) reignited tensions 

between Erbil and Baghdad. On May 25, 2023, the Iraqi parliamentary financial committee 

amended Articles 13 and 14, which pertain specifically to the KRI. These amendments were 

strongly rejected by the KRG. They included: 

¶ Assigning SOMO full responsibility for marketing Kurdish oil; 

¶ Reducing the time available for the KRG to repay its debts to the Trade Bank of Iraq 

from seven years to five; 

¶ Establishing a dedicated KRG revenue account at the Central Bank of Iraq; 

¶ Authorizing the Iraqi Finance Minister to determine whether the KRG Prime Minister 

can make withdrawals from this account (Rudaw 2023d). 

Furthermore, Baghdad insisted that the KRG send 400.000 bpd, along with all other regional 

revenues. The most hardline positions on this issue were taken by pro-Iranian factions within 

the SCF, including Asaôib Ahl al-Haq and Kata'ib Hezbollah, along with their political affiliates 

Sadiqun and Harakat al-Huqooq. Nevertheless, other prominent actors, such as the former PM 

Nouri al-Maliki and Badr Organization leader Hadi al-Amiri, have expressed more moderate 

views and seem willing to negotiate a solution with the KRG. Still, the political weakening of 

the Kurdish government has largely benefited these groups. In 2024, an MoU between BP and 

Iraqôs NOC laid the groundwork for increased Iraqi consolidation over oil production in the 

DIBs. This agreement, further developed in early 2025, indicates that Baghdad is entrenching 

its influence in the DIBs, securing both presence and profit. Baghdadôs position remains 

unchanged: when it holds power, it is unwilling to share it, especially with Kurdish actors such 

as the KDP. However, by leveraging its relationship with the PUK, Baghdad can advance its 

own agenda while maintaining an appearance of inclusivity, inviting select Kurdish figures to 

participate in local governance. 

 

13.2. The Position of Erbil 

Initially, the PM Mohammed Shiôaô al-Sudani was generally received positively by the KRG. 

However, over time, expectations for progress on key disputes remained unmet, and the 

relationship between Erbil and Baghdad began to deteriorate. The positions of both the KDP 

and PUK in Baghdad are shaped by their respective political visions. While the PUK sees its 

core territory, particularly Sulaymaniyah province, as an integral part of Iraq, the KDP 

promotes a more assertive stance, advocating for a united and autonomous Kurdistan. This 
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vision also serves to centralize KDP influence, often at the expense of the PUK, even in regions 

under PUK administration such as Sulaymaniyah and Kirkuk. Also, the KDP here strongly 

promotes the narrative óKurdistan is wherever the Kurds areô also highlighting the role of the 

demographic composition (see Map no. 4), using it as an excuse to penetrate and control 

specific territories, similarly to the strategy which the neighboring kin-states (mainly Turkey 

and Iran) often use. Also, the delimitation of KRI borders and the DIBs often differs between 

the KDP (in this regard often use the tool of Kurdish nationalism) and the PUK (perceives the 

Kurdish parts more as an integral part of federal Iraq). Consequently, the PUK has forged 

stronger ties with the SCF, in part due to their mutual relationship with Iran. 

Meanwhile, for the KDP, a top priority remains resolving the issue of independent oil 

and gas exports from the KRI, deemed óunconstitutionalô by the IFSC in February 2022 

(Reuters 2022). The issue was revived by Finance Minister Taif Sami, who used the IFSC 

decision to halt budget negotiations, casting doubt on the legality of foreign contracts with oil 

companies operating in the KRI (Interview 64B). In early 2023, the dialogue between the KRG 

and Baghdad continued, including a high-level visit by a KRG delegation led by PM Masrour 

Barzani to Baghdad on January 11, 2023. The agenda included security cooperation, energy 

ties, and unresolved bilateral disputes. However, no tangible solutions were reached during this 

meeting (Al Monitor 2023), and the IFSC ruling of January 25, 2023, further strained relations. 

With regard to the DIBs, since October 16, 2017, the KDP has labelled Kirkuk as óoccupied 

territory,ô maintaining a long-term goal to regain control over the city and its nearby oilfields 

(as elaborated in the chapter 5.12. Latest Developments). As one KDP official stated: óThose 

areas are Kurdish. Many people that live there are Kurdish too. One of the new documents in 

every election from 2005 (also 2009, 2014, 2018, 2021) until now shows that Kurdish parties 

won the most votes in those cities. And there are so many pressures on Kurds in these 

territories. There is much historical evidence that proves that those territories are Kurdish.ô 

(Interview 6B).  The ErbilïBaghdad approach to the DIBs remains one of zero-sum politics, 

governed by the principle that ónothing is agreed until everything is agreed.ô Both sides 

perceive concessions as weaknesses, perpetuating a climate of distrust and political gridlock.  
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14. Results 

14.1. Answering the second research question  

This part of the thesis aims to answer the second research question: What are the main patterns 

of territorial governance arrangements in the selected case studies within the DIBs? divided 

into Sinjar, Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk and Khanaqin (and Tuz Khurmato, Makhmour) sections.  

 

14.1.1. Iraqôs DIBs 

This research focuses primarily on four case studies within Iraq's DIBs: Sinjar, the Ninewa 

Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin. These areas are administratively defined by districts or 

subdistricts and are characterized by the complexity of their internal governance processes, 

often intertwined with external actors and dynamics. The DIBs are considered to include the 

following districts and subdistricts (Kane 2011): 

¶ Nineveh: Sinjar, Tal Afar, Tilkaef, Sheikhan, Hamdaniya, Makhmour (districts) 

o Qahtaniya, Bashiqa (subdistricts) 

¶ Kirkuk:  Hawija, Daquq, Dibis, Kirkuk (districts) 

¶ Salah al-Din:  Tuz Khurmato (district) 

o Markaz Tuz, Sulayman Beg, Amerli (subdistricts) 

¶ Diyala: Kifri, Khanaqin (districts) 

o Mandali (subdistrict) 

 

Additionally, this study includes marginal consideration of the Makhmour and Tuz Khurmato 

districts, both also falling under Iraq's DIBs, as well as subdistricts within Salah al-Din 

Province, such as Markez Tuz, Sulayman Beg, and Amerli (Kane 2011). 

The primary research question investigates territorial governance arrangements in these 

four key case studies and later focuses on the main conditions and factors contributing to 

stability or instability in these areas. Finally, it answers if the specific governance structures 

and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution and gradual 

stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentation. Each case study 

represents a distinct demographic composition, which is treated as a major contextual factor 

shaping the governance mechanisms. These areas are populated predominantly by ethno-

cultural groups represented through religious and political institutions, as outlined earlier in the 

text. In this context, Fontana (2017) is particularly relevant, as he not only examines óthe 
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contextual factors leading to the adoption of specific cultural provisions in a political 

settlement,ô but also analyzes óthe relationship between cultural reforms and sustainable peace-

building in conflict-affected societiesô (Fontana 2017, cited in Fontana et al. 2019a, p. 358). 

Geographically, all selected territories are administratively defined and span parts of the 

Nineveh, Erbil, Salah al-Din, Kirkuk, Diyala, and Wasit provinces. Collectively, they cover 

approximately 40.000 kmĮ (Abdullah Hussein 2023), with proximity to the Iranian and Syrian 

borders. This strategic location enhances their geopolitical importance, especially for regional 

actors such as Turkey and Iran. 

Regarding this issue, Blume et al. (2022) further develop the concept of territorio as 

óthe appropriation of space in pursuit of political projectsô (Halvorsen 2018, cited in Blume et 

al. 2022, p. 785). They argue that ómultiple territorial projects may conflict, overlap, and 

entangle, as both the idea and the practice of territory function to challenge hegemonic concepts 

of state power as well as to re-inscribe itô (Blume et al. 2022, p. 3). This research is primarily 

oriented toward internal governance processes within the selected case studies, rather than 

examining the interconnections between them. However, it recognizes the broader framework 

within which these local events unfold and interact. 
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Map no. 5: The main actors and their control of the territory in northern Iraq. Source: 

Author112. 

 

14.1.2. Sinjar Territorial Governance 113114 

14.1.2.1. Background and Administration 

Sinjar is located within Nineveh Governorate, east of the city of Mosul, and serves as a strategic 

nexus connecting Iraq, Syria, Turkey, and Iran. Its proximity to the Duhok province, 

a stronghold of the KDP, further enhances its geostrategic importance, particularly for Turkey. 

The current governor of Nineveh is Abdul Qader al-Dakheel. Sinjarôs population is 

predominantly composed of Yazidis, particularly in the areas of Sheikhan and Sinjar, alongside 

Sunni Arabs, Sunni Kurds, Assyrian Christians, and Shiôa Arabs. 

Prior to the expansion of ISIS in Iraq, the Yazidi population numbered approximately 

500.000. Following the Islamic State's territorial gains across Iraq and Syria, nearly 100.000 

Yazidis fled the country, 360.000 became internally displaced, and approximately 280.000 

 
112 Based on Aziz, Wahab (2023).  
113 Mainly composed of interviews with the respondent 9B. 
114 Since there was no field research within Sinjar, this chapter does not include the subchapter óServicesô. 
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remain in internally displaced persons (IDP) camps. Additionally, around 3.000 (according to 

some sources, even 5.000) Yazidis were killed near Mount Sinjar, 6.800 were kidnapped, and 

about 3.000 remain missing (Rudaw 2019). As of today, roughly 200.000 Yazidis continue to 

live in displacement (The New Arab 2024b). The rise of ISIS fundamentally transformed the 

local governance landscape in Sinjar, as was the case in other parts of the DIBs. However, 

unlike other DIBs, which have ósomehow returnedô to their pre-ISIS structures, the situation in 

Sinjar remains notably distinct. 

The ISIS offensive in August 2014 led to the collapse of the Iraqi Armyôs presence and 

the sudden, unannounced withdrawal of KDP Peshmerga forces, leaving the local population 

vulnerable and eventually leading to the Yazidi genocide. Since then, both the GoI and the 

KRG have suffered significant credibility and trust deficits among the local population. The 

absence of these powers created a vacuum that allowed the PKK and PMF to enter and liberate 

the area from ISIS, later supported by U.S. airstrikes and renewed Peshmerga involvement. 

A humanitarian corridor was opened from Mount Sinjar to the Democratic Autonomous 

Administration of North and East Syria (DAANES) and later to the KRI, facilitating the escape 

of many Yazidis. 

The involvement of the PKK and PMF solidified their dominance in the area. By 

controlling local resources and checkpoints, both groups entrenched their presence, 

transforming Sinjar into óa corridor for moving weapons and fighters between their regional 

hubs of operationsô (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024, p. 13). Like the KDP, the PMF and PKK also 

established patronage networks, mainly through employment in the security sector. With 

strategic command over the region, the PKK maintains logistical continuity from the Qandil 

Mountains through KRI to Sinjar and further to DAANES. However, stringent control over 

checkpoints has hindered importation processes, causing shortages in medical supplies and 

food (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024). 

Despite the formal liberation from ISIS, Sinjar remains in a prolonged phase of post-

ISIS reconstruction. Physical infrastructure is only partially rebuilt, and the central government 

has shown little political will to invest. The region remains fragile in terms of social cohesion, 

with internal divisions among the Yazidi community, which is fragmented along allegiances to 

the PKK, PMF, and KDP. The KDP leverages its geographic proximity to Sinjar by offering 

economic incentives to co-opt Yazidi religious leaders and community members. Sinjar also 

holds significance for the PMF as it lies along the axis of the óShiôa Crescentô stretching from 

Tehran to Damascus, although this axis was disrupted with the collapse of the Assad regime 

on December 8, 2024. Furthermore, the PMF views Sinjar (as well as other DIBs) as a buffer 
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zone against Kurdish nationalism promoted by the KDP. The post-ISIS period has also seen 

the introduction of reconciliation programs aimed at fostering communal harmony within the 

district. 

14.1.2.2. Ethno-Religious Affairs 

Understanding the religious structure and internal dynamics of the Yazidi community, the 

primary ethno-religious group residing in Sinjar, is essential to contextualizing the broader 

socio-political processes in the region. Religious authority in Sinjar is deeply intertwined with 

political power and conflict, reflecting broader patterns of alignment and division among 

regional actors. The majority of Yazidis identify as a distinct ethno-religious group, while 

a minority consider themselves ethnically Kurdish. Although Yazidis speak Kurmanji, one of 

the two primary Kurdish dialects, most of them view Yazidism as óboth a distinct ethnic and 

cultural identity and do not identify themselves as Kurdsô (Kirkuk Now 2024c). The Yazidi 

religious hierarchy is organized under the Yazidi Spiritual Council, led by the Mir (prince of 

the Yazidis), the Baba Sheikh (the communityôs highest religious authority), a ministerial 

Sheikh, and the head of the eldersô council. Yazidism is deeply conservative, centered on the 

veneration of Melek Taus (the Peacock Angel), the central figure of their cosmology.  

Geographically, Sinjar is divided into two religious spheres, each aligned with different 

political actors. Yazidis in Shingal tend to be more aligned with the YBķ, while those in 

Sheikhan are closer to the KDP. This schism is further mirrored in the leadership structure of 

the Yazidi community. Following the death of Mir Tahsin Beg, the Yazidi spiritual leader, in 

January 2019, the Yazidi Supreme Spiritual Council selected his son, Mir Hazim Tahsin Beg, 

as his successor to lead the Yazidis in Iraq and abroad. However, his appointment sparked 

internal controversy. Some religious authorities contended that Hazimôs legitimacy was 

compromised due to his fatherôs marriage to Yazidi women from outside the traditional 

hereditary line. Consequently, the YBķ refused to recognize his leadership and instead 

appointed their own religious leader, Mir Naif Dawud Sulaiman, who is based at the Yazidi 

Shrine of Shibel Qasim (Rudaw 2019). 

Respondents aligned with the KDP argue that this conflict ended in favor of Mir Hazim 

Tahsin Beg, who is closely affiliated with the KDP and is based in Sheikhan. Nonetheless, his 

authority is not universally recognized within Sinjar, where many perceive him as a KDP 

proxy. This perception was particularly evident when Mir Hazim attempted to visit Sinjar to 

consolidate his support among the local community, such as during his visit on October 27, 

2022 (Kirkuk Now 2022b). Further complicating the religious landscape, a third Yazidi leader, 
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Saleem Najman Daud Beg, was appointed on April 15, 2024, in Baghdad. This appointment 

resulted in three concurrent Yazidi leadership claims, based in Sheikhan, Sinjar, and Baghdad, 

further fragmenting an already divided community. The Yazidis thus find themselves victims 

not only of genocidal violence committed by Sunni Salafists, but also of continued political 

instrumentalization and institutional neglect. Sinjar remains severely underdeveloped, 

neglected by both the KRG and the GoI, with many areas still uninhabitable due to the trauma 

and destruction caused by the genocide (Kirkuk Now 2014). The GoI and Prime Minister 

Sudani are currently engaged in efforts to rebuild the village of Kocho, with support from 

United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM). However, this project, intended to resettle just 135 families 

who were among the most severely affected by the genocide, constitutes less than 1 % of the 

post-war reconstruction efforts needed in Sinjar. Economic hardship continues to compel many 

Yazidis to join local security forces, often as a means of securing both income and protection 

(Interview 13B). 

 

14.1.2.3. Territorial Governance and Key Actors Post-2017 

Sinjar is currently administered by Mayor Sidou Khairy Ahmed, a former Yazidi activist 

elected on July 2, 2024, by the NPC. Alongside his appointment, mayors for six other districts 

and thirteen sub-districts were named (The New Arab 2024b). Ahmed is perceived to be 

aligned with the KDP and has committed to cooperating closely with the GoI. His primary 

objective is to establish coordination among local forces, including the Iraqi Army and local 

police, in a region where no such cooperative mechanism currently exists (Interview 10B) 

Sinjarôs Democratic Autonomous Assembly (MXDķ), largely composed of local actors 

seeking greater autonomy within Iraq's state structures, is not recognized by the GoI or Nineveh 

Governorate. The PKK maintains a substantial presence in the area, headquartered on Mount 

Sinjar, through its local branch, Tafda (ICG 2022). The PKK is affiliated with the Sinjar 

Resistance Units (YBķ) and the Yezidxan Asayish, primarily based in the Sinuni and Khanasor 

areas, administratively under the PMF. There is intermittent cooperation between YBķ and 

MXDķ. MXDķ is funded from Mosul, while YBķ receives financial support through PMF 

channels. YBķ maintains strong support among local Yazidi families; many of its fighters are 

recruited from within these communities. As of 2021, YBķ had approximately 5.000 members, 

of whom only 250 were under formal PMF command. Specific YBķ groups affiliated with the 

PMF include Foca Lalesh (Brigade 36), Foca 79, Foca óSes Murad,ô Foca óSeid Mehmudô 
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(comprising Shiôa fighters), and the 80th Battalion, including the Sinjar Womenôs Protection 

Units (YJķ), with a total estimated force of 4.500ï5.000 fighters. Conversely, battalions such 

as Lalish, Kocho, and Arajia115 are independent of YBķ and aligned with Shiôa PMF factions. 

According to one interviewee, since 2017/2018, the PKK, through YBķ ótook control of the 

area and later created a new narrative and political opportunity to ask for autonomy, 

positioning itself on the issue of the genocideô (Interview 8B). It is worth noting that the YBķ 

have been affiliated with the PMF since their joint efforts to liberate the area in 2015 (Al Jazeera 

2015). The PMF has also co-opted local Arab tribes such as the Shammar (Interview 8B). The 

PMF today is represented in Sinjar by powerful groups such as Kata'ib Hezbollah, Asa'ib Ahl 

al-Haq, Kata'ib Imam Ali, and Kata'ib Sayyid al-Shuhada. Sinjarôs geostrategic relevance 

allows these factions to exert regional pressure on both the United States and Israel. For 

example, on January 29, 2024, factions operating under the umbrella of the Islamic Resistance 

in Iraq launched a drone strike that killed three U.S. soldiers at Tower 22 near the Jordan-Syrian 

border (AP News 2024). 

In 2024, the GoI dissolved three political parties alleged to have ties with the PKK116 

(The New Arab 2024a). The role of the PKK, however, should be analyzed through a trans-

regional lens rather than confined to the Westphalian state framework. With its headquarters 

in the Qandil Mountains in northern Iraq, the PKK maintains close ties to its Syrian counterpart, 

the PYD, whose armed wing, the YPG, is a dominant actor along the Iraq-Syria border, 

connecting PKK structures to DAANES. The PKK and PMF are often described as non-state 

or hybrid actors because óthey do not conform to Westphalian notions of the state, in which 

state power is confined largely to formal government institutionsô (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024, 

p. 16). 

Operating through informal authority structures and bolstered by its role in defeating 

ISIS, the PKK has established institutions dominated by the local Yazidi population (Ali 

Saleem, Mansour 2024). It has also constructed an extensive network of tunnels in Mount 

Sinjar and across the border. These serve dual purposes: smuggling light arms to Syria and 

protecting PKK personnel from Turkish airstrikes (Interview 10B). The broader Turkish-PKK 

conflict also impacts Sinjar, as Turkish bombings against PKK and YBķ targets have 

intensified since 2020. Although peace talks commenced on February 28, 2025, initiated by 

 
115 These battalions are composed not only from the Yezidis, but also from Arabs and Turkmens. 
116 Namely The Yazidi Freedom and Democracy Party, the Democratic Struggle Front Party, and the Kurdistan Society's 

Freedom Party (Tavgari Azadi) were dissolved on August 1, 2024 (The New Arab 2024a). 
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Abdullah ¥calanôs appeal for PKK disarmament, bombardments continue, obstructing 

reconstruction efforts. 

The Sharaf al-Din Temple area is under the control of the Yezidi Protection Force 

(HPą), aligned with the KRG Peshmerga Ministry and led by Haydar Shesho. óHaydar Shesho 

and his HPą are officially on the payroll of the Kurdistan Peshmerga Ministry, however, he is 

a proxy actor for the PUK. Even among the Qassim Shesho [the nephew of Hayder Shesho], 

HPą and PMF, and YBS, there is a modus vivendi and they have a primarily symbolic presence 

that is not contested in any way, thus the tacit agreement on their presence that crystallized 

after October 2017 persists.ô (Interview 10B). Qasim Shesho is considered close to the KDP, 

and his Peshmergas are loyal to the presidency offices of KRI. óHowever, neither Qassim nor 

Haidar Shesho play any practical role in the administration of the district or control of 

economically interesting checkpoints.ô (Interview 10B). KDP influence in Sinjar has been 

greatly diminished since October 2017. While óKDP has some actors on the ground, YBS/PMF 

controls their activity. They [KDP] don't have a strong administrative position and there is no 

official KDP office or representation in the areaô (Interview 8B). Since the December 2023 

provincial elections, the PUK, leveraging its ties to Iran, PMF, and PKK, has expanded its 

footprint. The appointment of Dawood al-Jundi as leader of Sinuni reflects this shift (Interview 

72B) 

Ahrar Sinjar has also played a role in the region. Connected to PMF structures, Ahrar 

Sinjar has been involved in attacks against Turkish interests, such as the Zilkan base near 

Bashiqa. Ahrar Sinjar is often categorized as a ófa­ade groupô under the broader umbrella of 

PMF actors like Kata'ib Hezbollah, Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq, or the Badr Organization. These entities 

have consolidated economic influence by securing assets from the GoI and developing 

patronage networks that ensure local loyalty (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024). North of Sinjar, 

smaller independent Shiôa Arab and Sunni Arab tribes, particularly those Sunni tribes that 

opposed ISIS, have largely been co-opted by PMF forces. 

From a broader geopolitical perspective, three main axes are vying for dominance in 

Sinjar: the alliance between PMF brigades and the PKK; the KDPôs partnership with Turkey; 

and the GoIôs institutional actors, represented by the Iraqi Armyôs 20th Division, the National 

Security Service, and the Federal Police. Despite its weakened position, Baghdad continues to 

view the KDP as a legitimate governing actor in Sinjar, as residents often travel to Duhok to 

fulfill bureaucratic needs. Nevertheless, most Yazidis in Sinjar identify more closely with the 

PKK than with the KDP. As previously noted, the relationship among the areaôs security and 

political actors is characterized by coexistence, punctuated by competition and, at times, 
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confrontation. Armed clashes occurred between militia groups affiliated with the PKK and the 

Iraqi Army in 2019 and 2022 (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024). The PKK also opposes the KDP, 

its longstanding Kurdish rival, due both to ideological differences and divergent relationships 

with the Turkish state. While óthe PKK follows leftist, revolutionary principles and proposes 

a democratic confederal political arrangement as a solution to the Kurdish struggle in T¿rkiye 

and Syria, the KDP calls for a conservative ethno-nationalist state independent of Iraqô (Ali 

Saleem, Mansour 2024, p. 13). 

In an effort to counter PKK influence in Sinjar and Rojava, the KDP established the 

Roj Peshmerga, affiliated with the Kurdish National Council (ENKS), itself linked to the KDP. 

PKK presence is partly shielded by various PMF factions, which have facilitated peace 

negotiations between the PKK and the Iraqi Army following their clashes. PMF has also 

integrated certain PKK groups into its ranks, providing them with salaries and administrative 

cover (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024). However, this is largely a pragmatic local alliance and does 

not resemble the PKK/PYDïIranian axis dynamic in Syria prior to the events of December 8, 

2024. As one respondent noted, óeverybody thinks what is the best for him in its closest 

operational spaceô (Interview 73B). Geographically, the PKK and YBķ maintain dominance 

in Khanasor, Sinuni, and Mount Sinjar, while also exerting influence over local religious and 

educational institutions such as the Red School. Additionally, the PKK is involved in service 

provision, including road maintenance and electricity distribution (Interview 10B). Local 

employment opportunities are primarily connected to the GoI, whereas security is 

predominantly under the control of PMF forces located further south. 

 

14.1.2.4. Sinjar Agreement 2020 

In 2020, the Sinjar Agreement was signed between the KRG and the GoI. The agreement aimed 

to facilitate reconciliation through measures in administration, security management, and 

reconstruction. Administratively, it called for the joint appointment (by Erbil and Baghdad) of 

an independent mayor for Sinjar. However, this appointment remains pending. In the domain 

of security, the agreement stipulated the expulsion of all non-state armed groups from the 

district and the formation of a 2.500-strong local security force. A crucial, yet unrealized, 

component remains the reestablishment of local police authority in the district. The agreement 

also addressed the withdrawal of the PKK from Sinjar, recognizing its arrival during the 

security vacuum created by the ISIS incursion in 2014 (Marouf 2021). 



 

 

 

121 

As of August 2025, the agreement has not been effectively implemented. According to 

one respondent, óThe only development was the recruitment of 2.500 Sinjar Yazidis as local 

armed police. The names of the new potential police officers were selected primarily from 

among Yazidis living in KRI and partly from those now living in Sinjar. A list of these recruits 

was sent to the federal Ministry of Interior, which approved their recruitment. After that, the 

implementation completely stopped and these new potential recruits were not officially 

accepted into the ranks of the police, nor did they receive any training or pay at any timeô 

(Interview 63B). From a security standpoint, the proposed forces were divided between 1.500 

recruits from KRI, approved by the KDP, and 1.000 from Sinjar, associated with the PMF/YBķ. 

The ongoing complexity of the situation on the ground was elaborated by General Hazhar 

Zangana, advisor to the KRG president on military and Peshmerga affairs: óAnother security 

issue is the Sinjar issue. In 2020, we had an agreement with GoI about solving the Shingal 

[Sinjar] issue. In Shingal, we have PKK, PMF, Iraqi Army, small units of the Peshmerga which 

are outside of the city. According to the agreement the PKK and PMF should leave the area. 

The local police should do the operation, their job on the Shingal. To provide the security there 

in order to allow the Yezidis to return to those areas. As you know, during fighting with Daesh 

[ISIS], we [the KRG] received almost 2 million of refugees so the IDPs, Turkmen, Christians, 

Yezidis, came to KRI, because it was much safer than in their areas. People from Mosul, Tikrit, 

Diyala, especially Yazidi and Christian. After the defeat of Daesh, many people returned to 

their areas, but still, we have more than one million people from those areas. Some of them 

refused to go to their homes, like Shingal, some of them because of the PMF, or because of 

ISIS.ô (Interview 5B). 

 

14.1.2.5. Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Sinjar 

The case of Sinjar illustrates the complexities of territorial governance in a post-conflict, multi-

actor environment shaped by overlapping ethno-religious, political, and geostrategic interests. 

Unlike other parts of the DIBs, Sinjar has not returned to a pre-ISIS governance model but 

remains fragmented and contested. The withdrawal of the Iraqi Army and KDP Peshmerga in 

2014, followed by the genocide of the Yazidis, irreversibly altered local perceptions of state 

legitimacy. In the resulting power vacuum, non-state and hybrid actors, namely the PKK and 

PMF, established deep-rooted control, combining military presence with patronage networks 

and service provision (see Figure no. 5). Despite formal agreements like the 2020 Sinjar 

Agreement, the lack of implementation reflects both political deadlock and entrenched interests 
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on the ground. Governance in Sinjar today is characterized by parallel and often competing 

structures, where informal authority and militarized patronage often substitute for formal state 

institutions. Further complicating governance are the fragmented Yazidi religious leadership 

and the ongoing strategic contest between the KDP-Turkey axis, the PKK-PMF alliance, and 

the GoI. Without a credible and inclusive administrative framework, grounded in local 

legitimacy and external coordination, Sinjar is likely to remain a zone of geopolitical 

contestation and humanitarian vulnerability. As Ali Saleem and Mansour pointed out óThis 

dynamic has significant consequences not only for those inside Sinjar but also for those far 

away but connected to the conflict that spills over. These impacts and relationships can be 

described as reflecting both óoutside inô and óinside outô mechanisms. From the óoutside inô, 

external actors, such as the PKK and the PMF, compete for military, economic, political, and 

ideological authority in Sinjar. And from the óinside outô, this competition and violence spills 

over across countries in the region.ô (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024, p. 6) 

 

 

Figure no. 5: Sinjar territorial governance: main actors after 2017. 
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14.1.3. Nineveh Plains Territorial Governance 

14.1.3.1. Background and Administration 

The Nineveh Plains are located within Nineveh Governorate, northeast of the city of Mosul. 

Nineveh is a predominantly Arab governorate, yet its population is deeply heterogeneous, 

composed of Assyrian Syriac Christians (mainly Assyrians and Chaldeans who speak 

Aramaic), Kurds, Yazidis, Kakaôis, Shabaks, and Turkmens (both Sunni and Shiôa). The 

Christian community is further divided into Chaldean Catholic, Syriac Orthodox, and Syriac 

Catholic denominations. The area spans approximately 5.000 kmĮ, forming an arc from 

Hammam al-Alil in the east to the Kurdish-majority town of Barada Rush and westward to 

Farah, near Mosul Dam Lake (Ezzeddine, Pellise 2021). 

The Nineveh Plains are contested by the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF), the KRG, Assyrian 

security forces, and minority brigades under the PMF, particularly those affiliated with the 

Badr Organization. Administratively, the key districts are Hamdaniyah, Sheikhan, and Tel 

Keif. These areas remain vulnerable due to the slow post-ISIS reconstruction process. In 2003, 

Iraq had an estimated 1.5 million Christians; by 2016, only around 200.000 remained (Kalian 

2017). ISIS displaced more than two million people during its occupation of areas including 

Qaraqosh, Tal Asqaf, Tal Kayf, Bashiqa, and Bartella for nearly 27 months (Knights, Kalian 

2017). Further, there are about 350.000 Shabaks in Iraq, mainly living in Bashiqa, Bartella, 

Hamdaniyah, Tel Keif and villages in the Ninewa Plains (Kirkuk Now 2023). 

Historically, the Baôathist Arabization campaign targeted the Nineveh Plains, 

displacing Kurds and Yazidis and replacing them with regime loyalists. After the fall of 

Saddam Hussein in 2003, the area became part of the DIBs, shifting local control to the KDP 

and PUK. Efforts by Kurdish actors to reverse Arabization once again disrupted local minority 

populations. The emergence of ISIS deepened divisions and governance dysfunctions, 

exacerbated by the enduring governance gap between Baghdad and Erbil (Ezzeddine, Pellise 

2021). Lacking oil wealth, the region has been neglected and left open to various external 

armed actors. 

Many Christian areas remain dominated by PMF-aligned units involved in the fight 

against ISIS. However, reports117 have detailed abuses by these paramilitaries, including 

human rights violations, blackmail, kidnappings, and the seizure of property belonging to 

displaced Christians. This has led to secondary displacement, forcing returnees to settle in 

 
117 Such as Gadalla (2020) or Report by Persecution International Christian Concern (2021). 
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informal structures or IDP camps. Around 20 % of Duhokôs population consists of IDPs and 

refugees. The area also remains unsafe due to widespread landmine contamination from the 

ISIS conflict. 

 

14.1.3.2. Ethno-Religious Affairs 

Ethno-religious tensions remain a central factor in the governance of Nineveh Plains. Post-

ISIS, divisions between Muslims and non-Muslims, and between Sunnis and Shiôas, have 

intensified. Many Sunni Muslims are collectively blamed for ISIS atrocities (without 

differentiation of who cooperated and who did not with ISIS), fueling further marginalization. 

Meanwhile, the rise of PMF has empowered local Shiôa communities, such as the Shiôa 

Shabaks and Turkmens, some of whom have been accused of seizing Christian-owned 

properties (Ezzeddine, Pellise 2021). The Assyrian community itself is internally divided into 

three sub-groups: Chaldeans (Catholics), Syriacs (Catholics and Orthodox), and Eastern 

Assyrians (Interview 14B). Despite shared historical and cultural roots, disagreements over 

political identity persist. One interviewee identified as Chaldean religiously but Assyrian 

nationally, reflecting the fluid and contested nature of local identity. These identity divisions, 

combined with weak state institutions, sectarian dynamics, and limited reconstruction, continue 

to obstruct social reconciliation and political cohesion in the Nineveh Plains. 

 

14.1.3.3. Territorial Governance and Key Actors Post-2017 

Following the liberation of Nineveh from ISIS, Governor Atheel al-Nujaifi was replaced by 

Nawaf al-Agoub. Al-Agoub, aligned with Shiôa political actors and militias, facilitated their 

entry into local governance structures. After the 2019 Mosul ferry disaster, which killed 100 

Iraqis, he was succeeded by Mansour Murid. Baghdad responded by further centralizing 

control over local institutions. Murid resigned after seven months and was replaced by Najm 

al-Jubouri (Ezzeddine, Pellise 2021). 

Among Christian political organizations, the Assyrian Democratic Movement118 

remains prominent. It established the Nineveh Plain Protection Units (NPU), but its legitimacy 

has eroded since 2003 due to quota laws enabling non-Assyrians to vote for Assyrian 

representatives, and dissatisfaction among the local Christian population. Service provision 

remains a challenge. One respondent stated, óKRG is using the GoI resources. Even if some of 

 
118 Established in 1970s (Atour 2025). 
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the services are from GoI, they are selling like it would be theirs. And Babylon Movement is 

using the same strategy as KDP. They are using GoI resources and they are selling it as their 

resourcesô (Interview 14B). According to a QSN security coordinator, óNineveh Plains are 

underdeveloped and they lack infrastructure. Most villages lack even drinking water, not to 

mention hospitals, clinics and schools are very few in number and municipal services are non-

existent. Most villages have no paving.ô (Interview 25B). Minorities such as the Shabak, 

Turkmen, Kakaôis, and Christians are underrepresented in regional institutions (Interview 

17B). 

Security is largely controlled by PMF minority brigades, many composed of local 

recruits. As Knights and Kalian note, the Nineveh Plains became a ópolyglot patchwork quilt 

of security forcesô (Knights, Kalian 2017). One example is the 30th Shabak Brigade, Quwat 

Sahl al-Ninewa (QSN), led by Waad Qado and affiliated with the Shabak Democratic 

Assembly. It controls Bartella and key transport routes (for example between Erbil and Mosul), 

and is accused of arbitrary arrests and detentions. The Shabak brigade maintains good relations 

with the 50th Babylon Brigade, mainly composed of non-local Shiôa Arabs and Shiôa Shabaks 

(Assyrian Policy Institute 2018). As Intelligence Security Officer of the 2nd Brigade/13th 

Regiment of Babylon Brigade made a comment towards the relations between the QSN: óWe 

are all on one principle and one heart. There is no difference between us. Here we are all 

brothers. There are no problems between us.ô (Interview 24B). The leader of Babylon Brigade 

is Rayan al-Kildani. Babylon Brigade is operating mainly in the Tel Keif area. Within the PMF 

structures, both brigades are affiliated with Badr Organization which is under the command of 

Hadi al-Amiri. Both of its leaders (Qado and Kildani) are under US sanctions since 2019 (as it 

is previously mentioned - OFAC 2019a).  

The NPU, established in 2014 and supported by the U.S. and GoI, is institutionally 

under PMF but functions independently (Knights, Kalian 2017). Since spring 2022, the NPU 

has been integrated into the Babylon Brigade (Interview 27B). Existence of the Christian 

paramilitaries is then one of the main disputes between Rayan Kildani and the Cardinal Raphael 

Louis Sako I., patriarch of the Chaldean Church, about the existence of the Christian 

paramilitaries. According to Sako, the existence of these paramilitaries is against the main 

principles of the Christian religion. In the past, Sako stated that whoever wants to fight against 

ISIS should join institutional forces like the Iraqi army or Kurdish Peshmergas rather than PMF 

paramilitaries (Kalian 2017; Interview 15B). He also publicly criticized Christian 

paramilitaries, stating that, óit belongs to the Shiôa militia groups and they are working with 

them. He [Kildani]  is a politician trying to do whatever for himself and his group and the 
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coalition. The quota is kidnapped, and we are not represented by the  Babylon Brigade, because 

they won the elections [2021 parliamentary elections] by the voices of Shiôa Muslims. We 

Chaldeans and also Assyrians are not dealing with them. We refused that. And everybody 

knows that we are not in their favor. Also, there are some Christian soldiers in the Iraqi army. 

We want to have national army and not sectarian. Many times, I have said that if Christians 

want to defend their country, it should be through the Iraqi army or Iraqi police, not the 

militias. Because it belongs to the state and not to one political partyô (Interview 15B). 

Parts of Hamdaniyah are under QSN influence. Some areas, such as Khabat area, are 

used by unidentified armed groups to launch attacks on KDP-controlled zones. During the ISIS 

conflict, several Christian paramilitaries emerged, including Nineveh Plains Forces (Kurdish 

proxy group, aligned with the Bet-Nahrain Democratic Party), Nineveh Plain Guards, and 

Dwekh Nawsha (in Syriac as for óone who sacrificesô connected to Assyrian Democratic Party) 

(Kalian 2017; Knights, Kalian 2017). Bartella remains a contested area between QSN and 

NPU, where accusations include arrests, assaults, and sexual abuse by QSN personnel. 

Additionally, the NPU is accusing both of the previously mentioned pro-Iranian brigades (QSN 

and Babylon Brigade) of managing demographic changes inside their controlled areas. 

Regarding this issue, the Security Coordinator at QSN mentioned that óThe Christian 

component is our brothers and through coexistence among us; They are a quiet minority, 

a qualified component, serious about work, we have been with them in the Nineveh Plain for 

thousands of years. This is a model of coexistence, where we have strong relations and family 

relations with them. Their areas are safe and the return is better for them, and we support them 

because they have a history in this region.ô (Interview 25B). Regarding the question of 

cooperation with the local political authorities, both respondents connected to QSN and 

Babylon Brigade referred that they do not interfere in the political issues in the region, even 

QSN referred that they deal as a ósecurity agencyô (Interview 25B). 

The KDP and Badr Organization function as external power brokers. As mentioned by 

one of the respondents óIt looks like it's a dispute between Erbil and Baghdad. In reality, it is 

a result of a dispute between KDP and especially the parties that are close to Iranô (Interview 

67B). Kurdish actors have maintained a strong presence in Nineveh since 2003. The U.S. 

supported the KDP and also backed the Sunni Arab coalition al-Hadbaa to counter Al -Qaeda 

in Iraq. After the 2009 elections, Atheel al-Nujaifi established a rival administration to the KDP 

in Nineveh (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020). In October 2016, al-Nujaifi decided to join PMF to 

gain its funding and maintain good relations with Shiôa-led central government, leaving the 
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doors open for the post-ISIS period. To cement his presence within the PMF, he incorporated 

his Sunni-led Nineveh Guards into the PMF structures (Haddad 2018). 

Kurdish forces established early control via Christian-Kurdish militias and later through 

Peshmerga and Zerevani forces, such as those stationed at Mar Mattai monastery. However, 

following the PMF/ISF takeover of much of Nineveh, the KDP was pushed back to Sheikhan 

and northern borders near Tel Kayf. In terms of local governance, areas like Alqosh and Mar 

Mattai are officially under GoI control but remain under de facto KDP administration. Babylon 

Brigade patrols the area between Tel Kayf and Mosul, functioning as a gatekeeper. QSN 

dominates Hamdaniyah and is headquartered in Bartella. The NPU controls checkpoints in 

eastern Christian towns such as Bakhdida and Bartella (Ezzeddine, Pellise 2021). Both Babylon 

Brigade and QSN also exert influence over Qaraqosh. These overlapping controls create 

a fragmented landscape of security and administrative procedures, where checkpoints are used 

as instruments of local authority. 

After the KRGôs independence referendum, internal divisions among minorities 

deepened. As one respondent noted: óOne of the side effects of the referendum was that the 

minorities are more fragmented and divided from inside and as they are divided to different 

groups within the Shiôa militias. In Alqosh, Bartella, Hamdaniya you have different groups but 

they are from the same areaô (Interview 3B).  Minority representation (Yazidi, Assyrian, 

Christian and Shabak) in national and regional bodies such as the Iraqi parliament and NPC 

remains largely symbolic. This fragmentation hampers efforts to form a unified political bloc 

and facilitates the co-optation of individuals and groups by external actors. Locals view the 

presence of armed groups through varied lenses. Initially seen as liberators, PMF brigades are 

increasingly regarded as coercive actors. In contrast, Peshmerga forces face criticism for 

withdrawing during ISIS advances, contributing to local distrust. Since 2017, perceptions of 

the PMF have shifted negatively due to their conduct in civilian areas (Ezzeddine, Pellise 

2021). 

 

14.1.3.4. Services 

The provision of basic services, such as education, healthcare, and water, remains uneven and 

heavily politicized. Service networks vary by geographic location and political alignment. 

While some communities are integrated into KRG-run systems, others rely on Baghdad. 

Ezzeddine and Pellise (2021) describe situations where ócitizens live in a town where security 

is provided by, for example, KRG-affiliated groups, as in Sheikhan; work in a second town 
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benefiting from employment opportunities with Shiôa armed groups; and register in a third 

town closer to Mosul for benefits from the central government.ô These fragmented service 

systems weaken state authority and reinforce sectoral divisions. However, as Christian Female 

housewife from Bartella district Al Salamôs neighborhood mentioned óAs for the roads, we see 

some roads being rehabilitated at the present time, but we need more road rehabilitation, and 

frankly, the lack of services has caused the Christian component to emigrate significantly, and 

the migration rate reaches 90 %, and some families are thinking of residing in the Kurdistan 

region to provide all services.ô (Interview 20B). As for the medicine, óThe very basic medicines 

are in the hospital, and the rest of the medicines and needs are forced by the citizens to buy 

them from outside the hospital, and even the new doctors provide the service in a limited wayô 

(Interview 19B). Some of the respondents even define the level of services as ónon-existentô 

(Interview 16B). As for the administration process, the administrative ambiguity exists: óIn 

most of our departments now, it is not only administrative ambiguity, a deadly routine and 

boredom, following complex administrative procedures by employees, which causes 

administrative ambiguity for all citizens. For example, the citizen goes from room to room and 

from window to window. They are giving arguments to citizens over the smallest and simplest 

things. Sometimes, for me, I turn to the director of the department with a question: What is the 

reason for this obstruction? Why did the administrative staff not explain to me the correct 

methods and correct procedures that I should follow to complete my transaction?ô (Interview 

18B). 

 

14.1.3.5. Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Nineveh Plains  

The Nineveh Plains encapsulate the broader challenges of post-conflict governance in Iraqôs 

DIBs. Despite the defeat of ISIS, the region remains deeply fragmented: politically, 

administratively, and socially. The coexistence of overlapping security providers, ranging from 

state forces to PMF-aligned minority paramilitaries and Kurdish actors, has resulted in 

a fractured and inconsistent governance structure (see Figures no. 6 and 7). Security, rather 

than being a neutral public good, has become a mechanism of control used by various actors to 

entrench influence and secure political and economic gains. This fragmentation is mirrored in 

the delivery of essential services, which remain uneven and often dependent on sectarian or 

political affiliations. Many communities, particularly Christians, face continued 

marginalization, inadequate infrastructure, and bureaucratic opacity. The administrative 
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ambiguity, where areas fall under de jure Baghdad jurisdiction but de facto Kurdish or militia 

control, further blurs accountability and undermines institutional trust. 

Ethno-religious divisions, exacerbated by ISISôs atrocities and the politicization of 

sectarian identities, have hindered reconciliation and allowed external actors to exploit internal 

fractures. Christian and Assyrian communities, once demographically significant, have been 

substantially reduced and internally divided, weakening their political leverage. The 

widespread perception of PMF units as both protectors and coercive actors illustrates the 

complexity of local sentiment and the absence of a singular legitimate authority. Ultimately, 

governance in the Nineveh Plains is characterized by a patchwork of competing sovereignties, 

unresolved disputes between Baghdad and Erbil, and the entrenchment of informal power 

structures. Without comprehensive political settlements and inclusive reconstruction strategies, 

the region risks remaining in a protracted state of instability, exclusion, and contested 

governance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure no. 6: Nineveh Plains territorial governance: main actors after 2017. 
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Figure no. 7: Sinjar and Nineveh Plains territorial governance: governance sectors after 

2017.  
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14.1.4. Kirkuk territorial governance119  

14.1.4.1. Background and administrative120 

Kirkuk is a multi-ethnic city situated in one of Iraqôs richest oil-producing regions. It is home 

to Kurds, Arabs (mainly from the al-Jubouri, al-Obeidi, al-Hadidi121, and al-Zubeidi tribes), 

Turkmens, and Assyro-Chaldeans. Historically, Kirkuk has been a focal point of contention 

between Kurdish and Iraqi authorities and has repeatedly been subjected to demographic 

engineering (Syamand, Hashem 2014). As noted by Saeed (2016), Kirkuk is considered 

a deeply divided city, with reinforced ethnic and national cleavages. 

Among the disputed territories, Kirkuk enjoys a relatively improved political and 

security environment since October 2017. The GoI has attempted to present a more competent 

administration compared to that of the Kurdish authorities before 2017, aiming to reinforce 

state legitimacy in the city. However, both the KRG and GoI approach governance through the 

lens of their respective capitals, Erbil and Baghdad, failing to consider Kirkukôs multi-ethnic 

composition. The province, home to approximately 1.9 million residents (with Kirkuk city 

alone accounting for nearly 1 million122), is predominantly inhabited by Sunni Arabs, alongside 

significant populations of Kurds, Turkmens123, Chaldean Christians, and Kakaôis. 

Often described as a microcosm of Iraq124, Kirkukôs ethnic diversity was highlighted in 

the 1957 census, which recorded Iraqi Turkmens as comprising 37,63 % of the population. 

During Saddam Husseinôs regime, the city underwent Arabization, displacing between 100.000 

and 200.000 Kurds and renaming Kirkuk to óTamimô to commemorate the nationalization of 

its oil fields in 1972. Arabs replaced the expelled Kurds, incentivized by state support 

(Syamand, Hashem 2014). These historical policies also created enduring tensions over 

agricultural land ownership between Arabs and Kurds. Following 2003, and up until 2017, 

Kirkuk, like other parts of the DIBs, such as Tuz Khurmato, Sinjar, and the Nineveh Plains, 

witnessed a period of óKurdificationô. The KDP and PUK reversed Baôathist Arabization 

through domination of the cityôs political, economic, and security institutions, often competing 

with each other for local dominance. These parties also established dual security and 

 
119 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
120 Interview 3B. 
121 Which settled in Kirkuk since 1920s. The second wave immigrated to Kirkuk as part of the Arabization policy (referred 

locally as newcomers ï wafidin) (Quesnay 2021). 
122 Macrotrends 2025. 
123 The Turkmen minority inhabited several cities within the DIBs such as Tal Afar (Nineveh province), Tuz Khurmato (Salah 

al-Din province), Kirkuk, Amerli (Diyala province) (ICG 2020). 
124 Similarly to the Diyala province.  
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governance hierarchies, employing their respective intelligence forces, Parastin for the KDP 

and Zaniyari for the PUK, creating a complex and competitive security environment (Interview 

29B). Business activities during this period required alignment with these Kurdish security 

structures. The Kurdification process has effect on óthe middle-class trajectory, because Kirkuk 

was connected to Erbil and Sulaymaniyah. And since during the war with ISIS, you have Arabs 

going to Sulaymaniyah and Erbil and there were also different trajectories and business, so 

that explained the fact that the middle class of Kirkuk city was actually very well connected to 

Kurdistan.ô (Interview 28B). In terms of administration, óthe PUK was divided into provincial 

offices (malband) at the governorate level (muhafadha in Arabic or parezga in Kurdish), 

divisional offices (komite) at the district level (qada in Arabic and Kurdish), and local chapters 

(kert) at the level of the neighborhood, and groups of villages (nahiya) or individual villages 

(binke). óCardingô the population (tazkya hizbi, literally enrollment in the party) let it build 

a web of networks covering the land. The local branches were the bedrock of the partyôs control 

mechanism, its permanent interfaces with the population (Quesnay 2021, p. 61). 

Oil discovery in Kirkuk dates back to the 1920s and has significantly influenced Iraqôs 

economic development. Further oil field discoveries in the 1940s escalated interest from both 

Arab and Kurdish groups (ICG 2020). Today, control of these resources remains contested 

between the KRG and the GoI. The NOC, under GoI oversight, operates five major oil fields 

in the province. Kirkukôs daily output is approximately between 350.000 to 360.000 barrels 

per day (Rudaw Research Center 2025), with plans to expand to 1 million bpd. The province 

serves as the origin point of the strategic Kirkuk-Ceyhan oil pipeline. Although Kirkuk is one 

of the richest Iraqi provinces when it comes to natural resources, the area remains 

underdeveloped and neglected. As Skelton and Ali Saleem pointed out, the óprovincial 

governments in the oil-producing areas in theory receive direct shares (5 %) of oil profits 

according to decentralization and regional development arrangements, but these provincial 

shares have been intermittent depending on shifting political and security circumstancesô 

(Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020, p. 4). Finally, the districts of Hawija, Dibiq and Daquq still host 

the remnants of ISIS, which occasionally target civilians, armed forces, and (oil) infrastructure.  
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14.1.4.2. Territorial Governance and Key Actors Post-2017 

From October 2017 until August 2024, Kirkuk was administered by Acting Governor Rakkan 

al-Jubouri, a Sunni Arab politician operating under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Interior. 

Although formally aligned with the Shiôa-led central government, he was perceived by some 

as continuing to represent Sunni Arab interests. Despite the multi-ethnic nature of Kirkuk, 

political decision-making remains complex and fragmented, with key parties, Shiôa, Sunni, and 

Kurdish, viewing governance primarily through the lens of ethnic competition.  

On the ground, the most powerful actor is represented by pro-Iranian elements of the 

PMF, notably the Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and Saraya al-Salam, whose influence 

is tiered according to their operational strength. These PMF components have expanded beyond 

their military role, now exerting control over significant economic and social processes. They 

intervene in local business ventures, employment allocation, tax collection, and even non-

economic administrative approvals. Major projects in Kirkuk often require prior approval from 

PMF factions, transforming these paramilitaries into de facto gatekeepers of the local economy. 

Fees extracted from merchants and businesses provide an income stream for these groups. 

While PMF units are generally viewed favorably for their role in defeating ISIS, their broader 

involvement in civil affairs raises concerns about parallel governance. As one respondent 

noted, óThey have complete authority in the region and a broader agenda. PMF is seen as 

having sacrificed in the fight against ISIS and has significant control over the social and 

economic aspects of the city. They interfere with business, employment, and taxes. Projects 

must be approved by PMF, who are concerned with their imageô (Interview 3B). This 

consolidation of influence mirrors PMF operations in other parts of DIBs, such as Khanaqin. 

Relations between PMF and other actors, particularly the PUK, are stable but 

characterized by non-engagement. The PUK remains limited to Kurdish-majority areas, and 

PMF avoids encroachment in those zones (Interview 28B). On the contrary, alternative 

narratives have emerged, such as Ahd TV, affiliated with Asaôib Ahl al-Haq leader Qais al-

Khazali, alleging Turkish infiltration of the PMF via support for the óKirkuk Shieldô group led 

by Turhan Abdurrahman. According to al-Khazali, this may signal a broader Turkish effort to 

expand influence in northern Iraq (X Kurdistan Watch account 2025d). In addition to Badr 

Organization and Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, other Shiôa-aligned actors include the Sadrist-affiliated 

Saraya al-Salam (Interview 37B). The security landscape in Kirkuk is comprised of four 

primary armed forces: the PMF, Iraqi Army, Federal Police, and Local Police. These entities 

operate in a state of mutual coexistence rather than coordinated cooperation.  
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One respondent described the security model as a system of concentric circles: óThe 

provision of security in Kirkuk, the city and the province as a whole follows the model promoted 

by the PMF in concentric circles. In the center is the local and federal police, in the middle 

circle is the Iraqi army, and the outer circle is the PMF elements. This model is actually 

enforced in real terms and security is organized in this way. The model was enforced by the 

commander of the northern Badr district, Muhammad Mahdi al-Bayati. In practice, al-Bayati 

can be considered the supreme commander of all PMF elements in Kirkuk city and the province 

as a whole. Further, he is also in charge of the other regular Iraqi security forces, i.e. he 

coordinates the activities of, among others, the Federal Police and the Iraqi Army in the area.ô 

(Interview 63B). 

Currently, PMF factions are in a phase of strategic consolidation. With ISIS no longer 

posing an existential threat, PMF groups are focused on preserving influence, building 

economic leverage, and avoiding direct confrontations with other actors. Nevertheless, internal 

rivalries persist, particularly over economic control. Key PMF factions active in Kirkuk include 

the Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, Kata'ib Jund al-Imam, and Kata'ib Hezbollah, all of 

which maintain operational outposts in various towns across the governorate (ICG 2020, p. 12). 

Public perception remains mixed. While many locals acknowledge the PMFôs role in 

counterterrorism, trust is generally higher toward the Iraqi Army and Local Police, particularly 

because the Local Police is composed of local recruits who understand the community's needs. 

The Iraqi Army, in turn, is perceived as a more professional, standardized force. Locals are 

more inclined to report incidents to the Iraqi Army or Local Police rather than to the PMF or 

Federal Police (Interview 3B). 

The Federal Police in Kirkuk falls under the Ministry of Interior, traditionally under the 

control of the Badr Organization. This force is predominantly staffed by Kurdish personnel and 

Shiôa Arabs. All security units in the governorate report to the Joint Command Forces of Kirkuk 

(JCFK), which are directly subordinated to the Iraqi Prime Ministerôs Office. The JCFK 

bypasses the Ministry of Defense and includes only federal Iraqi forces: Iraqi Army, Iraqi 

Counter Terrorism Forces (ICTF), Federal Police, and PMF, excluding any Kurdish units. 

Additional security stakeholders include Brigade 61 (Special Forces), the Kurdish PMF unit 

known as óAl-Hashd Al-Shaôbi Al-Kurdiô or the Kurdish Hashd Brigade, and the Turkmen-

dominated 16th (Quwat al-Turkmen) and 52nd Badrôs Fawj Amerli brigades. The latter is 

commanded by Mahdi Taqi al-Amerli, a Badr member of the Salah al-Din provincial council 

(Hashd Number Brigade Index 2017). Also active is the 56th PMF Sunni brigade, based in 
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Hawija. Federal Police Divisions 5, 6, and 14 are responsible for securing the governorate's 

periphery (ICG 2020). 

 

14.1.4.3. Services 

Diverging visions for Kirkukôs development continue to reflect broader political and ethnic 

divisions. One illustrative example is the ongoing dispute over the renovation of the Kirkuk 

Citadel. The core issue lies not only in infrastructure planning but in competing historical 

narratives: Arabs, Kurds, Turkmens, and other ethno-religious communities interpret Kirkukôs 

past differently. This divergence has delayed the placement of informational panels and 

hindered heritage-related projects (authorôs own observation and interviews with local 

residents, Kirkuk, April 2024). 

Development policies have often been ethnically selective, depending on which 

authority, Baghdad or the KRG, has controlled the city. Between 2003 and 2017, the KDP and 

PUK prioritized investment in Kurdish-majority neighborhoods such as Rahimawa and 

Shorawa. While from the October 2017 until August 2024 (when the new Kurdish governor 

Rebwar Taha was elected) the Kurds claimed that Rakkan al-Jubouri neglected Kurdish 

dominated areas in Kirkuk, focusing mainly on developing the Arab part of the city and 

province. As one of the respondents pointed out óThe PUK is still really strong at the 

municipal/district level in the Kurdish areas. Because the parties work firstly with political 

offices in each district, which is organized by mukhtar. The list of the people's complaints of 

their daily life. So, if you need anything you go to the mukhtar and then you go to the political 

office. And then you get something. And the city is growing faster since its under Baghdad 

control. Now you have a lot of new businesses and its stable.ô (Interview 28B).  

Although Kirkuk is an oil-rich province, it benefits minimally from its natural 

resources, leaving the local economy poor and heavily reliant on imports. Almost all oil is 

exported outside the city and province, leading to a weak local oil market and inflated prices. 

Additionally, Kirkukôs infrastructure remains severely underdeveloped, as it does not receive 

a fair share of petrodollars from the GoI. The extracted oil is transported to other parts of Iraq 

and neighboring countries (such as Jordan), leaving behind only environmental degradation, 

soil, water, and air pollution, for local residents. Consumer goods are predominantly imported 

from Turkey or Iran. Similar to Khanaqinôs connection to the Iranian energy grid, Kirkuk has 

also seen developments in energy infrastructure. On July 21, 2024, óIraq inaugurated the first 
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stage of a power grid connection with Turkey that will supply Iraqôs Ninewa, Kirkuk, and Salah 

ad-Din provinces with up to 300 megawatts of electricityô (ISHM 2024).  

Even though Kirkuk is not positioned near Iraqôs international borders, it is strategically 

aligned with both Iran (which now holds the upper hand) and Turkey. Beyond the significance 

of the horizontal geographical axis, the vertical axis, between Baghdad and Erbil, is equally 

important, placing Kirkuk at the core of a long-term contest for control. While not located on 

a national frontier, Kirkuk lies close to the internal boundary between federal Iraq and the KRI, 

transforming it into a strategic zone overseen by various PMF brigades monitoring transit in 

and out of the city and province. Although the city is predominantly Kurdish, the Arab settlers 

have grown in recent years. Several respondents indicated that since 2017, a renewed phase of 

Arabization has occurred in Kirkuk, marked by disputes between Arab and Kurdish farmers, 

the prioritization of Arab neighbourhoods, the removal of Kurdish language from public 

spaces, and a higher birth rate among Arab families compared to Kurdish ones (Interview 54B). 

This has led to a situation where the Kurdish presence is largely symbolic in the region, 

stretching from Khanaqin to Kirkuk (Interview 52B). Further demographic transformations are 

taking place, with Arab families increasingly relocating into DIBs like Kirkuk, aided by GoI 

policies (Interview 56B). Turkmens, as an ethnoreligious minority, also play a crucial role in 

Kirkukôs political and economic life. Sunni Turkmen are primarily represented by the ITF, 

which maintains strong ties with Turkey through current leader Hasan Turan and former leader 

Arshad Salihi (however, the ITF is currently experiencing internal fragmentation due to 

leadership disputes ï K24 2025). Despite its limited political clout, the ITF is significant in 

social life in Kirkuk (Interview 28B). From a Turkish perspective, the ruling Justice and 

Development party (AKP) frequently defends local governance arrangements, particularly in 

relation to the Sunni Turkmen minority represented by the ITF (Kirkuk Now 2024b). As 

a Sunni Turkmen local pointed out, óKurdish people are north of Kirkuk, towards 

Sulaymaniyah and Erbil. Arabs are in Hawija towards Baghdad. We Turkmen are in the 

middle, and we are sufferingô (Interview 34B). That is one of the reasons why Sunni Turkmen 

seek protection from nearby Turkey, building on the similar ethnic and linguistic similarities. 

Shiôa Turkmens, fewer in number, are represented by the Turkmen Shiôa Front or the Turkmen 

Islamic Party and are often linked to PMF groups such as the Badr Organization. This aligns 

with the broader PMF strategy of coordinating diverse ethnic groups, paramilitaries, and 

political actors to extend Tehranôs influence: óThe Iraniansô influence is mostly on PMF. And 

they have advisors there making decisions, which do not intervene directly, but they make 

a decision behind the curtainô (Interview 37B).  
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14.1.4.4. Local Communities / Actors Tensions 

Since 2017, tensions between Arab and Kurdish communities, as well as between the GoI and 

the KRG, have persisted and occasionally escalated in Kirkuk. A prominent example occurred 

in February 2025, involving a clash between Kurdish farmers and the Iraqi Army in the 

Sargaran subdistrict, northwest of Kirkuk. The dispute centered on the return of Kurdish 

farmers to their lands near the village, lands originally confiscated during the Baôathist 

Arabization campaign. Although the Property Restitution Law was passed in January 2025 to 

facilitate the return of such lands to their original Kurdish and Turkmen owners, 

implementation has proven politically contentious and logistically challenging (Rudaw 2025a). 

Another significant incident underscoring the continuing tension between KRG-aligned actors 

and the PMF occurred in September 2023. In late August 2023, various PMF elements and 

their supporters blocked the road between Erbil and Kirkuk in response to reports that the KDP 

might return to previously vacated administrative offices in the city. These offices, previously 

used by the ISF as the local Joint Operations Command, had been abandoned by Kurdish parties 

since October 2017. The blockade was widely perceived as an attempt to prevent the symbolic 

and administrative return of the KDP to Kirkuk (Al Jazeera 2023). These incidents reflect 

deeper structural divisions within Kirkuk. On one hand, the KRG continues to advocate for the 

reintegration of Kirkuk into the Kurdistan Region based on Article 140 of the Iraqi 

Constitution, which outlines mechanisms for resolving the status of the DIBs. On the other 

hand, the GoI, and particularly Shiôa-dominated parties and affiliated paramilitaries, seek to 

maintain the current balance of power, often through the instrumentalization of local security 

forces and demographic engineering. These maneuvers exacerbate community grievances and 

perpetuate mistrust between the cityôs ethnic groups. Moreover, the ongoing presence of 

various armed actors, including the PMF, ISF, and Kurdish security units operating on the 

cityôs periphery, continues to serve as a flashpoint. While open armed conflict has been largely 

avoided since 2017, latent rivalries remain and periodically flare into political or social unrest, 

particularly when provoked by symbolic acts or disputed policy decisions. 

 

14.1.4.5. Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Kirkuk 

The territorial governance of Kirkuk remains one of the most complex and contested issues in 

post-2003 Iraq. Despite being an oil-rich province with vast economic potential, Kirkuk suffers 

from chronic political instability, institutional fragmentation, and unresolved identity-based 

tensions. Historically subjected to successive waves of Arabization and Kurdification, the city 
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today embodies the deeply embedded legacy of state-engineered demographic manipulation. 

The aftermath of the 2017 federal reassertion over Kirkuk further altered the balance of power, 

displacing Kurdish parties from key administrative positions and introducing new governance 

structures heavily influenced by Shiôa political forces and Iran-backed PMF. 

While the security environment has relatively stabilized through a multi-layered 

structure involving the Iraqi Army, Federal Police, Local Police, and PMF, this arrangement is 

best characterized as coexistence rather than cooperation. The PMF, particularly factions such 

as the Badr Organization and Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, continue to wield significant influence over 

the local economy, taxation, and business approvals, effectively inserting themselves into the 

province's governance infrastructure (see Figure no. 8). In contrast, local populations show 

greater trust in the Iraqi Army and Local Police, especially in matters of public security. 

Service provision remains uneven and politically selective, further entrenching ethnic 

grievances. Development initiatives are frequently channeled through ethnically aligned 

governance networks, exacerbating the marginalization of certain communities. Moreover, 

Kirkukôs demographic transformation continues amid renewed claims of Arabization, 

heightening tensions between Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmens. Ultimately, Kirkuk exemplifies 

the broader challenges facing Iraqôs DIBs: weak governance, identity fragmentation, and 

competing regional interests. Without a comprehensive, inclusive political settlement, 

particularly concerning the implementation of Article 140, the city and the province will likely 

remain a focal point of contestation between Baghdad, Erbil, and external actors. 
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Figure no. 8: Kirkuk territorial governance: main actors after 2017.  
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14.1.5. Khanaqin territorial governance125  

14.1.5.1. Background and administrative126 

Diyala province is predominantly inhabited by Sunni Arabs and Sunni Turkmens, who together 

constitute approximately 60 % of the population. Shiôa Arabs comprise around 25 %, and 

Kurds, concentrated primarily in the Khanaqin district, account for the remaining 15 % 

(Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020). Located in the northeastern part of the province near the Iraqi-

Iranian border, Khanaqin includes the subdistricts of Jalawla and Saadiya. The district hosts an 

estimated population of 135.000 and reflects significant ethnic diversity, including Arabs, 

Turkmens, and a Kurdish majority127 (Ali Saleem, Skelton, Van Den Toorn 2018, Kirkuk Now 

2024a). 

The Kurdish population in Khanaqin is composed of several Shiôa tribes such as the 

Faili, Jaaf128, and Kalhor. Notably, Khanaqin remains the only city in Diyala province with 

a Kurdish majority. The region also accommodates Kurdish individuals from Iranôs 

Kermanshah province, alongside both Shiôa and Sunni Turkmens, and a minority Armenian 

population. Historically, Khanaqin also housed a substantial Jewish community in the Jewlakan 

quarter, which was forcibly displaced during the 1950s under the Iraqi regime. Khanaqinôs 

geographic óstrategicô proximity to Iran increases the influence of pro-Iranian factions such as 

the Badr Organization and Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, who exert leverage over local institutions via 

their representation in the Diyala Provincial Council. 

During the Saddam Hussein era, Khanaqin underwent Arabization, aimed at altering its 

demographic and political makeup. This process was reversed following the 2003 U.S.-led 

invasion of Iraq, when the PUK established dominance in local political, economic, and 

security affairs, supported initially by the U.S.-led Coalition. PUK Peshmerga forces were 

deployed in the area for local protection (Interview 75B). Their presence was initially based on 

Coalition requests and, from 2005, endorsed by the GoI (Russo 2008). Firstly, the presence of 

the Kurdish Peshmergas in the area was following the request of Coalition forces and from 

2005 the request of GoI (Russo 2008). The GoI was also present when both of the actors ówere 

funding separate administrative entitiesô (Ali Saleem, Skelton, Van Den Toorn 2018, p. 2). 

 
125 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
126 Interview 3B. 
127 The current Iraqi foreign minister, Fuad Hussein is originally from Khanaqin. 
128 Jaaf is then one of the strongest clans in the whole area. Before 2017 there was a local mayor from Jaaf. 
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The GoI and KRG maintained separate administrative structures, with the institutions 

heavily staffed by PUK affiliates, a dynamic tolerated in Baghdad due to the longstanding 

PUK-Badr Organization relationship. Notably, Faili Kurds and Shiôa Turkmens, rooted in Shiôa 

Islam, aligned more closely with Najaf than with KRG institutions, resisting incorporation into 

the Kurdish authority (Bartu 2010). 

In 2008, the Iraqi Armyôs 1st Division entered Jalawla, Saadiya, and Qara Tapa during 

Operation Omens of Prosperity. The move was not coordinated with PUK Peshmerga forces. 

Later, the situation escalated when the Iraqi Army, following the orders of the PM Nouri al-

Maliki, demanded that the Kurdish Peshmerga withdraw from the Khanaqin territory 

(specifically the 34th Brigade of Kurdish Peshmerga by the 5th Division of the Iraqi army). 

A spokesman of the Ministry of Defense, the Iraqi Army Chief of Staff in Baghdad, Babakir 

Zebari (a Kurd) was present in the delegation. On the other side, the Commander of the 34th 

Peshmerga Brigade, Gen. Nazim Kirkuki refused to abandon the Kurdish position, which later 

led to the standoff between both sides. This was later followed by the negotiations between 

KRG (led by Kosrat Rasul Ali - KRG Deputy President) and GoI. As a result, the Kurdish 

forces left the Qara Tapa and Jalawla cities to maintain their control over the district of 

Khanaqin. However, the ISF entered the city of Khanaqin and demanded the withdrawal of the 

Kurdish forces from the city and its institutions. These events were followed by repeated rounds 

of negotiations between the KRG and the GoI (Russo 2008). Finally, the Kurds withdrew, while 

the security vacuum was filled by the Iraqi Police. As another step, a new ótribal support 

councilô (isnad) program was created to push tribal development at the local level. However, it 

was seen as a concern by KRG president Masoud Barzani, especially due to the inclusion of 

Kurdish tribes such as Kakaie, Hamawand, Surchi, Mzuri, Goran, Zebari and Harki into the 

program.  

The ISIS offensive led to a full withdrawal of government forces from Khanaqin, 

creating a security vacuum filled by the PUK and the Badr Organization (Skelton, Ali Saleem 

2019). However, following the Kurdish independence referendum in October 2017, the PUKôs 

influence was sharply curtailed, and the GoI reasserted control. Kurdish Peshmerga forces were 

expelled, and although factions such as Asaôib Ahl al-Haq and Badr Organization sought entry 

into the city, local opposition prevented their full integration. Consequently, a PMF outpost 

was established outside the city (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019). Despite this, the longstanding 

PUK-Badr relationship enabled the PUK to maintain administrative functions within a dual-

governance system shared between KRG and GoI (Ali Saleem, Skelton, Van Den Toorn 2018). 

The Arab population in the district increased significantly, now comprising approximately 
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65 % of residents, including Shiôa tribes previously noted. Khanaqinôs location on pilgrimage 

routes to Najaf and Karbala enhances its strategic relevance. The Khosravi/al-Manzarieh 

border crossing, overseen by the Badr Organization, provides a key transit route and revenue 

source. In contrast, the Parwezkhan border crossing remains under KRG control, as it did prior 

to 2017 (Ali Saleem, Skelton, Van Den Toorn 2018). 

 

14.1.5.2. Ethno-Religious issues and Services 

From a religious perspective, two prominent figures operate in Khanaqin: Sayyid Abbas and 

Sheikh Mohammad, the latter serving as the assistant to Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani in the 

area. The area gains particular significance during the Shiôa pilgrimage of Arbaeen, which 

occurs 40 days after the observance of Ashura. Khanaqin's geographical proximity to Iran 

facilitates strong economic and infrastructural ties with the Iranian market. A substantial 

volume of goods is imported through the Khosravi/al-Manzarieh border crossing. Additionally, 

the district is connected to the Iranian electrical grid; however, electricity provision is 

contingent upon timely financial transfers from Baghdad to Tehran. Conversely, Khanaqin's 

water supply is integrated into the Iraqi national network. In the domain of education, Khanaqin 

adheres to Baghdadôs curricula, reflecting the centralized influence of the federal government. 

Employment in the district is bifurcated: approximately 50 % of the population is employed 

through the PUK networks, while the remaining 50 % is linked to institutions under the GoI. 

This division manifests in administrative disparities, for example, GoI employees typically 

receive salaries punctually, whereas those affiliated with the KRG often experience delays. 

Salary distribution is managed through Baqubaôs administrative apparatus, reinforcing the 

federal government's dominance over Kurdish institutions. One illustrative case of this 

dynamic is the judiciary: GoI control over legal institutions prompted the relocation of KRG-

affiliated courts to PUK-dominated areas, re-integrating them into the Iraqi judicial system 

(Interview 11B). Moreover, Baquba's centralization of authority extends to budgeting for 

development projects. Due to limited federal investment, reconstruction efforts must often rely 

on private funding or international non-governmental organizations such as Oxfam (Ali 

Saleem, Skelton, Van Den Toorn 2018). The limitations of local opportunities have led to 

significant youth outmigration. As one interviewee stated: óNew generations are coming to 

Erbil and Sulaimaniyah, because of employment and investment. Khanaqin is a small city, you 

cannot find a future there. So, you have to go somewhere elseô (Interview 60B). Khanaqinôs 

continued use of Baghdad's curriculum reinforces the federal governmentôs narrative control 
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over historical and contemporary governance issues in the DIBs, particularly regarding the 

language of instruction, predominantly Arabic, with limited Kurdish provision. Like Garmiyan 

University in Kalar, Khanaqin hosts three colleges: Social Sciences, Sport, and Information 

Technology. However, these institutions remain unrecognized by the central government. As 

one respondent noted: The three colleges in Khanaqin are part of Garmiyan University in 

Kalar. The central government does not recognize them because the university is under KRG 

authority. Even the University of Garmiyan is not recognized by the GoI. Baghdad sees the 

presence of those three colleges in Khanaqin as a violation of their rightsô (Interview 38B). As 

the head of the Kurdistan regions board for disputed territories Fahmi Burhan mentioned in his 

interview, óthe conditions of the Kurdish population of the towns of Khanaqin, Mandali, and 

Saadiya are deteriorating due to negligence by the Iraqi government and its failure to ensure 

security in the areasô (Rudaw 2023f). There unproper security remains since the areas were 

liberated from ISIS occupation. Moreover, the GoI does not provide the share of fertilizers to 

the local farmers, which are unable to develop local agriculture areas (Rudaw 2023f). 

 

14.1.5.3. Territorial governance and the key actors post-2017 

The region is often considered a neglected part of both the DIBs and Iraq more broadly. The 

situation in Khanaqin remains sensitive and volatile, interconnected with the national-level 

relations between Erbil and Baghdad. From 2003 until 2017, administrative and security 

institutions were staffed by KRG employees and decision-makers, creating a dual governance 

system between the KRG and the GoI, dominated by the Kurdish administration. Since October 

16, 2017, Khanaqin has been under the full control of the GoI administration. This shift in 

authority occurred rapidly, as the local KRG administration was removed and the PUKôs role 

reduced to a largely symbolic presence, losing much of its previous influence. Since 2017, the 

center of political control has shifted to Baquba, the capital of Diyala governorate (Ali Saleem, 

Skelton, Van Den Toorn 2018). The geographic proximity of Iran and Muntheira border 

crossing point makes Khanaqin a strategic place, especially for pro-Iranian elements of PMF.  

 The ongoing position of Khanaqin as part of the DIBs leaves the place neglected in 

terms of governance, where neither the KRG nor the GoI are willing to allocate appropriate 

funding to this area. Due to conditions described within the theoretical framework of this thesis, 

Khanaqin certainly fits into the first part of the trans-regional governance definition, being part 

of areas of limited statehood, where state authority is institutionally weak (mainly in terms of 

lack of services and presence of NSAA). This governance vacuum is filled regionally by Iran 
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and locally by pro-Iranian PMF units. Ongoing financial disputes and KRG budgetary 

constraints have prevented consistent funding from either side (Interview 38B). On the Kurdish 

side, there are several local projects, such as supplying drinking water from the Sirwan River 

to Khanaqin (Interview 60B). Thus, the unresolved status of DIBs not only affects the local 

quality of services but also contributes to the fact that those areas are being neglected 

financially. In terms of local governance, the PUK manages only public spaces at its own 

expense, aiming to maintain the support of the local Kurdish majority. The PUK also provides 

some basic services, such as water supply in the city. Through KRG institutions, the PUK 

directly employs about 500 administrative staff and 6.000 teachers (Interview 60B). The 

imbalanced joint administration between the KRG and GoI has further contributed to the 

vacuum increasingly filled by Iran.  

This governance breakdown is also linked to the transfer of salary payment authority 

from the KRG to the GoI. The IFSC decision on February 21, 2024 (Salih 2024), mandating 

the GoI to assume responsibility for salary payments, has increased Baghdadôs control over 

KRG institutions and employees, not only in the DIBs but across the KRI. This reflects 

Baghdadôs broader effort to weaken the KRGôs institutional and economic influence. 

Communication and decision-making processes are similarly fragmented. Local issues often 

require decisions to pass through both Erbil and Baghdad before returning to the local level, 

contributing to administrative delays and inefficiencies that hinder development. Another 

dimension of governance is security, which is divided into concentric circles. While the Local 

and Federal police operate in the area to provide internal security in the city, the external 

security is controlled by PMF units, namely the Badr Organization (which also has a visible 

presence in the city) and Asaôib Ahl al-Haq (Interview 47B).  

Secondly, due to its enormous leverage in Baghdad, can Tehran boycott the creation of 

a strong local market that could produce and sustain its place and the surrounding districts and 

sub-districts. As an example, the GoI has long opposed the construction of the local refinery to 

process crude oil from the nearby Naft Khanah oil field. Instead, GoI preferred the development 

of the oil field on the Iranian side of the border and, later on, to receive the exported oil from 

Iran (Interview 60B). This process not only helps Iranôs economy but also to deal with 

extensive international sanctions such as Financial Action Task Force (FATF) or Society for 

Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT) sanctions (FATF 2024; Reuters 

2018). Thirdly, the geographical proximity of Khanaqin to the Iranian border allows Tehran to 

control the area through its proxies and help facilitate strong connections to the Iranian market, 

with most local goods and products imported through the Khosravi/al-Manzarieh border 



 

 

 

145 

crossing. Khanaqin is also linked to Iran by its electrical grid. However, electricity supplies 

often depend on payments from Baghdad to Tehran, which lack occasionally result in local 

power shortages (Interviews 38B, 59B). The conditions of strategic proximity towards 

a neighbouring state then cause the existence and operation of the actors, who want to gain an 

additional source of income by controlling checkpoints at the border crossing. This is the case 

for the Badr Organization and Asaôib Ahl al-Haq and their dominance over the Khosravi/al-

Manzarieh border crossing, one of the main revenue sources in the area. While these groups do 

not directly control the city, they monitor and influence local dynamics. In contrast, óthe 

Peshmerga and Asayish are very powerless. Their presence is very weak and symbolic in 

Khanaqin. Itôs just a few fighters in one headquarters officeô (Interview 57B). Tehran uses this 

strategic proximity to coordinate intra-actor relationships, including the PUK-Badr partnership, 

to serve its regional interests and maintain dominance.  

This relationship helps protect the predominantly Shiôa (Fayli Kurdish) area, which 

tends to align politically with the PUK while being closer to Shiôa authorities in Baghdad. 

Iranôs role in the area is significant, impacting all political, economic, and security actors on 

the ground. As a significant ethnoreligious component, Fayli Kurds seek protection from Iran 

based on the common ground in Shiôism. Finally, the deepening uncertainty within the weak 

zones of government is contributing to the mass emigration from specific areas. A specific 

example is the ongoing poor economic and security situation in the area, which has led to 

significant spontaneous migration to KRI cities like Sulaymaniyah and Erbil. Another example 

could be a Kurdish language education extinction. At one of the remaining Kurdish schools, 

only 1 of the previously 160 enrolled Kurdish students remained. Based on the data provided 

from X account Kurdistan Watch, there are only 14 out of 164 schools that offer education in 

Kurdish. Moreover, out of the 15.046 students, 14.821 are studying in Arabic (X Kurdistan 

Watch account 2025a). Fayli Kurds also express frustration over poor services in Mandali, 

located in Diyala province, as a result of neglection by both KRG and GoI (Rudaw 2025b). 

 

14.1.5.4. A case of Jalawla and Saadiya 

Jalawla represents a town with a large proportion of the Kurdish population. However, ISIS 

attacks and post-referendum situations changed the demographic situation rapidly. From 60 % 

Arab, 35 % Kurd, and 5 % Turkmen composition before those events and 85 % Arab, 10 % 

Kurd, and 5 % Turkmen demographic structure after them, it is clear that the area witnessed 

huge Arab influx, pushing the Kurds to the KRG-controlled territories. During the anti-ISIS 



 

 

 

146 

campaign, a joint operation between the PUK Peshmerga and Badr Organization facilitated 

a division of influence: the PUK retained Jalawla, while Badr took control of nearby Saadiya 

(Ali Saleem, Skelton, Van Den Toorn 2018). However, the Kurdish presence in Jalawla 

generated friction with the local Sunni Arab population, especially the Karawi tribe, who 

strongly opposed Kurdish influence. After the October 2017 fallout, Badr and Asaôib Ahl al-

Haq assumed full security control over Jalawla. Sunni Arab locals began collaborating with 

these Shiôa-dominated PMF forces and eventually took part in patrolling the city. This 

illustrates the extent to which security, governance, and demographic engineering are tightly 

interwoven in disputed territories like Diyala. 

 

14.1.5.5. Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Khanaqin 

The territorial governance of Khanaqin illustrates the broader complexities and contradictions 

inherent to Iraqôs DIBs. Historically shaped by demographic engineering, sectarian rivalries, 

and shifting allegiances, Khanaqin has evolved into a contested and fragmented zone where 

the KRG, the GoI, and non-state actors each exert varying degrees of control (see Figure no. 

9 and 10). Since the withdrawal of Kurdish Peshmerga forces in October 2017, the GoI has 

assumed full administrative control, centralizing decision-making in Baquba and reducing the 

influence of the PUK to a symbolic presence. 

Despite this formal transition, the governance vacuum has not been fully resolved. 

Instead, Khanaqin remains characterized by dual institutions, overlapping jurisdictions, and 

selective service delivery. Pro-Iranian PMF, particularly the Badr Organization and Asaôib Ahl 

al-Haq, dominate the external security apparatus, while federal and local police manage 

internal affairs. However, the central stateôs reliance on these paramilitary proxies has further 

entrenched Iranian influence, particularly given the strategic importance of the nearby 

Khosravi/al-Manzarieh border crossing. Basic service provision remains limited and 

politicized. Education, employment, and legal systems are bifurcated between Baghdad and 

Erbil, creating inconsistencies in salaries, curriculum recognition, and administrative 

accountability. This fragmented governance model has led to widespread local disenchantment, 

especially among Kurdish communities, who face political marginalization, economic neglect, 

and cultural suppression, including the decline of Kurdish-language education. Khanaqin thus 

exemplifies a hybrid and asymmetric governance order, where contested sovereignty, sectarian 

affiliations, and foreign influence combine to undermine long-term stability. Without 

meaningful political reconciliation and institutional integration, Khanaqin is likely to remain 
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a marginalized zone, marked by unfulfilled state obligations and growing grassroots 

frustration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure no. 9: Khanaqin territorial governance: main actors after 2017. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure no. 10: Kirkuk and Khanaqin governance: governance sectors after 2017. 
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14.1.6. Tuz Khurmato  territorial governance 

Tuz Khurmato129 is a commercial center and transportation hub located in the northeast of 

Salah al-Din province. In 1976, the regime of Saddam Hussein administratively separated Tuz 

Khurmato from Kirkuk Governorate, aiming to dilute the Kurdish demographic presence in the 

area. Consequently, Tuz was merged into Salah al-Din province. Following the 2003 U.S.-led 

invasion, Kurdish forces asserted dominance over the city, occupying former Iraqi government 

buildings with the support of Coalition Forces. The Kurdish administration subsequently 

assumed control over key administrative positions, including that of the mayor. This presence 

was justified as a corrective measure to reverse Saddam-era Arabization policies across the 

DIBs, although critics argued that Kurdish dominance was facilitated by preferential treatment 

from the Americans (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019). The Kurdish authorities marginalized the 

significant Arab and Turkmen130 populations, leading to growing tensions, especially with the 

Shiôa Turkmen community. In 2004 and 2005, local Arabs and Turkmens began voicing 

concerns over the óKurdificationô of Tuz Khurmato, echoing similar grievances from Kirkuk. 

They called on U.S. forces to ensure a more balanced power-sharing arrangement. However, 

the U.S. response was perceived as inadequate, prompting shifts in Turkmen strategy. Elements 

of the Sunni Turkmen community aligned themselves with al-Qaeda in Iraq, while Shiôa 

Turkmens joined the JaM (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019, p. 16).  

Tuz Khurmato holds strategic importance due to its geographic position linking 

Baghdad with Kirkuk, its fertile land, and local oil revenues. Following the U.S. withdrawal, 

the Iraqi government moved to empower the Shiôa Turkmen community, establishing a federal 

security force in the district. This initiative was framed as a measure to protect against radical 

Sunni Arab actors. The post-ISIS period further consolidated the GoI control, with the Badr 

Organization encouraging Shiôa Turkmens to join the PMF. Since 2015, Tuz Khurmato has 

been divided into zones of influence between Kurdish Peshmerga and PMF factions such as 

Badr Organization. Armed clashes between these groups occurred in 2015 and 2016, resulting 

in over 20 fatalities on both sides. Tensions peaked after the Kurdish independence referendum, 

when PMF units retook the city. Radical elements, including Badr and Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, 

targeted Kurdish neighborhoods, burning homes and displacing approximately 50.000 Kurds. 

In response, the GoI intervened and brokered a temporary agreement between Kurdish and 

Turkmen leaders, deploying the Rapid Response Force (RRF) to stabilize the situation. This 

 
129 While Tuz means ósaltô, Kurmatu means ódatesô, referring to the fact, that the area is rich regarding these commodities 

(Interview 74B).  
130 Which was also a victim of Saddam's Arabization policy (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019). 
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facilitated the return of displaced Kurdish families. Nevertheless, administrative control 

remained firmly under the Badr Organization. In the summer of 2018, the RRF was redeployed 

to Basra due to emerging unrest there, and was replaced by Iraqi Army units (Skelton, Ali 

Saleem 2019). One of the principal security actors on the ground is Quwat al-Turkmen, the 16th 

Turkmen-dominated brigade operating within the PMF structure. 

 

14.1.6.1. Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Tuz Khurmato 

Tuz Khurmato represents a deeply contested space within Iraqôs DIBs, marked by overlapping 

territorial claims, shifting power dynamics, and fragmented governance. Historically subjected 

to demographic manipulation, first through the Arabization policies of the Baôath regime and 

later by Kurdish attempts at óKurdificationô, the city has become emblematic of Iraqôs 

unresolved ethno-sectarian and administrative disputes. Following the U.S. invasion in 2003, 

the Kurds, particularly the PUK, took administrative control of the city, dominating key 

institutions. This shift marginalized the local Arab and Turkmen populations, triggering 

tensions and, in time, violent confrontations. 

The rise of the Shiôa Turkmen community, supported by Baghdad and bolstered by the 

involvement of the PMF, particularly the Badr Organization and Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, reversed 

Kurdish dominance following the 2017 Kurdish independence referendum. Since then, Tuz 

Khurmato has been governed predominantly by PMF-aligned authorities, with the Kurdish 

presence significantly diminished and largely symbolic. While a brief attempt at stabilization 

was made through the deployment of the Iraqi RRF, the city remains under the influence of 

PMF factions, with the 16th Turkmen Brigade playing a central security role. 

Tuz Khurmato today stands as a microcosm of Iraqôs broader DIB challenges, where 

governance is not defined by formal constitutional arrangements but rather by military control, 

ethno-political allegiance, and the ability to project force. Its territorial governance remains 

fragile, exclusionary, and highly vulnerable to broader regional tensions. Without meaningful 

political reconciliation and inclusive governance mechanisms, Tuz Khurmato will likely 

remain a flashpoint within Iraqôs unstable federal landscape. 
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14.1.7. Makhmour territorial governance 

The Makhmour area is distinct due to the presence of the Makhmour refugee camp (officially 

known as the Camp of the Martyr Rustem Cudi, or Wargeha ķeh´d Rustem Cudi in Kurdish), 

which hosts approximately 12.000 refugees and is recognized by the UNHCR (HRW 2019, 

cited in K¿­¿kkeleĸ 2022). Established in 1998 to provide refuge for Kurds fleeing state 

oppression and violence in Turkey, the camp's population is largely composed of supporters of 

the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), reflecting the broader context of the PKK-Turkish 

conflict that began in the 1970s. Initially located outside the jurisdiction of the KRG, the area 

came under KRG administrative control after 2003, although de facto authority has remained 

with the PKK (K¿­¿kkeleĸ 2022). As an exception within the DIBs, Makhmour is often 

characterized as a self-autonomous area, aligned with the ideology of democratic 

confederalism as articulated by PKK leader Abdullah ¥calan. K¿­¿kkeleĸ (2022) interprets the 

area through Pickerill and Chattertonôs (2006) concept of autonomous geographies, defined as 

spaces ówhere people display the desire and political will to govern themselvesô (K¿­¿kkeleĸ 

2022, p. 2). The Makhmour refugee camp aptly fits this framework. 

Administratively, Makhmour is governed by both the KRG and the GoI, with each 

maintaining a security presence in the area. The local mayor (kaimakam) is Kurdish, while the 

Iraqi Army also operates locally (Interview 74B). Though both forces generally coexist, clashes 

do occasionally occur, such as the confrontation in October 2023. This was triggered by the 

withdrawal of some PKK elements near the refugee camp, prompting both the Iraqi Army and 

Kurdish Peshmerga to attempt to fill the resulting security vacuum and consolidate their 

positions (Rudaw 2023e). 

From a broader theoretical perspective, Makhmour exemplifies a patchwork 

governance model, shaped by overlapping authorities and contested sovereignty due to the 

unresolved status of the DIBs. In addition to being a point of contention between Iraqi and 

Kurdish forces, Makhmour is also enmeshed in the broader TurkeyïPKK conflict. In 2020, the 

camp was targeted by several Turkish airstrikes during Operation Claw-Eagle, aimed at 

eliminating local PKK figures. Subsequent Turkish operations, including Claw-Lightning and 

Claw-Thunderbolt, have also included airstrikes on the area. From Turkeyôs perspective, 

Makhmour serves as a critical connection point linking the PKKôs stronghold in the Qandil 

Mountains to Sinjar and the DAANES. 

In response to regional instability and the threat posed by ISIS, the Makhmour 

Protection Units (MPU) were established in 2014 as a local defense force. The MPU emerged 
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in the context of insufficient cooperation between the Kurdish Peshmerga and Iraqi Army, 

which allowed ISIS to exploit security vacuums in the region. As expected, the MPU is closely 

affiliated with the PKK (Rudaw 2017). 

 

14.1.7.1. Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Makhmour 

Makhmour represents one of the most complex and unique cases of territorial governance 

within Iraqôs DIBs. Situated between the jurisdictions of the KRG and the GoI, the area is 

characterized by overlapping administrative structures and a fragmented security landscape. 

What distinguishes Makhmour, however, is the presence of the UN-recognized Makhmour 

refugee camp (Wargeha ķeh´d Rustem Cudi), which operates as a de facto self-administered 

zone under the ideological and organizational influence of the PKK. This has created a quasi-

autonomous pocket that functions beyond the effective control of either Erbil or Baghdad, 

embedding alternative governance structures rooted in the PKKôs model of democratic 

confederalism. 

Although both the KRG and GoI maintain administrative and security presences in the 

broader Makhmour district, through the local Kurdish mayor and the deployment of Iraqi Army 

units, their cooperation remains ad hoc and fragile. Occasional clashes, such as the 

confrontation in October 2023, reveal the underlying competition for territorial control, 

especially when security vacuums emerge. The Turkish military has further complicated 

governance by treating Makhmour as a strategic extension of the PKKôs logistical network, 

launching repeated airstrikes in the area. As such, Makhmour exemplifies a form of patchwork 

territorial governance shaped by local autonomy, contested sovereignty, regional conflict 

spillover, and international humanitarian dynamics. Without a durable settlement between 

Erbil, Baghdad, and regional actors such as Turkey, Makhmour is likely to remain governed 

through a tenuous balance of competing authorities and informal arrangements, reinforcing its 

status as a liminal and unstable zone within Iraqôs territorial mosaic. 
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14.2. Answering the third  and fourth  research questions  

This part of the thesis answers the third óWhat are the main conditions and factors contributing 

to stability or instability in these areas?ô and the fourth óDo the specific governance structures 

and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution and gradual 

stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentation?ô research 

questions. More specifically, the thesis seeks to determine whether these factors contribute to 

the stabilization of territories or, conversely, perpetuate internal conflict. The answers to these 

questions reflect the more general conclusions and results emerging from answering the 

previous research question óWhat are the main patterns of territorial governance arrangements 

in the selected case studies within the DIBs?ô 

Within the scholarly discourse, various theoretical lenses have been applied to address 

this question. Given the centrality of geography in DIBs, this thesis adopts territorial 

governance as the main analytical concept. In this context, scholars such as Bermeo (2002) and 

Stewart et al. (2007) adopt a ósupportive perspective,ô viewing territorial governance as 

a conflict management tool through the diffusion of political power. Conversely, Chapman and 

Roeder (2007) articulate a óskeptical perspective,ô contending that territorial autonomy can 

embolden secessionist actors and exacerbate inter-group rivalries. Finally, Neudorfer et al. 

(2022) propose a ócontingent perspective,ô emphasizing the role of context-specific variables 

in shaping local conflict dynamics. 

This thesis demonstrates the salience of such contextual variables across case studies, 

ranging from geography, demographic composition, and historical demographic engineering 

to the configuration of local economies and the presence of political and security actors. These 

factors significantly influence governance outcomes, especially where the actors involved do 

not represent local ethno-sectarian demographics. Moreover, the governance of DIBs is 

increasingly óregionalized,ô as conceptualized through the thesisô original notion of ótrans-

regionality and its new concept of trans-regional governance.ô External actors, including Iran, 

Turkey, the U.S., and Russia (with growing Chinese interest), play decisive roles, often 

undermining internal cohesion. At the same time, communities, based on ethno-sectarian 

identities, frequently seek protection from these external patrons in the absence of strong state 

authority, as was the case during the ISIS threat. 

This reliance on external actors often results in their formal or informal integration into 

local governance structures. For instance, paramilitary forces such as the PMF offer minority 

communities: Shabaks, Christians, Yazidis, Turkmens, Kakaôis, and Bah§ô²s, a role in localized 
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security arrangements when state institutions are absent or dysfunctional. As Skelton and Ali 

Saleem (2019, p. 20) observe: óWhile the security sector will likely remain in the hands of the 

PMF in the near future, the international community must work with the GoI to empower 

district and subdistrict-level governments and grant them the funds and expertise to administer 

services.ô 

At the national level, the most intractable dispute remains the contestation over Kirkuk. 

While the PUK assumed the governorship in August 2024, the deeper political rivalry pits the 

KDP against local Arab actors and, more significantly, against the PMF. Although a degree of 

calm has prevailed since 2023, partly due to the normalization of KDP-Iran relations beginning 

in May 2024, Kirkuk remains symbolically and strategically vital. Baghdad continues to regard 

its potential secession as a threat to national territorial integrity and a loss of valuable oil 

resources. As one respondent noted: óThe Arab nationalists think that if oil-rich Kirkuk will be 

part of the Kurdish administration, that will lead to the independence of the Kurds in the future. 

This is really a political deadlock. So obviously, from the Kurdish side, we think it is naturally 

extension of Kurdistan. We think that there has been historical unfairness when Kurdish people 

being deported, and the area was under Arabization process. It has created a social tension 

within the communities there. This is one of the sticking points of any lasting agreements 

between KRG and rest of Iraq.ô (Interview 7B). This sentiment reflects the historical grievance 

over the Arabization policies and fears of renewed fragmentation. 

A clear ówhat would happenô example could be seen in the reaction of the GoI led by 

Haider al-Abadi on the holding the independence referendum not only in KRI, but also in the 

óKurdish areas outside of KRIô in 2017, which included Kirkuk. The implications of such 

territorial reconfigurations go beyond Kirkuk, potentially heralding the disintegration of Iraq 

into Kurdish, Sunni Arab, and Shiôa Arab zones, each with differing levels of viability 

depending on access to oil resources. 

Further complicating the picture is Baghdadôs concern over increasing Turkish 

influence in the KRI, especially following the fall of the Assad regime on December 8, 2024, 

which bolstered Turkey's regional allies. Baghdad continues to view the KDP as a proxy for 

Turkish ambitions to expand southward. The integration of Kirkuk into the KRI, from this 

perspective, risks triggering similar autonomy demands in other provinces or districts, 

potentially inflaming demographic tensions and sparking armed conflict. Yet from the KRGôs 

perspective, Kirkuk is indispensable to the feasibility of Kurdish independence, particularly 

due to its oil resources. Without Kirkuk, the KRG remains economically dependent on federal 

Iraq. Alternative solutions, such as the 32-32-32-4 power-sharing scheme, have been firmly 
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rejected by Kurdish actors who assert they represent at least 40 % of the population. Therefore, 

no viable compromise currently exists, and the governance of DIBs, particularly in Kirkuk, 

continues to reflect a fragile and unresolved equilibrium. 

 

14.2.1. Factors Leading to Instability in Selected Case Studies 

The key factors contributing to instability across the examined case studies are summarized in 

Table no. 3 (see Table no. 3). For analytical clarity, these factors are categorized based on their 

relevance across various geographical scales: local, sub-regional, national, trans-regional, and 

global. Additionally, they are classified across four principal sectors: political, economic, 

social, and security. 

 

14.2.1.1. Political factors 

Firstly, let us examine the political dimension in greater depth. At the local level, one of the 

most pressing issues remains the lack of institutional clarity and administrative coherence in 

the DIBs. Every day questions such as óWhere should I go if I cause a traffic accident?ô or 

óWhich institution can help resolve a land dispute peacefully?ô often receive ambiguous or 

contradictory answers. These decisions are not based on formal legal jurisdiction, but instead 

are deeply embedded in local ethno-sectarian identities and geographic proximity to centers of 

political influence. For instance, in multiethnic areas of Kirkuk, neighborhoods like Rahimawa 

and Shorawa, which are predominantly Kurdish, tend to refer disputes and administrative 

affairs to KRG-affiliated institutions, particularly those linked to the PUK, which has 

longstanding roots in the area. In contrast, Arab neighborhoods may turn to the institutions of 

the GoI or their tribal affiliated councils. In Sinjar, the situation is similarly complex: many 

Yazidis, especially those with family or support ties in the IDP camps in Duhok, lean politically 

toward the KDP. This political affiliation is often informal and based on a social contract, in 

which the KDP provides physical protection and basic services, and the Yazidis reciprocate 

with political loyalty, particularly evident during the Kurdish parliamentary elections. 

At the sub-regional level, these dynamics become even more intricate. Areas such as 

Sinjar and Tuz Khurmato are sites of political fragmentation and multi-actor contestation. Here, 

governance is not only a competition between KRG and GoI, but also includes powerful non-

state actors like the PKK and PMF. These actors seek not just territorial control but also 

administrative legitimacy and grassroots allegiance, often establishing parallel institutions that 
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compete with state structures. This rivalry exacerbates the political fragmentation and erodes 

the populationôs trust in the idea of a single, unified governance framework. Furthermore, local 

communities are internally divided, along tribal, religious, or historical fault lines, which are 

often exploited by these external actors to reinforce their foothold and marginalize rival 

factions. 

On the national level, a fundamental source of political instability in the DIBs lies in 

the constitutional ambiguity of Article 140 of the 2005 Iraqi Constitution. The provision 

vaguely calls for ónormalization, a census, and a referendumô to determine the final status of 

Kirkuk and other disputed territories, yet it fails to clearly define what constitutes these óotherô 

territories, nor does it establish an actionable mechanism or timeline. This has led to legal 

paralysis and political deadlock, which not only delays resolution but also invites manipulation 

by political elites who exploit the ambiguity for short-term gains. Moreover, the 

communication mechanisms between Erbil and Baghdad are outdated, ad hoc, and ineffective. 

Coordination over critical issues, such as border control, salary payments, education policy, or 

security jurisdiction, often stalls due to mutual distrust and overlapping bureaucratic mandates. 

In areas like Khanaqin, this has translated into inconsistent service provision, dual 

administrative structures, and overlapping claims of authority, further alienating local 

communities from both governments. 

The trans-regional context adds another layer of complexity. Iraqôs DIBs have become 

arenas of strategic competition between Turkey and Iran, both of which project power through 

local proxies and economic leverage (see more in the chapter 14.2.2. Trans-regional 

Governance as a Consequence of Instability). As Sirwan Mohammed, First Deputy 

Governor of Nineveh (affiliated with KDP), stated: óThere is great pressure on the local 

government in Nineveh by neighboring countries.ô This pressure translates into political 

interference, resource extraction, and population engineering, which deepen the fault lines in 

already fractured regions (Interview 22B).  

From a regional to global perspective, one of the persistent sources of instability is the 

ambivalence of global powers toward Kurdish aspirations for autonomy or independence. 

While there is symbolic support for Kurdish rights and anti-ISIS cooperation, there is no 

coherent or consistent international policy supporting a long-term Kurdish political solution. 

The United States, for example, lacks a comprehensive Iraq policy (rather see it through the 

orbit of its policy towards Iran). Instead, its engagement with Iraq is often subordinated to 

broader regional concerns, particularly its strategies toward Iran, Israel, and Syria. This absence 
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of a clear and sustained U.S. policy leaves a strategic vacuum that regional actors are more 

than willing to fill. 

Furthermore, the global oil economy heavily shapes foreign engagement with Iraq and 

the KRG. Oil-rich provinces like Kirkuk are viewed less as homes to diverse communities and 

more as strategic energy hubs, which global stakeholders are keen to keep under a stable, even 

if undemocratic, administration. The result is a political environment where local governance 

priorities are often sidelined in favor of resource control and geopolitical stability. In sum, 

political instability in the DIBs is a multi-scalar phenomenon. It stems from the failure of local 

institutions, constitutional ambiguity, ineffective national coordination, and external 

interference. Unless these structural and systemic challenges are addressed through inclusive 

dialogue, legal clarity, and transparent power-sharing arrangements, the DIBs will continue to 

be a crucible of conflict, both domestically and regionally. 

 

14.2.1.2. Economic factors  

As the main factors connected to the economic processes can be framed by the unequal 

distribution of resources. The local resources, such as oil and gas, are often used as a revenue 

resource, being sent into the state treasury. However, this process is not mutually beneficial, 

leaving the locals only air and water pollution caused by gas flaring. Within the DIBs, the most 

affected area is Kirkuk (however, the same approach of the GoI is used in Basra, which 

struggles with huge environmental damages, such as water-, air- and land-pollution). During 

the field research in Kirkuk, I witnessed a lot of concerns regarding the air and water pollution 

as a byproduct of the oil production and gas flaring. As for the national level, the oil rich 

provinces should get 5 petrodollars per barrel produced or refined in oil rich provinces (such 

as Basra or Kirkuk) of oil or 150 cubic meters of natural gas (According to the amended law 

number (21) of 2008 also called óLaw of governorates not incorporated into a regionô), later 

possibly used for the local development and reconstruction projects, which should be 

beneficials for local inhabitants. However, due to the drop of oil prices in 2015, Iraqi budget 

has allocated only 2 dollars per barrel or 150 cubic meters of natural gas (Saeed 2016). 

However, this is only wishful thinking by local and regional authorities, which are often 

in a difficult position to absorb the anger of locals on one hand, but also to stay loyal to the 

national government. óThere is a problem of corruption in Iraq, which is dependent on oil, the 

money from it goes to the government and the government use it on different administrations, 

salaries and so on. This is one of the things that is up to date, there are hundreds of billions of 
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dollars, which nobody knows where gone. And that has created a very rich class within society 

and the majority, which is very poor without any of the kind of benefits provided by the 

government. The agriculture sector is in a very poor condition, the industry barely exists, 

health, education ï everything is going backward. It will take a decade to get over it. (Interview 

7B). 

One of the main obstacles leading to local instability is the process of militia and armed 

groupsô racketeering of the local businesses. There were several reports of PMF techniques of 

the local tradersô extortion, such as in Kirkuk or Khanaqin. However, the same approach was 

witnessed for the components of Asayish between 2003 and 2017. Due to its security presence, 

various local groups under the umbrella of PMF often seek financial income without work, 

using coercive pressure on the locals. On a national level, one of the main factors is the fact 

that the creation of the federal budget is based upon the expected oil sales131, based on a stable 

oil price (above $80 per barrel). This approach seems to be beneficial since 2022, which 

brought stable and higher oil prices. Moreover, this can be supported by OPEC+ decisions to 

cut regional production of oil in order to sustain higher oil prices. However, this approach could 

only lead to a sustainable national (and thus sub-regional) and local economic situation, 

assuming stable oil prices. Secondly, 40 % of the budget accounts for public spending (mainly 

salaries and pensions) to maintain social stability (Tabaqchali, Pfaf 2025).  

From a trans-regional perspective, Iran is holding the upper hand over Iraq due to the 

mutual agreement on gas imports. Iraq, which is rich in its gas reserves, is thus flaring the gas, 

coming as a byproduct of the oil production, leaving its door open to dependence on its larger 

neighbor. Despite holding vast reserves of associated gas, Iraq continues to flare a significant 

share of its natural gas, lacking the infrastructure to capture and process it. Consequently, the 

country relies on Iranian gas imports to meet domestic electricity demand, especially during 

peak summer months. The U.S. has issued multiple temporary sanctions waivers allowing Iraq 

to pay Iran for these imports, most recently extending a waiver in 2024 for 120 days. However, 

this workaround highlights rather than solves the underlying dependency, leaving Iraq 

vulnerable to both U.S. foreign policy shifts and Iranian leverage. In the Spring of 2025, the 

U.S. removed the sanctions waiver that allowed the GoI to import electricity from Iran. The 

exception was only left for the import of natural gas from Iran to Iraq, which represents 40 % 

of the total export (Tabaqchali, Pfaf 2025). 

 
131 Where oil revenues constitute to approximately to 90 % of the state income (Tabaqchali, Pfaf 2025). 
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Most critically, the chronic underdevelopment of DIBs contributes to economic despair. 

Infrastructure in these regions remains rudimentary, particularly in rural and semi-rural areas. 

Many villages lack access to potable water, reliable electricity, paved roads, or functioning 

health and education facilities. The lack of capital investment, exacerbated by political gridlock 

between Baghdad and Erbil, has left DIBs in a state of infrastructural stagnation. In Khanaqin, 

for instance, budgetary transfers for reconstruction are sporadic, and international NGOs such 

as Oxfam are often the sole source of public service delivery. This systemic neglect drives 

outmigration, especially among the younger population, who seek education, employment, and 

security in major cities like Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, or Baghdad. The DIBs, despite their strategic 

location and resources, remain trapped in a cycle of economic marginalization, institutional 

fragility, and coercive governance. 

 

14.2.1.3. Social Factors 

Social instability in the DIBs is deeply rooted in institutional dysfunction and societal 

fragmentation. At the local level, the collapse or inefficacy of formal institutions, particularly 

courts, has driven communities to seek alternative mechanisms of justice and conflict 

resolution. In the absence of trusted state institutions, religious and tribal leaders often serve as 

intermediaries, mediators, and adjudicators in both civil and criminal disputes. These 

customary figures may even pre-negotiate tribal or inter-clan arrangements, which are later 

sanctioned by local or regional authorities. As noted by Yousef Faraj Mohammed, Director 

General of Education in Nineveh and a former member of the Sunni political party Taqaddum: 

óMost of the problems that occur are in tribal areas, where the clans have a major role in 

solving problems, as Nineveh Governorate tends to the tribal solution more than the 

governmental and political solution.ô (Interview 23B) 

However, based on extensive field research, the most critical social factor contributing 

to instability is internal community division, especially in Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, and 

Kirkuk. These internal rifts are frequently exacerbated by external actors, regional and global 

powers alike, who pursue influence through proxy alignment with segments of these 

communities. This phenomenon is not limited to Yazidis or ethno-religious minorities in 

Nineveh or Kirkuk but extends into the Kurdish political landscape. Beyond the longstanding 

rivalry between the KDP and the PUK, a range of smaller Kurdish parties, including the 

Kurdistan Islamic Union (Yekgirt¾), Kurdistan Justice Group (Komal), Kurdistan Socialist 

Democratic Party, and the NGM, also represent divergent social bases, often aligned with 
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ideological or geographic cleavages within Kurdish society. Christian communities in Iraq face 

their own challenges of marginalization and underrepresentation. As Cardinal Louis Raphael 

Sako I. lamented: óThe Christians are not represented in the Iraqi Parliament. The five deputies 

belong to the Babylon Brigade and are aligned with the ShiԄa. Even when there is a minister, 

Babylon will attract or pressure him to side with them. Only the Church represents and protects 

the Christians.ô (Interview 15B). This absence of independent political agency leaves Iraqi 

Christians exposed, with limited access to ópatronô states or actors who might otherwise 

champion their interests or protect their rights. In the context of divided societies, Lijphart 

(1995, p. 276) describes such settings as being ósharply divided along religious, ideological, 

linguistic, cultural, ethnic, or racial lines into virtually separate subsocieties with their own 

political parties, interest groups, and media of communication.ô Guelke (2012, p. 32) further 

argues that such societies are marked by óa lack of consensus on the framework for the making 

of decisions and a contested political process in which the legitimacy of outcomes is commonly 

challenged by political representatives of one of the segments.ô 

At the sub-regional level, demographic engineering has left a legacy of mistrust and 

friction that continues to affect intercommunal relations. Under Saddam Husseinôs regime, the 

Arabization policy systematically displaced Kurdish and Turkmen populations in areas such as 

Kirkuk, Tuz Khurmato, and Khanaqin, replacing them with Arab settlers and shifting 

administrative boundaries to dilute Kurdish claims to these territories. This policy was not 

merely demographic but also symbolic, intended to assert Arab dominance over contested lands 

through population manipulation, land confiscation, and identity suppression. Following the 

2003 U.S.-led invasion, the reverse process of óKurdificationô unfolded. Kurdish parties, 

particularly the KDP and PUK, facilitated the return of displaced Kurds and often exerted 

political and administrative control over previously Arabized areas. This process, although 

framed as a reversal of past injustice, was frequently implemented through informal or coercive 

means, exacerbating tensions with Arab and Turkmen communities. In some instances, 

property disputes, access to services, and identity documentation became flashpoints of 

conflict. These overlapping layers of historical injustice and political exclusion have rendered 

reconciliation efforts particularly difficult in the DIBs. Moreover, variations in fertility rates 

between Arab and Kurdish populations have introduced new dimensions of demographic 

anxiety. In ethnically mixed areas such as Nineveh Plains or parts of Diyala, community leaders 

have expressed concerns about shifting population balances potentially leading to long-term 

changes in voting power, representation, and access to public resources. These demographic 
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dynamics, while often politically instrumentalized, reflect deeper insecurities about identity 

preservation and political marginalization. 

At the national level, Iraqôs consociational power-sharing model (Muhasasa Taôifiya), 

instituted after 2003, has become a double-edged sword. Initially conceived to prevent the 

return of centralized authoritarianism and ensure inclusivity, the system has evolved into 

a mechanism of elite cartelization. By dividing executive, legislative, and bureaucratic 

authority among ethno-sectarian blocs, Muhasasa Taôifiya has institutionalized division rather 

than unity. It creates incentives for zero-sum competition among groups and discourages merit-

based governance. While figures like Muqtada al-Sadr have attempted to challenge this 

structure, advocating for a ónational majority governmentô that bypasses sectarian quotas, such 

efforts have met resistance from entrenched interests. Even when popular support exists for 

reform, institutional inertia and patronage networks have repeatedly blocked systemic change. 

This gridlock has led to public disillusionment, as evidenced by mass protests in Baghdad and 

southern Iraq in 2019ï2021, where demonstrators called for an end to sectarianism, corruption, 

and foreign influence. Here, identity plays a central role in shaping both stability and 

fragmentation in Iraqôs DIBs. While a formal Iraqi state identity exists, it remains weak and 

inconsistently embraced across the population. Expressions of Iraqi national identity tend to 

emerge symbolically, such as during international sporting events, when support for the 

national football team momentarily unites citizens across ethno-sectarian lines. However, these 

moments are fleeting and largely fail to translate into sustained civic nationalism. Attempts by 

the state to promote unity through national symbols, such as the flag, anthem, and state 

holidays, are often perceived as top-down and instrumentalized, and in many cases are met 

with indifference or outright rejection by various segments of society. In contrast, sub-state and 

proto-national identities rooted in tribal, clan, and ethno-sectarian affiliations remain 

significantly more robust. Among Kurdish communities, for instance, there is often a clear 

delineation from an Iraqi identity in favor of a distinct Kurdish national consciousness. 

Similarly, many Arab communities continue to prioritize tribal and local affiliations over 

identification with the central state. This fragmented identity landscape is further complicated 

by the legacy of the ISIS rise and its territorial control, which both exploited and deepened 

existing societal divisions. ISISôs targeting of minority communities, manipulation of sectarian 

narratives, and undermining of state authority eroded public trust and reinforced reliance on 

non-state identity structures as sources of protection and meaning. Ultimately, the absence of 

a shared civic identity weakens prospects for long-term national integration and governance 

stability. Instead, Iraq remains characterized by a layered identity system, where loyalty to 
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tribe, sect, or ethnic group often outweighs allegiance to the state. This fragmentation presents 

both a challenge to conflict resolution and a key variable that must be addressed in any effort 

to stabilize not only Iraqôs DIBs, but also the state of Iraq as a whole. 

From a global perspective, international engagement with Iraqôs social fragmentation 

remains largely episodic and reactionary. The 2014 genocide of the Yazidis by ISIS prompted 

a rare moment of global mobilization, including humanitarian interventions and the 

classification of the atrocities as genocide by several international bodies. Yet, once the 

immediate crisis subsided, international focus largely shifted away from the structural 

conditions that made such violence possible. Human rights monitoring mechanisms remain 

underfunded, and foreign donor attention is often dictated by geopolitical interests rather than 

community needs. Further compounding the situation is the lack of sustained Western 

engagement, especially following the USAID funding cuts initiated by the U.S. administration 

in early 2025, which resulted in the termination of thousands of development and stabilization 

projects. The absence of economic and institutional alternatives to security groups has left 

many local communities dependent on armed actors not only for protection but also for 

services, employment, and dispute resolution. International aid is frequently channeled through 

short-term stabilization programs rather than long-term capacity building or reconciliation 

processes. This selective and inconsistent approach has undermined trust in external actors and 

failed to address the root causes of identity-based fragmentation. In sum, the persistence of 

sectarian and ethnic stratification at sub-regional, national, and global levels hinders social 

cohesion in Iraq. While short-term peace is often maintained through informal arrangements 

or elite bargains, the structural conditions that perpetuate instability, historic grievances, 

demographic manipulation, exclusionary governance, and uneven international support, 

remain largely unresolved. 

 

14.2.1.4. Security Factors 

Security remains the dominant axis of instability within Iraqôs DIBs, overlapping with political, 

economic, and social domains. In many areas, security actors serve not as protectors of public 

order but as agents of coercion and economic extraction. Instead of providing protection, these 

forces frequently operate extortion networks, smuggling routes, and influence peddling 

systems to consolidate their control over territory and resources. One of the key sources of 

instability is the existence of parallel armed groups loyal not to the state, but to political parties 

or foreign powers. These include various factions within the PMF, PKK-aligned militias, and 
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party-based security units from the KDP and PUK. These armed entities often pursue divergent 

political agendas, maintain separate chains of command, and lack institutional accountability, 

thereby fragmenting the national security landscape. In contested spaces such as Kirkuk, 

Khanaqin, Sinjar, and Tuz Khurmato, these groups compete for influence and revenue-

generating resources like oil, trade checkpoints, and border crossings. Their operations are 

deeply embedded in trans-regional patronage systems, with Iran backing Shiôa paramilitaries 

and Turkey conducting operations against PKK elements, primarily near Sinjar and Makhmour. 

This militarized fragmentation is not simply the result of internal dynamics but part of a larger 

regional security architecture, in which Iraq functions as a theater for proxy warfare. Iranôs 

strategic calculus includes securing its supply corridors to Lebanon via pro-Iranian PMF units. 

Conversely, Turkey frames its incursions into northern Iraq as counter-terrorism campaigns 

against the PKK, but they also serve broader strategic goals: projecting power across its 

southern border and influencing Kurdish political structures, particularly the KDP. 

At the national level, the proliferation of weapons remains a major destabilizing factor. 

Iraq is among the most heavily armed civilian populations in the world, with small arms widely 

accessible through both licit and illicit markets. This saturation of weaponry fuels cycles of 

retaliatory violence and weakens formal legal institutions. In regions like the DIBs, tribal 

customs and retaliatory norms often replace judicial arbitration, creating a system where óthe 

gunô outweighs the rule of law. As a result, even minor disputes, such as land ownership or 

marital disagreements, can escalate into armed conflict. Compounding this, the lack of a unified 

national security doctrine prevents the establishment of a coherent and professionalized 

security sector. Competing forces often overlap in jurisdiction and responsibility, leading to 

confusion, duplication, or, in worst cases, confrontation. Kurdish Peshmerga units, Federal 

police, and PMF brigades have clashed intermittently over control of administrative 

institutions, oil infrastructure, and local checkpoints (for example, in Sinjar, Makhmour or 

Kirkuk). 

At the regional level, Iraqôs DIBs function as a geostrategic buffer zone for neighboring 

powers. Turkeyôs Operation Claw-Eagle (2020), Claw-Lightning, and Claw-Thunderbolt 

targeted PKK positions in Sinjar and Makhmour, disrupting civilian life and further militarizing 

the region. Simultaneously, Iranian-backed paramilitaries have fortified their positions along 

the IraqïIran border, facilitating both security influence and economic leverage, especially at 

key border crossings like al-Manzarieh (Khosravi). These activities often occur without 

meaningful coordination with the central government, undermining Iraqi sovereignty. 



 

 

 

163 

At the global level, international involvement in Iraqôs security sector has been 

piecemeal, reactive, and under-resourced. The UNAMI, though tasked with supporting 

reconciliation and stabilization, lacks the mandate, resources, and political leverage to 

intervene in local disputes or security vacuums. In contrast, peacekeeping missions such as the 

United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) demonstrate the value of robust, 

multilateral security arrangements with clear rules of engagement. A similar model for Iraq, 

tailored to its ethno-sectarian realities, could provide transitional peace enforcement and help 

establish norms of civilian protection and demilitarization. 

In sum, the security ecosystem of the DIBs is characterized by competition, 

fragmentation, and external manipulation. Without structural reforms to unify the security 

sector, regulate the proliferation of arms, and insulate governance from militarized patronage, 

Iraqôs DIBs will remain zones of perpetual volatility, vulnerable to both local conflicts and 

regional escalations. A credible international intervention, potentially in the form of 

a restructured UN peacekeeping mission, may offer a last avenue for building durable security 

and fostering long-term trust between communities. 
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Table no. 3: Factors leading to instability connected to the issue of DIBs. Source: Author. 

 

  

Factors leading to instability  

Scales/Sectors Political Economy Social Security 

Local  
institutional vacuum; 

administrative ambiguity 

unequal 

distribution of 

resources 

dysfunction of legal 

courts and institutions, 

corruption 

existence of armed 

groups affiliated rather 

with political elites 

than the state 

institutions 

Sub-regional 

existence of various patronage 

networks; ineffective 

communication mechanisms 

between the KRG and GoI 

exploitation of oil 

rich provinces; 5 % 

petrodollars not 

distributed; 

racketeering 

demography changes; 

various fertility rate 

Arabs vs. Kurds 

(Kirkuk) 

existence of armed 

groups affiliated rather 

with political elites 

than the state 

institutions (+ their 

incompatible interests) 

National 

the lack of clarity on the issue 

of DIBs enshrined in the Iraqi 

constitution; significant 

bureaucracy; political process 

highly centralized; approach of 

GoI towards the Kurdish issue 

federal budget 

dominantly based 

on oil sells; DIBs 

neglected in terms 

of investments  

Muhasasa Taôifiya 

(viewing society 

through an ethno-

sectarian prism) by the 

political elite; historical 

injustice 

the amount of weapons 

in the society 

Trans-regional 

approach towards the Kurdish 

issue; regional escalation 

between Israel and Iran; 

regional competition between 

Turkey and Iran 

Iraqôs gas 

dependency on Iran 

internal fragmentation 

and the intervention of 

regional powers 

interests of regional 

powers 

Global 

approach towards the Kurdish 

issue; limited international 

attention focusing only on oil 

production 

unstable oil prices, 

OPEC+ decisions 

USAID funding 

cuts 

lack of international 

attention 

dysfunction of the 

UNAMI mission (lack 

of mandate), the US 

led-invasion to Iraq 

2003 
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14.2.2. Trans-regional Governance as a Consequence of Instability132  

The concept of hybrid governance has become central to understanding political authority in 

fragile and contested spaces, particularly where state control is limited. Building on Risse 

(2011), these contexts are understood as areas of limited statehood, where formal institutions 

are either absent or ineffective, and governance functions are increasingly provided by a mix 

of actors, including NSAA, traditional authorities, and external powers. Rather than denoting 

disorder, these spaces often exhibit complex and negotiated forms of authority, where 

governance is shared, layered, and contingent. Boege et al. (2008) frame these as hybrid 

political orders, where state, customary, and globalized forms of rule co-exist and intertwine, 

without a singular institutional centre. These frameworks challenge Agnewôs (1994) state-

centric assumptions, the óterritorial trapô, by proposing a multi-scalar, relational understanding 

of space and authority. Scholars like Meagher (2012) and Colona and Jaffe (2016) emphasize 

the fusion of formal and informal institutions, and the need to distinguish hybrid governance 

not merely by institutional multiplicity, but by blurred lines between state and non-state 

spheres. In such settings, governance is not an exclusive domain of the state, but a processual 

and negotiated outcome shaped by local needs, power asymmetries, and trans-regional 

connections, which are represented by the influence of regional patrons and proxy 

relationships. This chapter offers a robust foundation for conceptualizing trans-regional 

governance (as a specific subtype of hybrid governance) that foregrounds how external actors 

embed themselves in local governance networks, especially in ethnically and geopolitically 

sensitive regions.  

While academic literature does not fully elaborate on the concept of trans-regional 

governance133, this thesis brings a new conceptualization as a specific subtype of hybrid 

governance. Here, trans-regional governance refers to multi-layered governance, where local 

decision-making is influenced by higher scales of governance (regional and global), including 

political, economic, and security actors such as states or non-state organizations. The process 

of local decision-making by specific actors is intertwined with the objectives of regional and 

global actors, who use their agenda through their allies (or proxies) on the ground. This 

definition can only be met under the following four conditions: (1) it applies to areas of limited 

statehood, where institutional weakness allows NSAAs to fill power vacuums, (2) the local 

 
132 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
133 There are a few exceptions such as Stone and Moloney (2019).  
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economy is import-dependent, (3) the area lies in strategic proximity to external actors, 

enabling sustained access and influence and (4) are populated by ethnoreligious minorities who 

may seek affiliation or protection from nearby kin-states based on shared identity134. 

Methodologically, this chapter is grounded in the tradition of theory-building case studies as 

outlined by George and Bennett (2005). Their approach emphasizes the value of structured, 

focused comparison and process tracing for uncovering complex causal mechanisms in social 

science research. This framework is particularly suited for conceptualizing trans-regional 

governance, as it enables the identification of patterns across cases marked by limited 

statehood, external interference, and hybrid governance structures. Moreover, its emphasis on 

typological theorizing supports the development of middle-range theory, explaining how and 

under what conditions external actors become embedded in local governance networks. This 

ensures the concept of trans-regional governance is both empirically grounded and theoretically 

transferable beyond the specific context of Iraqôs DIBs.  

To underline the connection between the theoretical framework of trans-regional 

governance and the patterns on the ground, it is essential to describe the situation on the ground 

in more detail. Pro-Iranian paramilitaries Hashd al-Walaôi, as part of the PMF, operate with 

dual identities, both within formal state structures (e.g. through lobbying for PMF funding) and 

outside them, pursuing independent military, economic, and political agendas. More 

importantly, the pro-Iranian PMF is linked to Tehranôs policies and commands from the IRGC. 

Thus, it creates an asymmetrical environment, which has to be examined more deeply 

concerning existing concepts of governance and government, challenging the concept of 

Westphalian sovereignty of the state, creating an area of limited statehood, such as in parts of 

Sudan, Syria, Libya, or Yemen. This thesis contends that the current situation reflects Risseôs 

(2012) concept of óNon-hierarchical Influence by External Actorsô, where foreign powers 

strategically influence governance in areas of limited statehood. While one could argue for the 

U.S. presence in the Middle East, such as in the KRI, as an external influencer, this influence 

lacks the long-term sustainability of actors like Iran and Turkey, whose strategic proximity 

ensures entrenched and persistent engagement. For example, Turkey uses its leverage through 

several mechanisms, such as supporting the KDP in Sinjar and the Nineveh Plains and the ITF 

in Kirkuk and Tuz Khurmato through financial and political incentives. Moreover, Iraqôs DIBs 

are populated by ethnoreligious components such as minorities who may seek connections and 

 
134 These conditions also fit the case of Northern Kosovo, in particular the connection between the major local Serb party 

Srpska Lista (Serbian list) and the ruling party in Serbia, Srpska Napredna Stranka (SNS; Serbian progressive party), led by 

the president Aleksandar Vuļiĺ (Vuloviĺ 2020).  
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possible protection with geographically proximate kin states based on the same or similar 

ethnoreligious key. Theoretically, this can be framed by the kin-state theory, which in its 

broader understanding órefers to a state that rep- resents the majority nation of a transborder 

ethnic group whose members reside in neighboring territoriesô (Waterbury 2020, p. 799). In 

this research, both Iran and Turkey represent the kin-states, which actively cultivate ties to 

external members of similar or shared, ethnic, religious, cultural or national kinship, and take 

on óa role in the protection and preservationô of their external kin (Waterbury 2020, p. 799). 

The external penetration of the society is even easier, especially in a divided Iraqi society, 

through its ethnoreligious lines, legally embedded within Muhasasa Taôifiya. Importantly, Iran 

and Turkey do not pursue territorial claims in the DIBs but instead seek control framed as 

protective intervention. Yet this narrative often masks strategic interests. Moreover, a lot of 

local and regional alliances can be framed by pragmatic calculations such as the case of Turkey-

KDP/Sunni Arabs or Iran-PKK relations. Therefore, those relations cannot be framed only 

through kin-state theory lenses. While kin-state theory provides insight into identity-based 

external engagement, it does not account for the institutionalized, multi-layered nature of 

governance in the DIBs. The concept of trans-regional governance extends this framework by 

analysing how regional powers not only align with ethnic kin but also embed themselves in 

local governance through proxies, resource flows, and strategic co-optation. As Jenne (2007) 

argues, minority groups strategically escalate or moderate their demands in response to shifts 

in support from external patrons. Her work shows that ethnic demands are not simply triggered 

by ethnic ties or irredentist agendas but are dynamically shaped by perceptions of bargaining 

power. Finally, the kin-state often contributes to the marginalization of a minority in a given 

state rather than to its integration. 

As the main result, I argue that governance patterns in the DIBs can be understood 

through a specific subtype of hybrid governance, which I define as trans-regional governance. 

This concept contributes to the literature by introducing a new category of hybrid governance 

that applies to cases where foreign actors shape local outcomes through strategic alliances with 

domestic proxies. Both case studies align with this framework, illustrating how local policies 

and dynamics are increasingly shaped more by regional than national forces. In this context, 

political, economic, and security decisions are mediated through multilayered governance 

structures involving states and NSAAs embedded at the local level. All researched case studies 

meet the main conditions of trans-regional governance: Firstly, both case studies can be framed 

as areas with limited statehood, where state authority is diminished, creating a vacuum that is 

filled by NSAA, which leads to hybrid governance based on shadows of hierarchy. Secondly, 
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both case studies witness poor local economies based on imports, despite being rich in natural 

and other resources, and thirdly, both of them are located in a strategic proximity to external 

actors, namely Iran and Turkey. While Khanaqin is located near the Iranian border, and thus, 

the presence of pro-Iranian actors is almost inevitable, Kirkuk represents a strategic location in 

the heart of DIBs135. The governance structures of DIBs areas are often neglected as the 

consequence of the north-south GoI-KRG disputes, creating openings for both Iran and Turkey. 

As the Iranian influence is the case also in the northern (Sulaymaniyah), central and southern 

(mainly Shiôa) Iraq, the specific context of DIBs (which differs from others mainly by its 

diverse ethnoreligious composition) create patterns of relations and power-deals (or territorial 

disputes) between local actors with a regional power behind them. Moreover, Iran and Turkey 

strengthen role is a consequence of institutional and power vacuum, making external 

intervention in the DIBs distinct from their roles in other parts of Iraq, where influence is 

channeled more through institutional mechanisms. All  examined case studies are populated by 

ethnoreligious components, such as minorities who may seek connections and possible 

protection with geographically close kin states based on the same or similar ethnoreligious key. 

A clear example could be the presence of the Turkmen minority, whose Sunni components are 

closer to Turkey under the banner of the ITF136, while Shiôa Turkmen often seek protection 

from Iran or its proxies on the ground. While those proxies are dependent on external actors, 

they fill their local strategic goals and aims, not standing against the interests or wider strategies 

of both regional superpowers. While Iran and Turkey may show limited genuine concern for 

these minorities, they frequently invoke minority protection to justify expanding influence on 

the ground.  

This chapter challenges and expands those models by illustrating how governance is 

often hybrid, negotiated, and externally embedded. In territories where state authority is limited 

or contested, governance emerges not only from internal institutional arrangements but through 

multi-scalar interactions between local actors and trans-regional powers. Local elites, 

militias/paramilitaries, political parties, and even communities make decisions that are deeply 

entangled with regional and global actors, whose influence is exerted through security, 

economic, and ideological channels. This complicates the neat division between internal and 

 
135 Even though Kirkuk is located in the center of DIBs, it is not physically proximate to Turkey or Iran. However, it is part of 

broader logistical, ideological, and economic networks that extend from those regional powers, which allows them to project 

their influence deeper into the Iraqi territory. Thus, proximity should be understood not just as border adjacency, but as the 

ability to project sustained influence through allies, access, and infrastructure. Control over Kirkuk is for both regional powers 

represent a symbolic and practical leverage and a strategic node for the trans-regional governance strategy. 
136 Which is in the time of the writing struggling with internal discord between its two leaders ï Arshad Salihi and Hasan Turan 

(K24 2025).   
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external politics, and between domestic and international governance. These theoretical 

outcomes are interwoven with the results of the northern Diyala case study (Khanaqin), where 

Iran manages internal and external governance processes, and the Kirkuk case, with the strong 

impact of Iran and Turkey through the support of their óhorsesô on the ground. Iranôs approach 

is part of the regional Shiôa crescent strategy, supporting Hashd al-Walaôi structures such as 

the Badr Organization, Asaôib Ahl al-Haq, and Kata'ib Hezbollah. This strategy intensified 

after October 7, 2023, when Hamas launched an offensive in Israel, fueling the Israeli-Iranian 

long-term regional conflict, which later on spilled also to southern Lebanon and Syria. Turkey 

views parts of the DIBs as areas to protect Sunni Turkmen minorities, pursuing Neo-Ottoman 

aspirations and countering the logistical routes and presence of PKK, which, despite the current 

peace talks, continues.  

 Finally, I argue that the concept of territorial self-governance (TSG) within DIBs 

(applied, for example, by Wolff) is no longer valid since the GoI retook large parts of these 

areas in October 2017. Moreover, there is no political will from the GoI to accept more 

decentralized autonomous regions or provinces, such as Basra, Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, or 

a dominantly Sunni region in Iraq. However, there are small exceptions, especially within the 

DIBs, such as self-governance within Sinjar and Makhmour refugee camp, where the authority 

is fully (Makhmour) or partially (Sinjar) under the influence of the PKK. In both mentioned 

case studies, the governing system is officially based on the ideology of democratic 

confederalism, representing the bottom-up approach of governing structures. In contrast to self-

governance models, Iraqôs DIBs have increasingly become regionalized spaces dominated by 

Iranian and Turkish influence.  
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14.2.3. Factors leading to stability in selected case studies137 

As presented in this chapter, the factors contributing to stability in Iraqôs DIBs are not solely 

viewed from an academic perspective but also serve as a foundation for potential conflict 

resolution strategies. As illustrated in Table no. 4, territorial governance mechanisms, ranging 

from local initiatives to sub-regional structures such as the KRG and Provincial Councils, can 

function as stabilizing forces. Since the re-establishment of Provincial Councils in 2023, 

incidents of ethno-sectarian violence have declined significantly, suggesting that the inclusion 

of diverse ethno-religious communities in decision-making processes at local and regional 

levels may serve as an effective tool for conflict mitigation. Finally, factors or conditions 

leading to stability can be seen as a process of reducing the factors causing instability described 

in the previous chapter. 

 

14.2.3.1. Political Factors 

At the grassroots level, political stability is closely tied to the existence and functionality of 

local councils, which serve as platforms for inclusive governance and community participation. 

These councils often represent different ethnic and religious constituencies, enabling bottom-

up engagement that can bridge divides in fragmented districts. Their presence provides 

a critical mechanism for negotiating local grievances, managing communal disputes, and 

reinforcing legitimacy in otherwise marginalized areas. 

 At the sub-regional level, governance óbodiesô such as the Provincial Councils and the 

KRG provide an intermediate layer of governance that bridges local dynamics with broader 

regional strategies. Their political presence can harmonize local interests and provide 

institutional mechanisms for managing disputes that transcend individual towns or 

communities. In 2009, the UNAMI report suggested 4 possible options to resolve the dispute 

over Kirkuk: ó1) reformulating Article 140 to make it unambiguous and clear. This would mean 

resolving key questions related to a referendum, such as the referendum question, eligibility 

and voter registration, and the boundaries of the óreferendum areaô; 2) retaining Kirkukôs status 

as a governorate that is not organized into a region, as with the other Iraqi governorates; 3) 

ódual nexusô which administratively links Kirkuk to both Baghdad and the KRG; and 4) óspecial 

statusô that gives Kirkuk special administrative powers different from any other province in 

 
137 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed 

internal borders. Trans-regional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies, 

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412. 
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Iraq with high degree of administrative self-rule and less direct influence from Baghdad and 

Erbilô (ICG 2009, p. 7 cit. in Saeed 2016, p. 10). Kalian (2017) further argued that the 

establishment of minority-administered provinces could stem population outflows. 

Specifically, the Nineveh Plains could be designated as a province for Christians, while Sinjar 

and the Shekhan district might serve as a Yezidi province. Likewise, the district of Tel Afar 

could be administered by the Turkmen community. Empowering local governance structures 

in these regions could pave the way for a more inclusive post-ISIS settlement. 

As demonstrated in Table no. 4, hybrid governance (not a trans-regional governance) 

structures drawing from both the KRG and Provincial Council models can foster stability 

across the DIBs. Nevertheless, any governance model must be adapted to local contextual 

factors, particularly the areaôs demographic composition. For example, Sinjar is predominantly 

Yezidi, the Nineveh Plains are largely Christian, Kirkuk remains multi-ethnic, and Khanaqin 

is populated by both Shiôa Kurds and Arabs. As these communities should have their own 

political representatives within the Provincial Councils (interconnected by power-sharing 

agreements), connected both with the KRG and GoI. However, some of the respondents 

(connected to KDP, KRG, respectively) view the solution in a different way: óSo maybe they 

could have autonomous administration within the KRG for those regions. For their local 

people to run their own affairs. Now, Soran has become a self-administrative area to run their 

own affairs, the Garmiyan area has its own administration, when they have their own local 

decision-making to do that. So obviously, Kirkuk has to be that special status, but it has to be 

a part of the KRG. This is final. They have been talking about joint administration and so on. 

But I donôt think itôs workable that way. We insist on the constitution. We are not saying that 

the constitution says that óthese areas should go under the KRGô, but these areas should decide 

where they want to belong, to which sideô (Interview 7B). Saeed (2016) offers several 

governance options for Kirkuk: integration into the KRG (favored by Kurds), autonomous 

regional status (advocated by Turkmens), or incorporation into federal Iraq (preferred by many 

Arabs). While these options reflect divergent national visions, Saeed importantly argues that 

local elites are more predisposed to compromise than their national counterparts. Living amidst 

their communities and bearing direct responsibility for everyday governance, they possess the 

contextual awareness and proximity needed to negotiate realistic solutions. Yet, this potential 

is stifled by the dominance of external party leaderships, particularly in the Kurdish case, where 

local agency is frequently subordinated to broader party discourses originating outside the city.  

In this regard, much of the academic literature, such as the influential works by 

Anderson and Stansfield (2004) or Dodge (2012), has been critiqued for relying heavily on 
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elite narratives and failing to capture the complex mechanisms of identity-based mobilization 

on the ground. As Quesnay (2021) notes, these accounts often portray sectarian divisions as 

fixed and spontaneous, thereby obscuring the strategic choices and political negotiations that 

underlie identity claims and conflict behavior. To move beyond static understandings of Iraqôs 

DIBs, future governance models must better account for local agency, evolving inter-group 

relationships, and the role of sub-national actors in shaping inclusive and functional 

administrative arrangements. 

 

Factors leading to stability  

Scales/Sectors Political Economy Social Security 

Local  
existence of local 

councils  

stable environment 

based on cooperation 

between individual 

communities, 

existence of private 

sectors and small 

businesses  

willingness to interconnect 

with other communities, 

building bridges approach  

existence of self-protection 

forces based on their 

territorial identity, 

connected to the state 

structures 

Sub-regional 

existence of 

Provincial 

Councils; 

existence of KRG 

united model of 

economy unification 

for different 

territories 

existence of tribal and clan 

councils - conflict mediation 

existence of tribal and clan 

councils - conflict 

mediation 

National 

consociationalism 

- democracy; 

Muhasasa Taôifiya 

stable oil prices, 

national market 

diversification, 

support of other than 

oil-production and 

export-based 

companies, support 

of the private sector 

and small businesses  

dismantling of patronage 

networks between various 

communities and their 

political representation, 

existence of effective 

communication connections 

between KRG-GoI-and 

Provincial Councils 

UNAMI multi -ethnic force, 

Iraqi-army ï Peshmerga 

coordination including 

elements of local security 

self-protection forces  

Trans-regional 

supportive role to 

the KRG, 

Provincial 

Councils through 

the GoI by the 

regional actors 

building up of the 

Development Road 

Project 

support of the local 

communities by regional 

actors 

support of the UNAMI 

multi-ethnic force and Iraqi 

army Kurdish Peshmerga 

coordination through the 

UN General Assembly 

Global 

supportive role to 

the KRG, 

Provincial 

Councils through 

the GoI by the 

international actors 

global market 

diversification, 

support of other than 

oil-production and 

export-based 

companies  

protection of minorities, 

efforts of their integration into 

the state institutions 

efforts by the international 

actors to create minorities 

self-protective forces, 

support of the UNAMI 

multi-ethnic force and Iraqi 

army Kurdish Peshmerga 

coordination through the 

UN General Assembly 

Table no. 4: Factors leading to stability connected to the issue of DIBs. Source: Author. 

 

 

 While the reactivation of the Provincial Councils in 2023 represents a meaningful step 

toward enhancing territorial governance across Iraqôs DIBs, its long-term success hinges on 

full inclusivity. The effectiveness of these councils is undermined when key stakeholders, such 
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as the KDP, the ITF, and Arab representatives, are excluded or underrepresented. The challenge 

is compounded by intra-Kurdish rivalries, particularly between the KDP and the PUK, which 

continue to shape institutional loyalties and local governance outcomes. Notably, the traditional 

binary framing of conflict as Arab versus Kurd has weakened over time, as the PUK 

increasingly cooperates with Arab political actors, indicating a shift away from rigid ethno-

sectarian alignments toward pragmatic local partnerships. 

One important factor contributing to local and sub-regional stability in Iraqôs DIBs is 

the ability of communities to access education in their mother tongue, whether Kurdish, Arabic, 

Turkmen, or another minority language. Linguistic inclusion in the educational system not only 

affirms cultural identity but also fosters a sense of belonging and legitimacy within the state, 

particularly in regions where communities have historically felt marginalized. Mother-tongue 

education can thus function as a powerful stabilizing mechanism, enhancing trust in public 

institutions, improving educational outcomes, and promoting civic participation among 

minority groups. However, this dynamic is not without its complexities. While mother-tongue 

education strengthens identity, it can also serve as a vehicle for ethno-nationalist narratives, 

particularly when curricula emphasize glorified historical accounts, victimhood narratives, or 

group exceptionalism. In such cases, educational content may reinforce collective memory in 

a way that deepens societal divisions, framing other communities as historical adversaries or 

diminishing the legitimacy of shared national identity. This is especially relevant in regions 

like Kirkuk or the Nineveh Plains, where multiple ethnic and religious groups coexist in 

contested political spaces. The dual potential of language education, as both a tool for inclusion 

and a potential driver of polarization, highlights the importance of curriculum content, teacher 

training, and oversight. Inclusive education policies must therefore balance cultural recognition 

with narratives that encourage intercommunal understanding and national cohesion, rather than 

deepening ethno-sectarian boundaries. In this context, language rights are not only cultural or 

legal issues but also intimately tied to the broader politics of recognition, representation, and 

power. However, in the beginning of June 2025, Iraq's Ministry of Higher Education and 

Scientific Research (related to the Asaôib Ahl al-Haq) ósent a letter to universities and institutes 

in Kirkuk, Nineveh, and Diyala provinces, stating that all teaching and examinations must be 

in Arabic or English according to specializations, not Kurdish.ô (Rudaw 2025c). This decision 

clearly violates the Iraqi Constitution which states that Arabic and Kurdish are the two official 

languages of Iraq (also, Iraqi people have the right to educate their children in their mother 

tongue, referring to Turkmens, Assyrians, and Armenians) (Rudaw 2025c). This decision and 
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its counterreactions will further worsen the educational opportunities, leading to more 

polarized society.   

National-level political stability rests on the broader framework of consociational 

democracy, which is intended to ensure power-sharing among Iraqôs diverse ethno-sectarian 

groups. While often criticized for entrenching identity politics, consociationalism also provides 

a degree of predictability and representation, especially in deeply divided societies. Long-term 

stability requires reforming this model to reduce zero-sum competition and ensure more 

equitable resource distribution. In this context, the classical consociational model, outlined by 

Lijphart (1977) through principles of grand coalition, mutual veto, proportionality, and 

segmental autonomy, offers a theoretical roadmap for resolving disputes in cities like Kirkuk. 

However, the practical realization of such a model is obstructed by entrenched local power 

deals and the top-down control exercised by political elites in Erbil and Baghdad. This 

evolution in local governance highlights the limitations of interpreting all dynamics solely 

through an ethno-sectarian lens. While identity politics undeniably play a role in shaping 

conflict and cooperation, local development is often driven by broader national-level political 

bargains, such as those between Sunni leader Mohammad al-Halbousi and Shiôa figure Qais 

al-Khazali, which directly influence power-sharing at the provincial and municipal levels. The 

prevailing ethno-sectarian framing of Iraqi society is deeply problematic, both historically and 

analytically. This perspective, which emphasizes rigid divisions between Shiôa, Sunni, 

Kurdish, and other identity groups, is largely a product of colonial and post-colonial 

interventions, particularly those by Western powers that instrumentalized identity as a tool of 

governance. Under the British Mandate, for instance, administrative and political power was 

distributed in ways that reinforced communal boundaries, often privileging one group over 

another to maintain control through division. This legacy of divide-and-rule laid the 

groundwork for subsequent identity-based competition and mistrust. 

Importantly, Iraqôs social fabric prior to these interventions was not defined solely by 

sectarian antagonism. While differences undoubtedly existed, intercommunal coexistence and 

cooperation were common, especially in urban centers and multiethnic regions such as Kirkuk, 

Mosul, and Baghdad. The institutionalization of identity politics reached its peak with the post-

2003 imposition of the Muhasasa Taôifiya system, which formally distributed political power 

along sectarian and ethnic lines. While intended to ensure inclusion, this system has entrenched 

identity divisions, weakened national cohesion, and incentivized elite-driven patronage 

networks. Thus, any analysis of governance and conflict in Iraqôs DIBs must move beyond 

simplistic ethno-sectarian narratives. Instead, it should account for the historical manipulation 
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of identities, the legacy of colonial structures, and the dynamic ways in which communities 

have navigated power, belonging, and resistance throughout Iraqôs modern history. 

 At trans-regional level, regional powers influence the political environment by either 

supporting or undermining Iraqôs internal governance structures. A supportive role by 

neighboring states, channeled through mechanisms like infrastructure investments or 

diplomatic backing, can strengthen the position of both the KRG and provincial authorities. 

Conversely (as previously discussed), interference can exacerbate instability. At the global 

level, international actors also play a substantial role in Iraqôs stabilization. Politically, they 

can support institutional development and the capacity-building of local and regional 

governance structures. International support for the KRG and provincial councils, when aligned 

with national policies, helps bridge the center-periphery divide. 

14.2.3.2. Economic Factors  

From an economic perspective, stability depends on the creation of a cooperative environment 

among diverse local communities. This is facilitated by the development of small businesses 

and private sector initiatives, which not only generate livelihoods but also foster 

interdependence among groups that might otherwise remain segregated. Economic 

interconnectivity at this scale reduces the incentives for conflict by increasing the opportunity 

costs of violence. Thus, óthe long-term solution of these issues should be anchored in a clear 

vision for Iraq as a whole, encompassing the sub-visions and goals of all ethno-confessional 

components, mainly Shiôa, Sunni, and the Kurds. The Iraqi leaders and representatives of all 

groups should ask themselves how they want to see Iraq in 5, 10, or 20 years. The Iraqi leaders 

should also work on uniting the Iraqi people rather than triggering sectarianism. More 

specifically, to encourage Iraqi state territorial nationalism and identity by developing shared 

economic objectives, which could become a unifying element for the Iraqi people.ô (Interview 

75B). 

 Economically, the sub-regional scale benefits from the unification of economic models 

across different territories, enabling a more coherent approach to development. Integration of 

markets, infrastructure planning, and investment strategies helps to reduce disparities and foster 

interdependence between previously contested areas. The national economy plays a crucial 

role. Stability is contingent on maintaining oil price stability, diversifying the national economy 

beyond oil, and promoting the private sector and export-oriented enterprises. Reducing Iraqôs 

dependency on oil revenue and investing in human capital and innovation would foster 
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resilience in regions like Kirkuk and Khanaqin that have long suffered from economic 

marginalization. 

At the trans-regional level, initiatives like the Development Road, a planned transport 

and trade corridor linking Iraq to regional markets, exemplify how regional integration can 

bolster local economies and reduce reliance on oil exports. Such projects have the potential to 

foster interdependence among historically antagonistic groups. Global economic trends, 

particularly those related to market diversification and reduced reliance on fossil fuels, have 

direct implications for Iraqôs future. Support from global institutions and investors can catalyze 

the development of non-oil sectors, stimulating job creation and reducing regional disparities. 

14.2.3.3. Social factors  

Socially, the willingness of communities to interact with one another is essential. Initiatives 

that promote inter-communal dialogue and bridge-building, whether through civil society, 

education, or shared infrastructure, can reduce mistrust. Such efforts are particularly vital in 

post-conflict settings like Sinjar and the Nineveh Plains, where deep scars from past violence 

continue to define intergroup relations. Also, identity based on mutual economic goals, rather 

than ethno-sectarian goals, could lead to more cooperation and stability from the communal to 

the national level.  

 Social cohesion at the sub-regional level often hinges on the role of tribal and clan 

councils, which act as traditional mechanisms of conflict mediation. These structures maintain 

significant authority in many areas of Iraq, particularly where formal institutions are weak or 

absent. Their involvement in dispute resolution, land rights, and inter-group negotiations is 

instrumental in maintaining peace. The demographic structure within DIBs will remain 

a critical factor for any future resolution. As Wolff (2013) argues, there are several structural 

factors such as óñdemographyò (e.g. how numerically large a particular group is and how 

concentrated its members are) and ñgeographyò (e.g. how clearly defined and unfragmented 

the disputed territory is), which have an effect on the balance of powerô (Wolff 2013, p. 1368). 

These factors can also empower the demands of the individual disputantsô preferences. In other 

words, the larger the homogeneous group within the disputed territories, the greater the claims 

to control its affairs at the local (or regional) level óthrough forms of corporate (or cultural) 

autonomy and power-sharing to make territorial self-governance meaningful rather than it 

becoming another instance of majority controlô (Wolff 2013, p. 1369). 

On the national level, dismantling patronage networks and corruption and improving 

political representation across communities is vital. These patronage systems often serve short-
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term political interests but undermine long-term governance by promoting loyalty over merit. 

Strengthening communication channels between the KRG, the GoI, and provincial authorities 

is equally important to ensure policy coherence and reduce bureaucratic fragmentation. From 

a trans-regional point of view, the support of regional actors can help empower local 

communities, particularly if directed toward inclusive development and reconstruction efforts. 

However, external support must be carefully managed to avoid perceptions of favoritism or 

foreign manipulation. Numerous political and administrative barriers complicate the DIBs 

issue. Not only the GoI but also regional powers like Iran and Turkey oppose the establishment 

of self-governing zones within the DIBs. Here, I emphasize Wolffôs insight that demography 

and geography are crucial, but in Iraqôs case, particularly in the DIBs, ódemographyô may more 

readily serve as a justification for kin-state intervention. In such scenarios, external actors claim 

to óprotectô co-ethnics or co-religionists, transforming regional strategies into local realities by 

backing proxy groups with aligned identities and objectives.  

And globally, protecting minorities (such as the Yazidis or Christians) and ensuring 

their integration into state institutions is a shared priority for both domestic and international 

actors. Mechanisms for cultural recognition, equal citizenship, and transitional justice are all 

necessary to build trust among groups historically subjected to marginalization or violence. 

 

14.2.3.4. Security Factors  

In the security domain, localized self-protection forces grounded in territorial identity, such as 

Yezidi, Turkmen, or Arab community defense units, play a dual role. When connected to state 

security structures, they can serve as effective stabilizing forces that offer community-specific 

protection while reinforcing state legitimacy. However, if left unregulated or politicized, these 

forces can contribute to fragmentation and localized insecurity. Hence, the enhancement of 

local self-protection forces, integrated within national frameworks such as the Iraqi Army, is 

vital. At the sub-regional level, the tribal and clan-based networks not only contribute to 

conflict mediation but often field their own security units. These formations, when coordinated 

with formal security actors, can enhance stability. However, absent oversight, they risk 

becoming parallel power structures. The delegation of territorial authority over 

demographically homogeneous areas to a single administrative actor, or the establishment of 

multi-ethnic political and security institutions, has been identified as a potential pathway to 

stability. For example, ICG (2020) proposed óto form a 6.000-10.000-strong locally recruited 

multi-ethnic force to supplement the proposed joint army-peshmerga security mechanism. Such 
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a force would cover the so-called second layer of security, the first being municipal police and 

the third being army and Peshmerga patrols on the governorateôs boundariesô (ICG 2020, p. 2). 

Also, it would not only serve locally in cities and rural areas, but also be deployed in between 

them, on the roads, filling the vacuums often led by militias, gangs and unspecified armed 

groups. Financially, such initiatives could be supported by allocations from the federal budget, 

while localized stability may also encourage foreign investment and contribute to both national 

and regional fiscal revenues. 

Security at the national level is reinforced by coordinated efforts among the Iraqi Army, 

the Kurdish Peshmerga, and international actors such as UNAMI. Multi-ethnic forces and joint 

operations help prevent the re-emergence of insurgent groups like ISIS and promote a shared 

sense of national security ownership. Integrating local protection units into this framework 

remains a challenge but is necessary for a sustainable security architecture. Cooperation 

between the Kurdish Peshmerga units and Iraqi forces should be institutionalized to avoid 

overlaps and confrontations. Such locally grounded security arrangements could provide the 

foundation for broader stabilization across the DIBs, where dialogue replaces violence as the 

primary mode of political expression. In conclusion, a localized and context-sensitive approach 

to governance is likely more feasible and effective than a grand, nationwide agreement. Based 

on extensive fieldwork and analysis conducted over five years, the prospect of a singular, 

comprehensive resolution appears unlikely. Finally, international recognition of a óspecial 

statusô for the DIBs, similar to the Brļko District model in Bosnia and Herzegovina, could offer 

a legal and administrative precedent for stabilizing Iraqôs DIBs (Saeed 2016).  

At the trans-regional level, the support of regional actors can help empower local 

communities, particularly if directed toward inclusive development and reconstruction efforts. 

However, external support must be carefully managed to avoid perceptions of favoritism or 

foreign manipulation. Globally, in the security domain, international efforts focus on 

supporting minority self-protection structures, ensuring coordination among national forces, 

and reinforcing the multi-ethnic composition of security institutions. The continued 

engagement of actors like UNAMI and the UN General Assembly provides critical oversight 

and technical support for these efforts. 

And finally, it is crucial to answer the fourth research question: óDo the specific 

governance structures and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution 

and gradual stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentation?ô. 

Here, the governance structures and inter-actor relationships in Iraqôs DIBs exhibit both 

stabilizing and destabilizing dynamics, depending on how they function across different scales 
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(local to global), the inclusivity of their design, and the alignment (or misalignment) of interests 

among key stakeholders. In other words, these structures are not inherently stabilizing or 

fragmentary, their impact is highly contextual, shaped by the quality of cooperation, the 

political will for inclusivity, and the nature of external involvement. 

At the local level, governance structures such as local councils and community-based 

self-protection forces often serve as effective mechanisms for conflict resolution and 

stabilization. When these bodies are representative and enjoy legitimacy among diverse 

communities, they can mediate disputes, support reconciliation, and reestablish order. For 

example, tribal and clan councils in some areas of Sinjar and the Nineveh Plains have played 

constructive roles in restoring social trust and negotiating returns of IDPs. However, in the 

absence of integration into formal state structures, or when such forces are co-opted by partisan 

or sectarian actors, they risk entrenching fragmentation and competing claims to authority. 

At the sub-regional and national levels, formal political institutions like the KRG and 

Provincial Councils can provide frameworks for more structured governance. When these 

bodies are supported by inclusive policies, coordinated planning, and clear lines of 

communication with Baghdad, they contribute to conflict resolution by creating predictable 

political processes and reducing local grievances. However, in cases where power-sharing 

arrangements devolve into elite bargains and patronage networks, they may reinforce 

exclusivist politics, block reform, and perpetuate instability, particularly in contested areas like 

Kirkuk, where institutional ambiguity fuels zero-sum competition. Economic governance 

across these levels also plays a dual role. Where economic cooperation, investment in 

infrastructure, and development initiatives like the óDevelopment Roadô are equitably 

implemented, they reduce competition over scarce resources and foster mutual dependency. In 

contrast, when economic initiatives are unevenly distributed or benefit select groups (e.g. 

politicized oil revenue-sharing), they can exacerbate distrust and deepen territorial claims. 

Security arrangements represent perhaps the most volatile dimension. While joint 

security mechanisms involving the Iraqi army, Kurdish Peshmerga, and local units can build 

trust and deter renewed violence, the fragmentation of command, overlapping jurisdictions, 

and occasional confrontations between Kurdish and federal forces illustrate the fragility of 

these arrangements. The presence of Shiôa-majority PMF units in Sunni and minority-majority 

areas has also introduced a new layer of contestation, often viewed as occupation or 

demographic engineering, which undermines local confidence in state neutrality. 

Moreover, the relationships between local, national, regional, and international actors are 

critical. When aligned toward stabilization, as seen in some instances of UNAMI-led 
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coordination or regional support for reconstruction, these relationships can reinforce positive 

governance outcomes. Yet, conflicting agendas (e.g. between Iran-backed paramilitaries and 

Western-backed Iraqi forces, or between KRG and GoI over administrative boundaries) often 

translate into local-level contestation, thus perpetuating fragmentation. 

In conclusion, the evidence suggests that specific governance structures and actor 

relationships can contribute to local conflict resolution and gradual stabilization, but only under 

certain conditions: when they are inclusive, coordinated, and embedded in transparent and 

accountable institutions. Conversely, where governance is fragmented, exclusionary, or shaped 

by competing external interests, these same structures may reinforce conflict dynamics and 

entrench territorial fragmentation. The duality of governance in Iraqôs DIBs thus underscores 

the need for a more integrated, multi-scalar approach to post-conflict state-building, one that 

emphasizes institutional legitimacy, participatory governance, and intergroup trust. 

Considering the time aspect, it is crucial to frame whether we are in a time of peace or in a time 

of war. According to Johnson (2022), autonomy functions as a dual-use mechanism that serves 

different purposes depending on the political context. In times of peace, autonomy 

arrangements can help preserve state integrity by enabling compromise with central authorities 

and managing ethnic mobilization. However, during civil war, the same institutions can 

enhance a minority groupôs capacity to wage conflict against the central government, thereby 

increasing the likelihood of secession. Johnson emphasizes that in such contexts, autonomy not 

only provides the means but also intensifies the motivation for independence, as ethnic 

organizations are more likely to repurpose institutional tools toward pursuing separation rather 

than reconciliation. 
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15. Conclusion 

This thesis has explored governance and conflict dynamics within Iraqôs DIBs, focusing on 

four key post-conflict districts: Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanaqin. Using 

a multidimensional analytical framework, covering political, economic, social, security, and 

territorial dimensions, the study has provided a grounded, comparative analysis of how various 

actors compete for authority, legitimacy, and control in contested spaces. 

One of the core contributions of this thesis is its conceptualization of the Iraqi Shiôa 

political landscape. It classifies key Shiôa political actors along two analytical axes: Islamicï

secular and sectarianïnationalist. This typology offers a clearer understanding of the 

ideological orientations and internal diversity among Shiôa stakeholders, who remain the 

principal decision-makers within the GoI. By mapping these positions, the research contributes 

to a more nuanced understanding of intra-sectarian politics, moving beyond homogenizing 

narratives and helping to explain policy divergences among Shiôa elites, particularly in relation 

to territorial governance. The thesis also engages directly with the lived realities of local 

governance in Iraqôs DIBs. Through extensive fieldwork, including semi-structured interviews, 

thematic coding, non-participant observation, a research diary, and photo documentation, the 

study captures the voices and perceptions of a wide range of actors, from local officials and 

tribal leaders to researchers and civil society representatives. Collaboration with local fixers 

and translators was essential in navigating these complex environments and ensuring linguistic 

and cultural accuracy. By incorporating the perspectives of both local and international 

stakeholders, the thesis moves beyond top-down analyses and offers a multi-scalar 

understanding of power, identity, and governance. It critically examines how institutions such 

as language education, security provision, and symbolic control of public space can both 

stabilize and fragment contested districts, depending on how they are embedded within political 

and territorial agendas. 

Theoretically, the research contributes to broader debates on post-conflict governance, 

territorial power-sharing, and state-building in divided societies. It also challenges the 

dominance of ethno-sectarian narratives in Iraq by revealing the complex, pragmatic, and often 

transactional nature of political behavior at both the elite and grassroots levels. In sum, this 

thesis provides an original contribution to the study of disputed territories and post-conflict 

stabilization, combining empirical depth with theoretical relevance. Its findings are applicable 

not only to Iraq but also to other conflict-affected contexts where governance, identity, and 

territorial control remain deeply contested. 
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The Kurdistan Region of Iraq, governed by the KRG, stands as a partial model of sub-state 

governance capable of offering lessons for the wider Iraqi context, especially in the complex 

DIBs such as Kirkuk, Nineveh Plains, Sinjar, Khanaqin, Makhmour, and Tuz Khurmato. 

Despite its internal political rivalries, budgetary dependencies, and external pressures, the KRG 

has developed functional administrative, educational, and security institutions. It has weathered 

immense challenges, including the Kurdish civil war of the 1990s, the fall of the Ba'ath regime 

in 2003, the Islamic Stateôs onslaught between 2014ï2017, and the controversial 2017 

independence referendum. Its endurance suggests that decentralized governance, when rooted 

in local legitimacy and supported by a cohesive administrative framework, can offer a viable 

mechanism for managing ethno-religious diversity and regional instability. 

In light of the geopolitical and domestic constraints that preclude Kurdish 

independence, a reimagined autonomy framework may provide a pragmatic alternative for 

managing conflict and governance in Iraqôs DIBs. This does not mean replicating the KRI 

model wholesale, but rather adapting its key components: administrative decentralization, local 

security mechanisms, and identity-sensitive political inclusion, to the unique historical and 

demographic contexts of each area. As Skelton and Ali Saleem (2019) assert, reversing the 

continued fragmentation of administrative and security structures at the local level must be 

a top priority for any Baghdad-Erbil settlement. 

The contingent approach used throughout this thesis highlights that governance 

solutions must be locally grounded. Factors such as the presence of armed non-state actors, 

patterns of displacement and return, environmental degradation, and historical grievances all 

shape what is feasible in each DIB. For instance, Sinjar remains a symbol of both trauma and 

contested governance. The failure to implement the 2020 Sinjar Agreement demonstrates the 

paralysis caused by multiple competing actors, KDP, PKK, PMF, and GoI, each with different 

claims over territory, security, and governance. Here, any progress will require a negotiated 

governance framework that reflects Yazidi preferences, demilitarizes local politics, and 

guarantees a viable security arrangement. In Nineveh Plains, the proliferation of armed groups 

and the fragmentation of Christian political representation illustrate the limits of current 

governance arrangements. While there are proposals for creating a new province for Christians 

or Yazidis (Kalian 2017), their feasibility is constrained by national politics and unresolved 

questions over resource control and territorial boundaries.  

Kirkuk, perhaps the most emblematic of the DIBs, remains a deeply divided city. 

Though consociationalism, based on Lijphartôs principles of grand coalition, mutual veto, 

proportionality, and segmental autonomy, may appear theoretically sound, its practical 
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implementation is constrained by extrinsic elite interventions and entrenched clientelistic 

networks. Saeed (2016) rightly notes that local elites, by virtue of their embeddedness in local 

communities and accountability to their constituents, are more likely to seek compromise than 

their national counterparts. However, they often lack the political autonomy to implement such 

agreements, with decision-making dominated by party leadership in Erbil or Baghdad. 

In Khanaqin, the overlapping presence of GoI and KRG institutions, and the dual 

dependency of the population on both PUK-linked and federal employment networks, 

highlights the fragility of hybrid governance. While this duality offers short-term flexibility, it 

undermines institutional coherence and creates insecurity regarding service delivery, law 

enforcement, and political representation. In Makhmour, the coexistence of Iraqi Army, 

Peshmerga, and PKK-linked militias, compounded by Turkish airstrikes, illustrates the extreme 

consequences of unresolved sovereignty and international interference. A durable governance 

arrangement here must address not only local administrative control but also external military 

pressures. In Tuz Khurmato, the legacy of ethno-sectarian violence following the 2017 Kurdish 

referendum and the subsequent PMF takeover underscores how fragile intercommunal 

coexistence can be. Stabilization in such contexts depends on restoring inclusive governance 

and demilitarizing local administration through mechanisms like the reformed Provincial 

Councils. 

The revival of these councils in 2023 represents a foundational opportunity. However, 

for them to function as vehicles of stabilization and inclusion, they must be fully representative. 

The exclusion of major actors, such as the KDP, the ITF, and certain Arab parties, risks 

undermining legitimacy. Moreover, these councils must transcend simplistic ethno-sectarian 

quotas and engage with new social cleavages and alliances. For example, the increasing 

cooperation between PUK and Arab actors shows the potential for cross-ethnic coalition 

building at the local level. Equally important is the recognition that not all political tensions 

can or should be reduced to ethno-sectarian binaries. As Quesnay (2021) argues, much of the 

scholarly and policy discourse on Iraq essentializes identity politics while overlooking the 

mechanisms of political mobilization, everyday governance, and local brokerage. Reducing 

conflict in the DIBs to static categories risks ignoring the economic grievances, environmental 

challenges, and governance failures that often drive instability. Therefore, territorial 

governance solutions must be holistic, integrating political, economic, security, and social 

dimensions while remaining rooted in the local context. Effective governance requires more 

than institutional design; it depends on contextual awareness, local legitimacy, and the 

proximity of actors who can negotiate and enforce realistic solutions. 
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While theoretical models such as democratic confederalism, as proposed by Abdullah 

¥calan and adopted by the PKK, emphasize grassroots democracy, pluralism, and ecological 

sustainability, their application on the ground often diverges significantly from these ideals. In 

the case of Makhmour, for example, what is presented as a self-governing autonomous zone 

aligned with democratic confederalist ideals is, in reality, more accurately characterized as an 

area of de facto PKK control. This consolidation of power reflects a broader pattern where 

theoretical governance frameworks are co-opted by dominant actors to legitimize political 

authority, often at the expense of pluralistic representation and genuine autonomy. This 

disjuncture underscores a core problem in many of Iraq's DIBs: the gap between idealized 

models of inclusive governance and the actual power dynamics on the ground. Whether it is 

KDP dominance in parts of Sinjar, PMF influence in Tuz Khurmato, or PKK hegemony in 

Makhmour, the consolidation of control by a single actor often undermines the potential for 

truly representative and participatory governance. 

Thus, while theoretical paradigms like consociationalism or democratic confederalism 

offer important conceptual tools, their success ultimately hinges on the willingness of local 

powerholders to engage in genuine power-sharing and to decentralize authority beyond narrow 

partisan or militant interests. Only when theory is matched by institutional commitment and 

inclusive practice can territorial governance serve as a durable foundation for stability and 

coexistence in Iraqôs disputed territories. 

To this end, the creation of multi-ethnic local security forces, shared resource 

management, and decentralized development planning could complement political devolution. 

The federal budget should incentivize local stability and inclusive governance, allocating 

resources to governorates based not just on population size or oil output, but also on 

demonstrable efforts toward power-sharing and minority protection. Moreover, international 

support, from institutions like the UNAMI or development agenciesðmust focus on long-term 

capacity-building and transitional governance frameworks. In conclusion, the path to 

stabilizing Iraqôs DIBs lies in embracing differentiated governance mechanisms that respond 

to the specific needs and histories of each area. This requires not only legal and institutional 

reforms but a paradigm shift in how power, identity, and sovereignty are understood and 

distributed. A federal Iraq, anchored in territorial governance that is inclusive, responsive, and 

locally rooted, holds the potential to transform its disputed territories from zones of contention 

into laboratories of cooperative governance and reconciliation. Achieving this vision, however, 

demands political courage, long-term commitment, and a willingness to place the interests of 

local populations above the imperatives of party dominance and geopolitical rivalry.  
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17. Appendixes  

No. Name  Profession  Ethnicity  Place  Date 

1A 
Hamzah 

Mustafa 

Journalist focusing on Iraqi political scene, Baghdad, 

Iraq 
Arab Sulaimani 

Winter 

2022 

2A 
Ziryan 

Rojhelati 
Director of the Rudaw Research Center, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil 

Winter 

2023 

3A 
Munqith 

Dagher  

CEO and founder of the Independent Institute of 

Administration and Civil Society Studies (IIACSS) 

research group, Amman, Jordan 

Arab Online 
Winter 

2023 

4A Anonymous 
Iraqi MP - independent/affiliated with Fatah Political 

alliance, Baghdad, Iraq 
Arab Online 

Winter 

2023 

5A 
Saad al-

Muttalibi  
Iraqi MP - independent, Baghdad, Iraq Arab Online  

Winter 

2023 

6A 
Munqith 

Dagher  

CEO and founder of the IIACSS research group, 

Amman, Jordan 
Arab Online 

Winter 

2023 

7A 
Adnan Jaafer 

Sadiq 

Former IRIS worker, currently unemployed, Najaf, 

Iraq 
Arab Sulaimani Spring 2023 

8A 
Alfadhel al-

Ahmad  
Researcher in Iraq, Najaf/Baghdad, Iraq Arab Najaf Spring 2023 

9A 
Ashleigh 

Whelan 

Political and development expert with experience 

implementing governance, transparency, political 

inclusion, and community engagement programs, 

Baghdad, Iraq 

American Online Spring 2023 

10A 
Hayder al-

Shakeri 
Researcher at Chatham House, London, UK Arab Online Spring 2023 

11A Anonymous Iraqi Kurdish journalist and commentator, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Online Spring 2023 

12A Anonymous AUIS Student, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Arab Sulaimani Spring 2023 

13A Anonymous 
AUIS Student, employed at Baghdad Businees 

School, Baghdad, Iraq 
Arab Sulaimani Spring 2023 

14A Anonymous Employee at AUIS, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani Spring 2023 

Table no. 5:  Respondentsô details from 14 semi-structured interviews used in the text. Source: 

Author. 

 

General Interviews 

No. Name  Profession  
Ethnicit

y 
Place  Date 

1B Anonymous Researcher, Baghdad, Iraq American Online 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

2B 
Muhammad 

Rawf  

 

Independent journalist, editor-in-chief of the Draw 

Media website, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq 

  

Kurd Sulaimani 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

3B Salam Omer  Journalist Kirkuk Now, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani Winter 2023 

4B Anonymous 
Civil activist and NGO worker, Erbil, Mosul, Basra, 

Iraq 
Kurd Erbil 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

5B Hazhar Zangana  

General, senior advisor of the KRG president, for 

military and peshmerga affairs, Erbil, Iraq 

  

Kurd Erbil Winter 2023 

6B Dizhwar Faeq 

Senior advisor of the KRG president regarding the 

Article 140 of the Iraqi constitution, Erbil, Iraq 

  

Kurd Erbil Spring 2023 

7B Anonymous 

 

Senior advisor of the KRI president regarding the 

KRG foreign policy, KRG retired minister, Erbil, 

Iraq  

Kurd Erbil  

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 
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Sinjar case study 

No. Name  Profession  
Ethnicit

y 
Place  Date 

8B Anonymous 
NGO Worker at Promediation, focused on Sinjar, 

France 
French Online Spring 2023 

9B Anonymous 

NGO Worker, Journalist, Freelancer, cooperation 

with for Rojava Information Center (RIC), focusing 

on post-ISIS issues, such as the Yezidi community, 

Amsterdam, Netherlands 

Dutch Online Spring 2023 

10B Anonymous 
Freelance journalist AP News, Former fixer, 

Erbil/Duhok, Sinjar, Iraq 

Christian 

Assyrian 
Erbil Fall 2024 

11B Anonymous 
Lecturer at the Suli University, Chatham House and 

IRIS researcher, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq 
Kurd Sulaimani Fall 2024 

12B Anonymous Researcher, London, UK British Online Fall 2024 

13B Anonymous Local Yazidi from Sinjar, Sinjar, Iraq Yazidi Online Fall 2024 

Ninewa Plains case study  

No. Name  Profession  
Ethnicit

y 
Place  Date 

14B 
Karam Faris 

Robeil  

Researcher at IRIS, mainly envormental issues, 

Sulaimaniyah, Iraq 

Chaldean 

Christian 
Sulaimani Winter 2023 

15B 
Louis Raphael 

Sako I. 

Cardinal, Chaldean Church in Baghdad and later 

Erbil, Erbil Iraq 

Chaldean 

Christian 
Online 

Summer 

2022 

16B Ali Muhammad Student, Tribe/Clan: Barwari, Mosul, Iraq 
Sunni 

Kurd 
Mosul Fall 2022 

17B 
Hassan Rashid 

Ahmed 
Retired, Bartella, Iraq 

Shabak - 

Shiôa  
Bartella Fall 2022 

18B 
Maysam 

Abdullah 
Civil Activist, Tribe/Clan: al Mamaary, Mosul Iraq 

Sunni 

Female  
Mosul Fall 2022 

19B Qutaiba Hussain 
Employee with civil society organizations, Kakai 

tribe, al-Hamdaniyah, Iraq 

Kurd - 

Kakai 

al-

Hamdaniyah 
Fall 2022 

20B 
Samaher 

Kyriakos Hanna 
Housewife, Christian, Bartella, Iraq 

Christian 

Female 
Bartella Fall 2022 

21B 
Osama Hamid 

Ibrahim  
University professor, Shabak Sunni, Mosul, Iraq 

Shabak - 

Sunni 
Mosul Fall 2022 

22B 
Sirwan 

Mohammed 

First Deputy Governor of Nineveh, KDP politician, 

Mosul, Iraq 

Kurd 

Rospiani  
Mosul Fall 2022 

23B 
Yousef Faraj 

Mohammed 

Director General of Education Nineveh and deputy 

in the next Iraqi parliament's, Erbil, Iraq 
Arab Erbil Fall 2022 

24B 
Tayseer Sobeih 

Fattouh Habeel  

Intelligence Security Officer of the 2nd Brigade 

/13th Regiment - Christian Brigade, Habeel tribe, al-

Hamdaniyah, Iraq 

Christian 
al-

Hamdaniyah 
Fall 2022 

25B 

Jassim 

Muhammad 

Jassim 

Security Coordinator at 30th Brigade, Shabak 

Brigades, Tribe/Clan: Al-Bayati, al-Hamdaniyah, 

Iraq 

Shabak 
al-

Hamdaniyah 
Fall 2022 

26B Adalat Omer  
Writer and scholar of Genocide in Kurdistan and 

Head of Disputed areas directorate, KDP, Erbil, Iraq 
Kurd Erbil Fall 2022 

27B Anonymous 
Former member of the Iraqi parliament PUK - 

Owner of the Hawal media agency, Erbil, Iraq 
Kurd Erbil Fall 2022 

Kirkuk case study  

No. Name  Profession  
Ethnicit

y 
Place  Date 

28B Anonymous 
Researcher - political dynamics of sectarian conflicts 

in Iraq, writer, France 
French Online Spring 2023 

29B Anonymous Former AUIS student and IRIS fellow, Germany Kurd Hamburg Spring 2024 

30B 

Dr Burhan Ali 

Muhammad 

Darwesh 

Position in academia: Head of the Department of 

Politics at the University of Kirkuk. Position in 

politics: Deputy head of the PUK in Kirkuk, Kirkuk, 

Iraq 

Kurd Kirkuk Spring 2024 

31B Anonymous 
Journalist at KDP affiliated media. From Kakai 

minority, Kirkuk, Iraq 
Kakai Kirkuk Spring 2024 
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32B Anonymous 
Kurdish local singer, From Kakai minority, Kirkuk, 

Iraq 
Kakai Kirkuk Spring 2024 

33B Hemn Haseed 
Journalist, working mostly on Kurdish genocide. 

Not sure about his political affiliation, Kirkuk, Iraq 
Kurd Kirkuk Spring 2024 

34B 
Raad Rushdi 

Agah 
Former member of Kirkuk Council, Kirkuk, Iraq Turkmen Kirkuk Spring 2024 

35B Esmail Hadidi 

Former member of Kirkuk Council (I think) One of 

tribe head of Hadidi, the Iraqi President's advisor, 

Kirkuk, Iraq 

Arab Kirkuk Spring 2024 

36B 
Ammar Ahmed 

Al -Zubaidi  
Head of Zubaidi Amara in Kirkuk, Kirkuk, Iraq Arab Kirkuk Spring 2024 

37B Anonymous 
Local political expert, Reuters correspondent, close 

to KDP, Kirkuk, Iraq 
Kurd 

Kirkuk/Cham

chamal 
Spring 2024 

Khanaqin case study  

No. Name  Profession  
Ethnicit

y 
Place  Date 

  Kalar/Kifri          

38B Aryan Rawf  
Lecturer at Garmiyan University Department of 

Law, Kalar, Iraq 
Kurd  Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

39B Anonymous Teacher from the region, Qara Tapa, Kalar, Iraq Kurd  Kalar  
Fall/Winter 

2023 

40B Anonymous Former mayor of Qara Tapa 2003 - 2013, Kalar, Iraq Kurd  Kalar  
Fall/Winter 

2023 

41B 
Juma Karim 

Mohammed  

Teacher, artistst, civic and political activist, Kalar, 

Iraq 
Kurd  Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

42B 

Professor Dr. 

Sahib al-

Badrawi/al-

Mandalawi  

Lecturer Garmiyan University, Kalar, Iraq 
Faily 

Kurd  
Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

43B 
Sirwan Adnan 

Ali  
Citizen from Jalawla, Jalawla, Iraq Kurd  Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

44B 
Siamand Karim 

Mahmood  

Assistant professor, lecturer at Garmiyan University, 

Kalar, Iraq 
Kurd  Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

45B Anonymous 
Garmiyan University - lecturer of Arabic literature, 

from Shahraban, Baquba, Iraq 
Arab Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

46B Laila Ahmad Journalist for Kirkuk Now, Kalar, Iraq Kurd  Kalar  
Fall/Winter 

2023 

47B Saman Aziz 
Civil activist working in Khanaqin, live in Kalar, 

Save the Children, Kalar, Iraq  
Kurd  Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

48B 
Soran Osman 

Amin  
PUK member, head of the Kifri museum, Kifri, Iraq Kurd  Kifri  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

49B 
Sarkaut 

Parishan  
Independent activist, teacher, Kifri, Iraq Kurd  Kifri  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

50B 

Sezgin 

Muslahadin Ali 

al-Bayati  

Member of the Iraqi Turkmen Front (ITF), head of 

the ITF headequarter in Kifri, Kifri, Iraq 
Turkmen Kifri  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

51B Ashraf al-Basa Member of the ITF, Kifri, Iraq Turkmen  Kifri  
Fall/Winter 

2023 

52B 

Nizamadin 

Kuekha 

Mohammed 

Kuekha Ghani 

Leader of the Zand tribe, Kalar, Iraq Kurd  Kalar  
Fall/Winter 

2023 

53B 
Bawa Hamid 

Bawa Rashid 
Teacher, leader of Kakai tribe in Kalar, Kalar, Iraq 

Kurd - 

Kakai 
Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

54B 
Ibrahim Qassim 

Palani  

Professor at Garmiyan University - Political 

Geography, Kalar, Iraq 
Kurd  Kalar  

Fall/Winter 

2023 

55B Anonymous 
Student AUIS, originally from Khanaqin, 

Sulaimaniyah, Iraq 
Kurd  Sulaimani Winter 2023 

56B 
Rebwar Rawf 

Salih  

Lecturer Halabja, Sulaimani Universities and AUIS, 

researcher, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq  
Kurd  Sulaimani 

Fall/Winter 

2023 

Khanaqin 
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57B Zaniyar Johar  
Journalist, leader of the Youth Center Khanaqin, 

Khanaqin, Iraq 
Kurd Khanaqin Spring 2024 

58B 
Ali Kamal 

Adham 
Sport Teacher, Khanaqin, Iraq Turkmen Khanaqin Spring 2024 

59B 

Mustafa 

Mohammed 

Zahawy 

Hamdeya Muxtar, Khanaqin, Iraq Kurd Khanaqin Spring 2024 

60B Soran Ali Hasan 
Architecturer, head of Khanaqin municipality part of 

KRG, Khanaqin, Iraq 
Kurd Khanaqin Spring 2024 

61B Aso Wahab UN worker in Kalar, UNAMI, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq Kurd Khanaqin Spring 2024 

Others 

No. Name  Profession  
Ethnicit

y 
Place  Date 

62B Anonymous 
Former journalitst K24, now work for GIZ Iraq, 

Erbil, Iraq 
Kurd Erbil 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

63B Anonymous Researcher, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Spring 2024 

64B Anonymous Local businessman, KDP member, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Fall 2024 

65B Anonymous Employed in the hydrology sector, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Spring 2024 

66B Anonymous Reporter for Iraqi Oil Report, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani Spring 2024 

67B Anonymous Lecturer at AUIS, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

68B Anonymous Researcher, Najaf, Iraq Arab Sulaimani 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

69B Anonymous 
Journalist, Chatham House fellow, London, 

Edinburgh, UK 
British Sulaimani 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

70B Anonymous 
Former IRIS worker, currently Ph.D. student at the 

Boston University, Boston, USA 
Kurd Sulaimani 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

71B Anonymous Researcher in Iraq, Najaf/Baghdad, Iraq Arab Najaf 

Fall 

2022/Spring 

2023 

72B Anonymous Researcher, Baghdad, Iraq Arab Baghdad Spring 2024 

73B Anonymous Researcher at Chatham House, London, UK Arab Sulaimani Spring 2024 

74B Anonymous NGO worker, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil 
Fall/Winter 

2023 

75B Anonymous Employee at AUIS, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani 
Fall/Winter 

2023 

Table no. 6:  Respondentsô details from 75 semi-structured interviews used in the text. Source: 

Author. 
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Photo no. 1: Author with his friend and fixer Rebwar Rawf Salih in Kirkuk. 

Photo no. 2: A view of the Nineveh Plains from the Christian monastery of Mar Mattai.  
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Photo no. 3: Mar Mattai Christian 

monastery on the top of Nineveh 

Plains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo no. 4: Marketplace in Kirkuk. 
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Photo no. 5: Kirkuk Citadel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo no. 6: An interview with the leader of the al-Zubeid tribe, Ammar Ahmed al-Zubaidi. 
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Photo no. 7: Author during the field work in Khanaqin. 

 


