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Abstract of Thesis 

 

Intersections of Culture and Religion in Peacebuilding: An Analysis of Post-2003 Iraq 

and US Liberal Approaches 

 

 Following the war in Iraq in 2003, Iraq underwent a profound transformation 

marked by a series of complex peacebuilding initiatives. This thesis undertakes an 

analysis of the multifaceted peacebuilding processes in post-2003 Iraq, with a specific 

focus on the cultural and religious dimensions, particularly within the framework of 

Islam. Central to this thesis is the examination of the interplay between indigenous 

cultural and religious dynamics and the Liberal peacebuilding strategies implemented by 

the United States. A pivotal aspect of this dynamic is the role of mosques, which serve as 

significant cultural and religious hubs in Iraqi society. The influence of mosques extends 

beyond spiritual guidance; they also act as community centers and platforms for social 

and political mobilization. Through a comprehensive exploration, this study delineates 

both the convergences and divergences among these dimensions and the external 

interventions influenced by Western paradigms. Furthermore, it examines the importance 

of these aspects for the enduring peace and stability of the country. The overarching aim 

of this research is to enhance comprehension regarding the complexities inherent when 

diverse cultural and religious facets intersect with international endeavors aimed at 

attaining peace. It offers valuable observations that can inform the creation of more 

effective and contextually suitable approaches for rebuilding after conflicts and 

strengthening peace. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Since the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the nation has been embroiled in a complex 

and protracted process of peacebuilding. The aftermath of the conflict has presented 

numerous challenges, not only in terms of physical infrastructure and political instability 

but also in navigating the intricate cultural and religious landscape of the region. At the 

heart of these challenges lies the intersection of cultural and religious dynamics with the 

Liberal peacebuilding strategies implemented by external actors, notably the United 

States.  

The ideological tenets of Liberalism has wielded substantial sway over the 

geopolitical landscape in the post-cold war era, particularly evidenced by the United 

States’ proclivity for military interventions within the Middle East North Africa (MENA) 

region. Liberalism stands as a foundational rationale underpinning peacebuilding 

endeavors within this context, persisting as a guiding principle in contemporary US 

foreign policy formulation. The core beliefs of Liberalism are the spread of democratic 

ideals, global economic ties, and the idea that international organizations will strengthen 

peace (Snyder 2004). The first decade after the Cold War was largely influenced by 

Liberal perspectives, which were subsequently challenged by events of 9/11, leading to a 

shift towards the “war on terror.” However, this new era was often framed in terms of 

Liberal goals like democratization. This ideological orientation precipitated the 

redirection of US focus towards Iraq, where the pursuit of Liberal peacebuilding policies 

assumed significant importance, thereby positioning the nation as a central locus of 

American engagement within the broader regional landscape. Nevertheless, the model of 

Liberal peacebuilding exhibits a lack of sensitivity towards local settings, undermines the 
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authority and influence of local communities, and has demonstrated a propensity to 

exacerbate socio-economic inequalities (Selby 2013).  The United States’ pursuit of the 

Liberal peacebuilding agenda in post-2003 Iraq had the unintended consequence of 

exacerbating the country's instability, surpassing even the levels experienced during 

Saddam Hussein's rule. Furthermore, it continues to have enduring consequences on the 

region and the Iraqi populace to this very day. 

The objective of this study is to examine the nuances of the connection; by 

studying the distinctions between cultural and religious dynamics and peacebuilding 

techniques influenced by Western ideals. This study aims to shed light on the significance 

of these elements in the endeavor to achieve lasting peace and stability in Iraq. Moreover, 

this study seeks to enrich the broader discourse on international peacebuilding by 

providing useful insights into the complex obstacles that arise when diverse cultural and 

religious factors intersect with foreign intervention. By enhancing our understanding of 

these dynamics, we may develop more efficient and contextually suitable approaches for 

reconstructing and strengthening peace after conflicts, not only in Iraq but also in other 

conflict-affected places worldwide. The aim of doing comprehensive research is to offer 

valuable insights that can inform future peacebuilding endeavors and contribute to the 

advancement of global peace and stability. 

The subsequent chapters thoroughly explore and rigorously analyze the cultural 

and religious dynamics of Iraq after 2003, as well as the Liberal peacebuilding tactics 

implemented by the United States. Chapter 2 provides an introduction to Iraq under 

Saddam Hussain and the Ba'ath Party, along with an overview of the reasons for the US 

decision to attack Iraq. Chapter 3 of the paper is dedicated to the literature review, which 



 
 

3 

involves a thorough examination of the existing literature on the topic. This section 

includes references to several papers that provide support for the argument presented in 

this thesis. Chapter 4 is the methodology section of the thesis which discusses how the 

research was conducted for this study. Chapter 5 delves into the Liberal peacebuilding 

policies the US implemented and the impact it had on Iraq. Chapter 6 discusses in-depth 

the cultural and religious dynamics in Iraq and how it connects to peacebuilding. Chapter 

7 presents the results of my research and examines the failure of the United States to 

properly assess the religious and cultural aspects of Iraq. Moreover, it carefully analyzes 

how the actions pursued by the United States further destabilized the country. 
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         Chapter 2: Historical Context  

In the wake of the 2003 invasion, Iraq finds itself at a pivotal juncture in its 

historical trajectory, grappling with enduring repercussions that have profoundly shaped 

its societal fabric, religious landscape, and political dynamics. The US-led coalition swiftly 

conducted a de-Baathification of the Iraqi state and created its own governing authority 

which became known as the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) (Mansour 2019). This 

was one of the many policies the US implemented in the guise of democratization which 

eventually destabilized the country. The early policy decisions made by the US during the 

initial occupation, coupled with the legacy of the Baath rule, fundamentally reshaped Iraq’s 

political landscape by deepening secretarian divisions and fostering widespread political 

distrust, setting the stage for the challenges faced in subsequent peacebuilding efforts. 

Additionally, like many other countries in the MENA region, Iraq has Islam deeply 

embedded within its societal fabric. Therefore, it is crucial to comprehend the various 

elements of Islam that are intertwined with the concept of peace to understand the 

functioning of an Islamic society. 

The present chapter aims to establish a historical framework that elucidates the 

prevailing conditions in Iraq following the war. It encompasses a comprehensive analysis 

of Iraq’s state prior to 2003, during which Saddam Hussein’s authoritarian rule dominated 

the nation, and subsequently delves into the immediate aftermath of the conflict. By 

examining the transitional period, a deeper understanding of Iraq’s post-war climate can 

be attained.  An in-depth assessment is conducted of the complex web of ethnic and 

religious divisions that exist within the nation, with a particular focus on their historical 

roots. A thorough analysis of the various strategies implemented by the United States in an 
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effort to reinstate stability, governance, and peace in Iraq after 2003 necessitates a 

comprehensive grasp of the historical backdrop. Furthermore, a detailed analysis of the 

role of Islam in the region is essential to comprehend the religious dynamics at play and 

the impact of religious beliefs on the political landscape of Iraq. Understanding the 

complex interplay of cultural, political, and religious factors is crucial for analyzing the 

outcomes of these efforts and assessing their long-term impact on the region.  

The Ba'ath Party, founded on socialist principles, ascended to power in Iraq in 

1968 and became the governing political party. Under the leadership of Saddam Hussein, 

the party sought to advance Arab nationalism, achieve economic parity, and establish 

social equity (Thoman 1972).  Saddam Hussein recognized the importance of a robust 

economy for Iraq and believed that the people's acceptance of him and his party would be 

contingent upon the economic well-being of the country (Sassoon 2011).  The Ba'ath 

party strongly advocated for the promotion of socialist principles and the establishment of 

a unified Arab socialist democratic society. During the 1970s, Saddam Hussein's 

administration saw a significant expansion of the economy as he took control of oil 

businesses through nationalization. The rise in oil revenues contributed to the overall 

economic growth and instilled confidence in the Ba’ath leadership. Regrettably, the 

1980s were characterized by a time of economic downturn due to an extended eight-year 

conflict with Iran.   Iraq's recovery from this time was severely hindered, and the 

situation deteriorated further due to the imposition of UN sanctions, which had long-term 

negative effects on the economy and the population. The UN sanctions lasted from 1990 

– 2003 when Iraq invaded Kuwait and it placed restrictions on imports/exports in Iraq in 

addition to restrictions on the oil imports (Gordon 2020). The sanctions imposed by the 
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UN on Iraq had profound impact on the economy which caused massive unemployment 

and a humanitarian crisis. The GDP per capita went from approximately 3,000 US dollars 

to almost 1,000 US dollars in 2002 (Al-Alaak et al. 2014). The economic decline of Iraq 

had rendered it vulnerable, a weakness that the US later capitalized upon.   

Iraqi society is composed of approximately 60 – 65 percent Shia’s, 32 – 37 

percent Sunni’s, and 15 – 20 percent Kurds, contributing to the country's ethnic diversity. 

The primary challenge faced by the Ba'ath Party was the lack of "national unity" among 

these diverse groups, despite Baathism's ideological commitment to unifying the Arab 

world into a single state (Othman 2017). The Ba'ath Party implemented policies that 

disproportionately favored Sunni Arabs while alienating the Shia and Kurdish 

populations. These policies were categorized into positive and negative assimilation 

strategies. The positive policies aimed to enhance the economy and infrastructure while 

supporting the broader Iraqi population. Recognizing the social conflicts among Iraq's 

ethnic groups, Saddam Hussein sought to alleviate social strife by improving the standard 

of living. Saddam Hussein nationalized the oil industry, and the substantial profits from 

the 1973 oil shock were used to bolster economic infrastructure (Othman 2017). 

Additionally, the Ba'ath Party and Saddam Hussein contributed to Iraq's sociocultural 

development. Hussein introduced a "Free Mandatory Education" program, which 

increased literacy rates, and supported rural reconstruction by aiding farmers and the 

agricultural sector. However, despite these societal improvements, the Ba'ath Party also 

implemented repressive policies targeting the Kurdish and Shia populations. The regime 

systematically deprived these groups of political power and economic benefits. Many 

non-Sunni groups felt marginalized as they lacked equal access to social programs and 
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economic opportunities available to the Sunni population. The economic development 

during this period primarily benefited specific societal classes, leaving Shia and Kurdish 

communities in deprivation and poverty. The Ba'athist regime failed to foster an inclusive 

environment, instead pursuing policies of forced migration and exile. A notable strategy 

involved displacing Kurdish and Shia populations and replacing them with Sunni Arabs, 

often through expulsions and accusations of anti-Iraqi sentiments. For instance, the 

government expelled 2,000 Shiites, accusing them of being Iranian agents. The complex 

relationship between Iraqi citizens and the Ba'ath regime, particularly the discriminatory 

treatment of non-Sunni ethnic groups, exacerbated sectarian violence. The Ba'ath Party's 

inability to foster an inclusive environment for Iraq's diverse ethnic groups played a 

substantial role in exacerbating the country's sectarian conflict. 

After the 9/11 terror attacks that killed nearly 3,000 Americans, President Bush 

initiated a "war on terror" focused on the Muslim world and focused on Iraq because of 

its alleged connections to Al - Qaeda (Bassil 2012). The Bush administration, through a 

series of public statements and policy measures, significantly contributed to a prevailing 

discourse in the United States that frequently portrayed the Muslim world and Islam 

within a framework of suspicion and threat. This discourse influenced US foreign policy 

for numerous decades and was the primary justification for US intervention in the Middle 

East to combat terrorism. The US became interested in Iraq for national security reasons 

and carried out an invasion that had negative consequences for both countries for many 

years. The main national security reasons are: proliferation of WMD among terrorist 

groups, regime change for rogue and terrorist hosting weak states, and establishing US 

military hegemony in the region (Record 2003). These national security reasons were not 
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thoroughly investigated and rushed to promote the United States political agenda for Iraq 

at that time.  In addition to the stated national security reasons for invading Iraq, the 

United States sought to maintain its geopolitical influence in the region and safeguard 

access to vital oil resources.  

The 2003 US invasion of Iraq, driven by concerns regarding weapons of mass 

destruction and the removal of Saddam Hussein, resulted in a rapid victory on the ground. 

However, the time after the invasion and occupation of the country was marked by a 

notable absence of power, the dismantling of vital political institutions, and the 

breakdown of the Iraqi military. The confluence of these elements, coupled with an 

escalating sectarian and ethnic schism, resulted in the destabilization and subsequent 

disintegration of the nation. Consequently, there was a protracted period of strife, 

insurrection, and political turmoil, which had a substantial and lasting impact on Iraq's 

societal, political, and economic framework. 

The US invasion of Iraq in 2003 was motivated by the Bush Doctrine, which 

aimed to combat global terrorism. The Bush Doctrine was part of a chapter of the 

National Security Strategy that was released a year after the 9/11 terrorist attacks (Record 

2003).  The Bush doctrine was predicated on the premise of preemptive warfare, with the 

objective of seizing control of Iraq as a means to curtail the proliferation of terrorism.   

Nevertheless, the rationale behind the invasion of Iraq remains a subject of ongoing 

discussion. It begs the question: did the United States deem it acceptable to invade Iraq 

on the basis of mere conjectures? The US presumed that Iraq had connections with Al-

Qaeda, although this assertion was subsequently demonstrated to be baseless (Bassil 

2011).   This was mostly based on the rhetoric of "axis of evil" speech and the portrayal 



 
 

9 

of the Middle East as a region that was effectively fostering terrorism (Record 2003).   

Furthermore, the United States asserted that Iraq was providing shelter to weapons of 

mass destruction (WMD), although this too proved to be an erroneous presumption on the 

part of the United States (Bassil 2012).   The United States failed to comprehend that the 

invasion of Iraq would ultimately exacerbate regional instability, a consequence that 

indeed transpired over time.  

The invasion of Iraq in 2003 served as a catalyst for destabilization in the region. 

To further complicate the issue, the use of Liberal peacebuilding approaches and 

methodologies proved to be ineffective in a nation with a distinctive religious and 

cultural heritage.   The US neglected to consider this factor and attempted to promote a 

Liberal democratic peacebuilding agenda, which ultimately proved unsuccessful.   The 

US ability to install a democracy in Iraq was questionable, and the United States lacked 

legitimacy among the Iraqi population for their efforts to establish a government in the 

country.   Implementing Liberal peacebuilding in Iraq is challenging without a 

comprehensive understanding of the local dynamics and the specific needs of the Iraqi 

people. A war-torn country such as Iraq needs proper domestic institutionalization before 

implementing Liberalization policies in the country. Only then can a country such as Iraq 

can become stable and achieve a certain level of peace.  Moreover, Iraq is a nation deeply 

influenced by Islam, and comprehending the fundamental aspects of this religion and 

how it shapes societal dynamics is crucial for effectively implementing peacebuilding 

strategies.   It is essential to incorporate peacebuilding strategies rooted in Islam in order 

to comprehend Iraq and tailor peacebuilding efforts to the specific needs of Iraqi society. 
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The US engaged in state building and peace building efforts with a focus on 

security, neglecting the local dynamics and desires of the Iraqi people. This lack of 

consideration worsened the destabilization of the country.   The US sought to introduce 

democratic systems without adequately considering the local circumstances and 

complexities. US policy in Iraq was rooted in the belief that military power would be 

satisfactory for regime change, however institutionalization before embarking on building 

Liberal peace and strengthening the foundations of democracy is important, and this did 

not happen in the case of Iraq (Mughamis and Kadhim 2023). Additionally, the Coalition 

Provisional Authority that was created in Iraq failed to take account the circumstances of 

Iraq which was 13 years of sanctions and three wars for twenty years (Mughamis and 

Kadhim 2023). A war-torn society such as Iraq needed proper institutions for the US 

Liberal polices to even succeed in the first place. The CPA created a new elite that was 

supposed to govern the country, but they had an unclear vision of how to shape the state 

and limited governing authority.  

Islam plays an important role in communities throughout Iraq, and it has a 

significant role in shaping the social and political life. Within these societies, Islamic 

discourse emerges as crucial source of legitimacy, underpinning the concepts of truth, 

justice, and peace. Islamic peace is an evolving process that humans work with God’s 

creation and create equitable structures that foster sustainable peace in their society. 

Societies such as Iraq that function around Islam require the use of peacebuilding that is 

rooted in concepts from the religion.  In a subsequent chapter, this thesis will delve into 

various Islamic principles that underpin the cultivation of peace, and subsequently, it will 

examine peacebuilding concepts applicable to the Muslim world. This analysis will be 
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substantiated with evidence from Iraq, providing a concrete context for these theoretical 

frameworks. 
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      Chapter 3: Literature Review 

Within the complex landscape of global geopolitics, the Middle East has emerged 

as a region of significant interest and uncertainty, characterized by long-standing 

conflicts that have proven resistant to resolution. The complex relationship of historical, 

religious, cultural, and political elements within this geographical area has resulted in a 

multitude of conflicts that have garnered global interests. This literature review delves 

into the multifaceted realm of peacebuilding in the Middle East, specifically Iraq, aiming 

to scrutinize the various approaches, strategies, and frameworks employed to address the 

deeply rooted tension that persisted for decades. By critically analyzing the evolving 

discourse on peacebuilding within this context, this review seeks to shed light on both the 

challenges that have hindered successful outcomes and the potential pathways that offer 

promise for sustainable peace and stability in the region.  

3.1 Conceptualizing Peacebuilding in Iraq 

 

The literature on peacebuilding in Iraq presents a critical examination of the Liberal 

peacebuilding paradigm, which predominantly focuses on democratization, market 

Liberalization, and the establishment of formal institutions as universal pathways to peace. 

This approach, while theoretically robust, has proven inadequate in the Iraqi context due 

to the nation's intricate ethnic and religious fabric. Scholarly critiques emphasize that the 

Liberal peacebuilding model's standardized framework overlooks the unique historical and 

socio-political complexities of Iraq. Consequently, external interventions often exacerbate 

rather than alleviate sectarian tensions. Key studies argue for the necessity of a more 

nuanced, context-sensitive approach that integrates local dynamics and indigenous 
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practices to effectively address the deep-seated divisions and foster sustainable peace in 

Iraq. 

In recent years, there has been a resurgence in the emphasis on indigenous 

peacebuilding methods due to the perceived inadequacies of Western Liberal 

peacebuilding approaches in societies recovering from civil conflict (Mac Ginty 2008). 

The Liberal peace paradigm often operates with an inherent sense of superiority and a high 

standardization, which tends to marginalize alternative peacebuilding approaches (Mac 

Ginty 2008). This perspective is echoed by scholars such as Muhammad Abu-Nimer, who 

analyzes Western conflict resolution methods within the MENA region. The MENA 

region, characterized by its diverse religious and ethnic composition, is significantly 

influenced by Islam across many of its countries. Abu-Nimer (1996) aligns with Mac Ginty 

(2008) in critiquing the introduction of Western conflict resolution methods into Islamic 

societies, which are frequently assumed to be more effective. In the MENA context, it is 

crucial to consider local community structures and cultural contexts when implementing 

peacebuilding interventions. 

The post-2003 landscape of Iraq presents a unique case for examination due to its 

complex historical background, necessitating a comprehensive understanding of the 

political environment. The United States, convinced of the efficacy of its superior military 

power for regime change, implemented policies aligned with Liberalism (Mughamis and 

Kadhim 2023). A predominant critique among scholars regarding Iraq is that peacebuilding 

efforts were precipitously executed without adequately considering Iraq's historical 

context. Iraq had endured three wars within two decades and fourteen years of UN 

sanctions, which severely debilitated the nation (Mughamis and Kadhim 2023). 
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Compounding these challenges, Iraq was suddenly subjected to third-party intervention 

aimed at establishing a democratic government in a context where democracy had not 

previously taken root. Furthermore, the Liberal model of democracy failed to engender 

stability in Iraq because the United States did not adequately consider the ethnic and 

religious intricacies of the country. The U.S. intervention ultimately resulted in the 

establishment of a governing elite, created by the Coalition Provisional Authority, which 

lacked the appropriate vision to shape Iraq's political future. Additionally, the local Iraqi 

population largely perceived the occupying foreign power as serving the interests of 

domestic ruling elites rather than the broader populace (Shlash and Tom 2011). 

The Liberal peacebuilding methodology is increasingly seen as inadequate, 

particularly in light of the post-2003 Iraqi landscape and the actions taken by the United 

States. This has led to a growing body of scholarly criticism questioning the effectiveness 

of Liberal peacebuilding in achieving sustainable peace. Critics argue that Liberal 

peacebuilding lacks legitimacy as it often excludes local actors and fails to engage with 

society meaningfully (Newman et al., 2009). In the context of Iraq, the U.S. intervention 

exemplifies this failure by neglecting to understand the needs of the local population and 

the influential roles of local actors, such as Imams and Clerics. The top-down approach to 

state-building cannot succeed without considering the local population and cultural context 

of the nation. The Liberal peacebuilding model tends to disregard these essential aspects, 

attempting to implement policies aimed at fostering stability, which in reality, further 

destabilize the country. As the era of Liberal peacebuilding declines, there is an increasing 

recognition of the importance of understanding the local context, people, and culture of a 

country in the current political landscape. 
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3.2 Cultural and Religious Dynamics of Iraq 

The cultural and religious landscape of Iraq has been a focal point of scholarly 

inquiry, highlighting diverse traditions and identities. Researchers emphasize the 

significance of major groups such as the Shi'a, Sunni, and Kurds, alongside smaller 

communities including Christians, Yazidis, and Turkmen. This diversity, while a source of 

cultural richness, has also been a wellspring of social and political complexity. Studies 

underscore how religious and ethnic identities have been both a unifying force and a point 

of contention, influencing Iraq's socio-political dynamics throughout history. The interplay 

between these identities and the state's policies has shaped the country's contemporary 

challenges and opportunities, necessitating a deep understanding of this multifaceted 

cultural and religious landscape for any meaningful analysis of Iraq's social fabric. 

In post-2003 Iraq, the Sunni and Shia populations were confronted with their 

sectarian identities and had to forge a sense of community. Many Iraqis turned to mosques 

to find a sense of belonging and to establish their own identities (Patel 2003). These 

religious institutions provided not only spiritual guidance but also crucial venues for social 

interaction and information exchange, helping communities navigate the complexities of 

the post-invasion era. Practical community issues, such as waste management, were often 

addressed during Friday sermons by clerics (Patel 2003). According to Haddad (2014) and 

Patel (2003), the Sunni population has faced greater challenges in creating a cohesive 

identity compared to the Shia population. The Shia community has been able to foster a 

more unified identity, largely due to the efforts of Shia clerics in bringing people together. 

Additionally, clerics such as Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani served as figures whom the 

Shia population could look to for guidance. Ayatollah Al – Sistani is the most important 
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Shia Cleric and headed the Hawza in Najaf, Iraq and then went on to become the Grand 

Ayatollah of Iraq (Knipp 2021). Additionally, he is known for guiding the Shia community, 

which have significantly shaped the political landscape of post-2003 Iraq.  In contrast, the 

Sunni population lacked proper representation or institutions capable of uniting them 

(Haddad 2014). The Sunni community employed rhetoric and symbolism of victimhood to 

foster a sense of unity. Furthermore, Sunni identity was reshaped through the formation of 

new political entities and militias, which aimed to protect Sunni interests and assert their 

place in the Iraqi political landscape (Haddad 2014). 

The cultural and religious landscape of Iraq, particularly the role of mosques in 

shaping Sunni identity, is crucial for understanding the dynamics of peacebuilding in the 

country. Mosques have historically served as epicenters for community engagement and 

the dissemination of knowledge, with clerics using sermons to foster a sense of unity and 

resilience among the population. The United States' failure to appreciate the significance 

of these religious institutions and the cultural context in which they operate hindered 

effective peacebuilding efforts. Recognizing the influence of mosques and incorporating 

them into peacebuilding strategies can enhance the prospects for sustainable peace by 

leveraging their role in community cohesion and conflict resolution. 

3.3 US Liberal Peacebuilding in Iraq  

 The post-2003 U.S. intervention in Iraq represents a critical case study in the 

application of Liberal peacebuilding policies, where the promotion of democratic 

institutions and market-oriented reforms were envisioned as the cornerstones of peace and 

stability. An example of this can be seen in the US implementation of national elections 

and the drafting of a new constitution, both of which were aimed at establishing democratic 
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governance and fostering political stability (Mughamis and Kadhim 2023). Despite these 

ambitions, the intervention is widely regarded as a failure, largely attributable to a profound 

misapprehension of the local context. The imposition of Western-centric models of 

governance and economic development failed to account for Iraq's intricate social fabric, 

historical grievances, and deep-seated sectarian divisions. This disconnect not only 

undermined the legitimacy and effectiveness of peacebuilding efforts but also intensified 

existing tensions, resulting in protracted conflict and sustained instability. This literature 

review seeks to elucidate the shortcomings of U.S. policy in post-2003 Iraq, highlighting 

the paramount importance of context-sensitive approaches in the design and 

implementation of international peacebuilding initiatives.  

Effective peacebuilding efforts require adaptation to the specific needs of the local 

community and an understanding of civil society's desires through a grassroots approach. 

Shlash and Patrick Tom (2011) offer a critical analysis of U.S. Liberal peacebuilding, 

highlighting its deficiency in obtaining local legitimacy, which ultimately resulted in its 

failure in the region. They argue that there were several implications that made it difficult 

for the US to implement democratization and liberalization in Iraq. The prolonged exposure 

to authoritarian rule during the Iran-Iraq War, which notably curtailed civil liberties, 

fostered a nationalist ideology in Iraq that further entrenched resistance to democratic 

ideals, complicating efforts to promote democratic governance in the post-conflict 

environment. The United States falsely believed that the process of liberation would lead 

to peace in Iraq, although it instead heightened tensions and further destabilized the 

country. The Liberal peace model was neither conceived from a local standpoint nor 

executed with sufficient care, thereby exacerbating the destabilization of Iraqi society. 
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 Mughamis and Kadhim (2023) echo similar thoughts to Shlash and Tom (2011), 

arguing that the implementation of Liberal models in repressed societies was ineffective 

due to Iraq’s unique cultural and political background. The U.S., under the guidance of 

President Bush, introduced democratization, prioritizing regime change and state reform 

(Bassil 2011). However, the transition to a democratic and Liberal market system was 

challenging due to ongoing social conflicts and the weakness of government institutions. 

The Coalition Provisional Authority exacerbated these difficulties by dismissing many 

Baathists Iraqis from government positions, thereby creating a significant power vacuum. 

The application of U.S. Liberal peacebuilding policies in post-2003 Iraq failed to 

achieve long-term stability, primarily due to their inability to resolve issues at the local 

level. Despite efforts to establish democratic institutions and implement market-driven 

reforms, these policies fundamentally misunderstood and overlooked the complex cultural 

and religious dynamics intrinsic to Iraqi society. The imposition of a standardized, 

Western-centric model of governance ignored the necessity for a tailored peacebuilding 

approach, one that accounted for Iraq’s unique historical context and sectarian divisions. 

As a result, rather than fostering sustainable peace, these policies exacerbated existing 

conflicts and contributed to persistent instability. This underscores the critical importance 

of developing more nuanced, context-specific strategies in international peacebuilding 

initiatives. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology  

4.1 Research Design  

This study adopts a qualitative research design, which is particularly suitable for a 

comprehensive exploration and analysis of the multifaceted cultural and religious 

dimensions of peacebuilding in the context of post-2003 Iraq and the approaches taken by 

the United States. Qualitative research allows for a nuanced investigation of complex 

social phenomena and is especially effective when working with existing secondary 

sources. It enables the researcher to delve deeply into the subject, identify patterns, and 

uncover the underlying factors that drive the peacebuilding dynamics in the region.  

4.2 Data Collection  

The primary source of data for this research comprises an extensive array of 

secondary sources, including academic articles, books, government reports, policy 

documents, historical records, and media reports. These secondary sources have been 

selected systematically based on their relevance, credibility, and recency. By ensuring 

that the chosen sources are academically sound and up to date, we can construct a 

comprehensive and diverse collection of perspectives and information related to our 

research objectives. 

In curating the secondary sources, I undertook a systematic literature review 

process. This involved searching relevant academic databases, libraries, and digital 

repositories for works pertaining to the cultural and religious dimensions of 

peacebuilding, the Iraq War, US policies, and the role of Islam in post-2003 Iraq. The 

selected sources encompass a wide range of opinions and research findings, providing a 

robust foundation for my analysis. 



 
 

20 

4.3 Data Interpretation and Synthesis 

Following the collection of data, I interpreted the findings in the context of the research 

questions and objectives. I conducted an analysis, discerning the similarities, differences, 

and relationships between the cultural and religious dimensions of peacebuilding and the 

US approaches in post-2003 Iraq. This phase of analysis allows us to draw meaningful 

conclusions, formulate insights, and answer our research questions effectively. 
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Chapter 5: The US-Led Liberal Peacebuilding Paradigm in Post – 2003 Iraq  

In the aftermath of the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the international community bore 

witness to a monumental shift in the landscape of Iraq, one marred by insecurity, political 

upheaval, and the urgent need for post-conflict reconstruction. Amidst the complexities of 

this volatile environment, the United States emerged as a pivotal actor in shaping the 

trajectory of peacebuilding efforts in the newly liberated Iraq. Through regime change and 

creating a new governing authority the US intended to spread the Liberal ideals of making 

Iraq more democratic. With its formidable military presence and an assertive role in the 

nation's governance, the United States became the primary actor for steering the nation 

towards a path of stability, Liberal ideals, and peace. However, Iraq was a country that did 

not have the elements required to foster a sustainable democracy which contributed to the 

failure of the US policies that were implemented.  Iraq was striving to rebuild its economy 

and social structure following years of UN sanctions and a conflict with Iran. Furthermore, 

the nation became even more unstable as a result of the US's Liberal peacebuilding 

initiatives, which included the de-Baathification program and the creation of the Coalition 

Provisional Authority.  

Chapter 5 delves into the heart of this peacebuilding endeavor, focusing on the 

Liberal peacebuilding paradigm championed by the United States in post-2003 Iraq. This 

paradigm, rooted in Liberal democratic principles and influenced by Western conceptions 

of governance, aimed to create a stable and democratic Iraq, serving as a model for the 

Middle East region. However, this chapter acknowledges that the path toward this vision 

was fraught with numerous challenges, complexities, and controversies. This chapter will 

examine the policies, institutions, and interventions introduced by the United States with 
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the objective of fostering a democratic and peaceful society. In the process, it will critically 

assess the effectiveness and impacts of these approaches and policies on the ground, while 

also considering the cultural and religious contexts in which they were implemented. By 

examining the US-led Liberal peacebuilding paradigm in post-2003 Iraq, this chapter seeks 

to provide a comprehensive understanding of the role of external actors in shaping 

peacebuilding initiatives and to shed light on the broader implications of this paradigm for 

both Iraq and the field of peace studies.  

Liberal peacebuilding proposes that countries with Liberal institutions, 

encompassing social, economic, and other aspects, are inclined to exhibit greater peace in 

both their domestic as well as global relations (Newman et.al 2009). The Democratic Peace 

theory asserts that democracies refrain from engaging in armed conflict with one another 

due to the potential disruption it may create to their economic and commercial relations 

(Newman et.al 2009). With this rationale the Bush Administration believed that Saddam 

Hussein posed a threat and Democracies such as the United States become aggressive when 

they perceive threats from non-democracies (Russett 1993). The United States has used the 

fundamental principles of Liberal peacebuilding and state building to implement these 

concepts in countries like Iraq, but these efforts ultimately proved to be ineffective in the 

long term.  State building which has its roots in classical Liberal ideology is focused on the 

structures and functions of government which Iraq was ill-equipped for and the US 

attempted through many of their policies.  (Ismael and Ismael 2019).  

The Bush Administration failed to devise a comprehensive strategy for 

implementing peacebuilding and state building efforts and instead promptly moved to oust 

Saddam Hussein and facilitate the democratization process in the country. The US made a 
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naïve assumption that removing Saddam Hussein would bring in a new era where 

democracy flourished in Iraq and the people would enjoy it (Shlash and Tom 2011). There 

were numerous instances where actions by the United States proved to be more reactive 

and destabilized the country more. For instance, the dismantling of the former regime’s 

state structure, including the disbanding of the Iraqi army, resulted in a security vacuum of 

400,00 soldiers on the street (Shlash and Tom 2011). This decision caused massive looting 

and violence and with the US attempt to establish security by force, ethnic and secretarian 

tensions rose. The US concentrated on top-down methods without taking into account a 

bottom-up approach to peacebuilding, which hindered efforts to establish peace in Iraq 

through securitization of state building.  

.The primary stated objective of the Bush administration was to establish 

democracy in Iraq and foster stability within the nation.  The Bush administration 

erroneously asserted that Iraq possessed Weapons of Mass Destruction despite the absence 

of supporting evidence. The Iraq Survey Group was charged by the U.S government to find 

WMD but they declared in September 2004 that there were no chemical weapons since 

1991 (Bassil 2012). The CIA conducted an investigation into this as well and concluded 

there was no evidence of WMDs in Iraq. The US became so focused on its mission to 

remove Saddam Hussein from power and implement a governing body that aligned with 

the democratic values of the US that they ignored the reports about the WMD that were 

coming out.   Additionally, the invasion was deemed permissible by the US because of 

Saddam Hussein's gross violations of human rights and the objective of imposing a regime 

change (Bassil 2012). The United States viewed this as a significant move towards 

democratizing Iraq and applying Liberal peacebuilding strategies. Nevertheless, the choice 
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to meddle in Iraq's terrain proved to be catastrophic, resulting in long-lasting devastation 

and enduring consequences for the Iraqi population. Furthermore, there was a lack of a 

comprehensive peacebuilding plan in Iraq, as everything was hastily executed in order to 

achieve the aim of the Bush administration to rapidly democratize the country. Democratic 

consolidation requires the presence of five interconnected criteria which allows states to 

create a functioning, stable, democratic government. These circumstances were lacking in 

Iraq at the time, which is why the US effort to stabilize the country failed. The five 

prerequisites are as follows: 1. The presence of circumstances that facilitate the growth of 

a liberated and dynamic civil society; 2. The presence of a relatively independent and 

esteemed political society; 3. Adherence to the principles of the legal system; 4. A state 

bureaucracy; 5. An economy that is well-established and institutionalized (Linz and Stepan 

1996). These five conditions were needed for Iraq to have a successful transition to a 

thriving democracy. However, Iraq did not have these which led to even more violent 

confrontations on a local level. The concept of Liberal peace has dominated the field of 

peacebuilding for the past three decades, and institutions such as the United Nations have 

been at the vanguard of efforts to end conflicts through means such as peace agreements. 

The world since the Cold War has drastically changed and the way policy makers view 

peacebuilding has changed as well. Liberalism worked post-cold war because that was the 

ideology that was being exported towards the MENA region to thwart communism. 

However, the post 9/11 era was marked with exporting democracy towards the MENA 

region that was not entirely prepared for it nor was it stable. Additionally, in addition to 

stability western policymakers need to look inside the country and understand the dynamics 

that were going on at a local level especially after 9/11. The reality, however, for western 
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policymakers is that Liberal peacebuilding is fading because it is not proving to be the most 

effective and the world order has changed. The post-cold-war order required a functioning 

state to simultaneously generate order, prosperity, and political participation. The focus of 

peacebuilding has shifted to stability, which emphasizes the need for order and control over 

conflict drivers. It is essential for policymakers and peacebuilders to approach 

peacebuilding from the perspective of the Iraqis and what would work for them. 

 The United States initiated their peacebuilding endeavors through the establishment 

of the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA), which 

subsequently transformed into the Coalition Provisional Authority under the leadership of 

Lieutenant Paul Bremer. The CPA established two measures that were flawed and 

ultimately exacerbated regional destabilization. The initial measure implemented was the 

de-Baathification of the government, resulting in the removal of 30,000 skilled 

administrators from the political framework of the nation. This subsequently led to a 

political vacuum in Iraq (Holden 2012). The second event involved Bremer’s decision to 

dismantle the military forces, resulting in the unemployment of 300,000 highly skilled 

individuals who were knowledgeable about the terrain in Iraq (Holden, 2012).  The CPA 

endeavored to apply Liberal institutional democratic concepts that proved unsuccessful in 

Iraq's post-war environment. The CPA's unpopularity among the Iraqis stemmed from the 

perception that it posed a threat to Iraqi society due to its direct governance by a foreign 

military authority. As the conflict escalated between the insurgent groups and the CPA, the 

number of civilian casualties rose significantly, reaching approximately 100,000 (Holden 

2012). The conflict escalated due to the prevalence of unemployment in the area and the 

availability of limited utilities. The United States was unable to establish an effective 
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system of government for the Iraqi population and they disregarded the local 

circumstances.  

Johan Galtung's theory of structural violence provides a lens through which to 

understand the systemic inequalities and injustices embedded within social structures, 

often resulting in harm and suffering for marginalized groups. Structural violence, as 

Galtung describes it, is the indirect violence perpetuated by institutions and social systems 

that systematically disadvantage certain groups while privileging others (Galtung 1969). 

Unlike direct violence which is immediate and done by certain persons or actors, structural 

violence is embedded in the political and economic organization of society, leading to long-

term harm. In the case of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) in post-2003 Iraq, the 

implementation of Galtung's theory becomes apparent in various ways. The CPA's 

approach to governance and reconstruction efforts largely favored Western interests and 

elite Iraqi factions, while neglecting the needs and voices of the broader Iraqi population. 

For instance, the disbanding of the Iraqi army resulted in a security vacuum and 400,000 

soldiers on the street (Shlash and Tom 2011). Decisions such as the dissolution of the Iraqi 

army and the de-Baathification process led to widespread unemployment and 

disenfranchisement, particularly among Sunni Arabs, exacerbating existing ethnic and 

sectarian tensions. The systemic nature of these policies and their detrimental impact on 

Iraqi society exemplify the manifestation of structural violence within the framework of 

post-conflict reconstruction efforts. The imposition of the CPA and the foreign government 

might be seen as a manifestation of structural violence, which in turn played a role in the 

general destabilization of the country. 
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The primary objective of the US in Iraq post-war was to uphold its dominant 

influence in the region and ensure the protection of oil in the region. This was achieved 

through the removal of Saddam Hussein from office and subsequent establishment of a 

government that exacerbated the destabilization of the country. The effectiveness of 

fostering stability in the region will be undermined if the United States fails to acknowledge 

the significance of the local context and religion. The United States also initiated an 

invasion of Iraq solely on speculation, resulting in lasting implications for the nation. The 

validity of the justifications that led to the invasion of Iraq should be subject to 

introspection by the United States.The invasion of Iraq by western powers, particularly the 

US, resulted in a catastrophic consequence for the country. 
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Chapter 6:  Cultural and Religious Dynamics in Post-2003 Iraq  

  

The cultural and religious fabric of Iraq is deeply intertwined with its historical and 

contemporary identity. The diversity of ethnicities, sects, and belief systems within the 

nation contributes to a complex socio-cultural environment, where Islam holds a central 

position in shaping individual and communal perspectives. Against this backdrop, this 

chapter endeavors to unravel the cultural and religious dynamics, examining their roles in 

either fostering or impeding the prospects of sustainable peace. 

The significance of this exploration lies in the recognition that successful 

peacebuilding requires a profound understanding of the contextual forces at play. Iraq's 

post-2003 landscape, characterized by political transitions, societal fractures, and external 

interventions, underscores the need to dissect the cultural and religious dimensions with 

precision. Moreover, Islam holds immense importance in Iraq, serving as a cornerstone of 

identity, community cohesion, and historical continuity, thus influencing societal dynamics 

and shaping the political landscape. Notably, in the post-2003 era, the role of identity and 

mosques has become increasingly prominent in Iraq's cultural and religious landscape. 

Mosques not only serve as places of worship but also as pivotal centers for community 

gathering, political discourse, and social mobilization. They act as vital nodes in the 

network of community relations, significantly influencing public opinion and communal 

actions. The intertwining of religious identity with political and social identities has 

deepened, often shaping the allegiances and conflicts that define contemporary Iraq. This 

chapter, therefore, seeks to contribute a comprehensive analysis that goes beyond the 

conventional geopolitical lens, delving into the lived experiences, belief systems, and 

cultural nuances that influence the peacebuilding narrative. 
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By delving into the cultural and religious dynamics, this chapter aims to address 

fundamental questions: How do cultural identities intersect with peacebuilding efforts? In 

what ways do religious beliefs contribute to or hinder the reconciliation process? To what 

extent do historical legacies and cultural heritage influence contemporary peacebuilding 

initiatives? Through an in-depth examination of these questions, this chapter aspires to 

provide a nuanced understanding of the cultural and religious underpinnings shaping the 

post-2003 peacebuilding landscape in Iraq. In doing so, it aims to contribute valuable 

insights that can inform more effective and culturally sensitive approaches to fostering 

enduring peace in this complex and dynamic region. Post-2003, the role of mosques in 

shaping cultural identities has been pivotal. They have become arenas where the interplay 

between identity and peacebuilding is most visible. By fostering a collective identity rooted 

in Islamic principles, mosques have the potential to bridge divides and promote a cohesive 

peacebuilding strategy 

The 2003 invasion of Iraq and the subsequent collapse of Saddam Hussein's regime 

brought long-simmering sectarian identities among Shia and Sunni populations to the 

forefront. The disintegration of the central government created a power vacuum, leading 

to widespread chaos and a breakdown of social order. This period of turmoil exacerbated 

sectarian tensions as various groups vied for power and control in the absence of a unifying 

authority. Amid this societal disarray, many Iraqis turned to mosques as sanctuaries of 

stability and community. For both Shia and Sunni populations, mosques became vital 

centers for social support, offering not only spiritual solace but also a sense of belonging 

and identity. This reliance on mosques for communal cohesion highlighted their 
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significance in the societal fabric of post-2003 Iraq, as they helped to mitigate the 

fragmentation and foster a semblance of order amidst the chaos. 

Defining the concept of religious peacebuilding is essential to understand its 

significance and relevance to Iraq. Religious peacebuilding is an evolving idea in the field 

of peacebuilding, and it is usually examined through case studies. For this study, religious 

peacebuilding is defined as peacebuilding that is driven and enhanced by religious and 

spiritual influences, as well as by connections to religious communities and organizations 

(Dubois 2008). Islam has played a pivotal role in fostering religious peacebuilding in Iraq 

post-2003. Various aspects of Islamic teachings, along with the faith’s intrinsic connections 

to local religious communities, have been instrumental in the implementation of 

peacebuilding strategies within the nation.  

In post-2003 Iraq, mosques have emerged as crucial platforms for promoting 

dialogue and reconciliation among different ethnic and religious groups. These religious 

centers, traditionally focused on worship and community gatherings, have expanded their 

roles to include active participation in peacebuilding initiatives. Mosque leaders, 

particularly imams and clerics, have harnessed their influence to foster intercommunal 

harmony. For instance, various mosques have organized interfaith dialogues, where leaders 

from different sects and religions come together to discuss common concerns and promote 

mutual understanding. Additionally, during times of heightened tension, mosque leaders 

have utilized Friday sermons to deliver messages of peace and reconciliation, urging their 

congregations to resolve conflicts through dialogue and cooperation. For example, Grand 

Ayatollah Mohammed al-Sadr began giving sermons in 1996 every Friday and his sermons 

focused on large scale social problems (Patel 2022). Sadr addressed in his sermons the 
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nationwide problems of electricity blackouts and demanded the provision of uninterrupted 

services. After Sadr, Ayatollah Sistani began sermons or fatwas every Friday that were 

tailored to address a lot of the local issues that were occurring in society. These efforts 

underscore the transformative potential of mosques in the peacebuilding landscape of Iraq, 

highlighting their ability to bridge divides and foster a culture of peace. 

David Patel, in his book “Order Out of Chaos,” explores the intricate dynamics of 

social and political organization in post-2003 Iraq, emphasizing the pivotal role of local 

institutions in shaping societal order. Patel argues that amidst the chaos following the U.S 

invasion, traditional structures such as mosques emerged as critical centers for community 

cohesion and resistance. This underscores a significant oversight by the U.S which failed 

to account for the profound influence of religion and local contexts in its efforts to establish 

stability. Mosques became essential hubs for Iraqis, who in the absence of central authority, 

gravitated towards these familiar and trusted institutions. The lack of knowledge of the US 

of the local cultural and religious landscapes in international interventions leads to 

unintended consequences and prolonged instability in the country.  

Before the 2003 invasion, the Shi'a population in Iraq typically did not hold Friday 

prayers, focusing instead on Hussainiyas—prayer halls primarily used during Muharram 

for commemorating Imam Hussein. However, in the aftermath of the U.S. invasion, 

mosques and Friday sermons gained new significance as venues for community 

coordination and addressing social issues. Patel recounts his experiences in Iraq, 

illustrating how these gatherings became essential for community organization in the 

absence of central authority. For instance, Patel describes the lack of cohesion regarding 

basic communal tasks like waste disposal and neighborhood cleanliness. Through Friday 
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sermons, religious leaders could mobilize communities to tackle these issues collectively, 

filling the void left by the collapsed state infrastructure. This transformation highlights the 

adaptive role of religious institutions in providing stability and social order during times of 

upheaval. 

In post-2003 Iraq, the Sunni population faced a significant identity crisis and 

struggled to find their place in the rapidly changing societal landscape. Unlike the Shi'a, 

who could rally around sect-specific institutions and leaders like Ayatollah Sistani, the 

Sunnis lacked a unifying figure or institutional framework that could offer a sense of 

belonging and direction. This absence of leadership and cohesive identity made it 

challenging for the Sunni community to navigate the new political and social order. As a 

result, Sunnis were often left fragmented and uncertain, unable to effectively address their 

collective needs and interests. This vacuum further complicated their integration into the 

post-invasion Iraqi society, highlighting the critical role that religious and communal 

institutions play in providing stability and identity during times of upheaval.  

In Fanar Haddad's article "A Sectarian Awakening: Reinventing Sunni Identity in 

Iraq after 2003," he explores how the Sunni population in Iraq redefined their identity in 

response to the post-2003 sociopolitical landscape. Haddad argues that the fall of Saddam 

Hussein's regime and the subsequent rise of Shi'a political dominance precipitated a 

profound identity crisis among Iraqi Sunnis. This crisis was exacerbated by the perception 

of marginalization and exclusion from the new political order. As a result, Sunni identity 

became increasingly politicized and sectarian, driven by a sense of victimization and a 

desire to reclaim their historical status. 
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The reinvention of Sunni identity involved several key processes. Firstly, 

communal narratives began to emphasize historical grievances and a sense of victimhood, 

portraying Sunnis as defenders of a threatened heritage. Sunni political and religious 

leaders played a crucial role by invoking symbols and rhetoric that highlighted Sunni 

suffering and resistance. This included the use of media and public discourse to disseminate 

stories of Sunni persecution and to frame political struggles in sectarian terms. 

Furthermore, Sunni identity was also reshaped through the formation of new political 

entities and militias that sought to protect Sunni interests and assert their place in the Iraqi 

political landscape. These groups provided a platform for Sunnis to rally around shared 

sectarian interests, reinforcing a collective identity distinct from the Shi'a majority. The 

Sunni insurgency, fueled by both ideological and pragmatic motivations, also contributed 

to this redefinition, as armed resistance became a key component of Sunni identity in the 

post-2003 era. Through these processes, the Sunni community in Iraq reinvented their 

identity as one rooted in resistance, victimhood, and a historical narrative of 

marginalization, which served to unite them in the face of a rapidly changing and often 

hostile environment 

Shia clerics have played an indispensable role as influential mediators in the 

complex landscape of Iraqi society, particularly in promoting peacebuilding efforts. Their 

deep-rooted authority and moral influence among the Shia community have enabled them 

to act as key figures in navigating political and social challenges, advocating for stability, 

and fostering dialogue between diverse groups. As such, their contributions are vital to 

understanding the broader dynamics of peace and conflict in Iraq, highlighting the 

intersection of religious leadership and political processes in post-conflict reconstruction. 



 
 

34 

Their impact transcends religious boundaries, covering the social, political, and cultural 

domains. However, the United States often overlooked the potential of Shia clerics as key 

agents in stabilizing Iraq. By neglecting to engage with and harness the influence of these 

clerics, the US missed a vital opportunity to leverage the power of Shia Clerics for 

peacebuilding efforts. US policies often prioritized secular approaches or relied heavily on 

military strategies, neglecting the social and religious fabric that plays a pivotal role in 

Iraq's governance and stability. Furthermore, the US occupation inadvertently 

marginalized Shia clerics by dismantling existing power structures without providing 

viable alternatives or engaging with local religious authorities.  This oversight contributed 

to the perpetuation of sectarian tensions and hindered the establishment of lasting stability 

in Iraq. Shia Clerics have extensive knowledge of local communities, wield respect and 

authority, and have traditionally played important roles in conflict resolution and consensus 

building. The US missed a valuable opportunity to leverage the knowledge of Shia Clerics 

and tap into indigenous mechanisms for reconciliation and nation-building.  

In addition to the significant role of Shia clerics, mosques served as crucial 

community hubs for Iraqis, playing a vital part in peacebuilding and social cohesion. 

Mosques were not only places of worship but also centers for community gatherings, 

conflict resolution, and dissemination of important social messages. They provided a space 

for dialogue, fostering a sense of unity and collective identity among the local population. 

By overlooking the role of mosques, the US missed the opportunity to utilize these 

established community structures for promoting reconciliation and rebuilding trust within 

Iraqi society. The combined influence of Shia clerics and the central role of mosques could 
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have been harnessed to tap into indigenous mechanisms for reconciliation and nation-

building, paving the way for a more stable and cohesive Iraq. 
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     Chapter 7: Discussion and Findings  

  This thesis aims to investigate the complex roles of culture and Islam in post-2003 

Iraq, with a specific focus on the shortcomings in the United States' understanding of these 

dynamics. Following the Iraq War, cultural and religious issues played a vital role in 

determining the country's political, social, and economic situation. Nevertheless, despite 

substantial investments in peacebuilding endeavors, the United States frequently 

overlooked the complex cultural intricacies and the fundamental importance of Islam in 

Iraqi society. Central to this cultural and religious framework were the mosques, which 

served as crucial community hubs for Iraqis. These mosques not only provided a space for 

worship but also acted as centers for community gatherings, conflict resolution, and the 

dissemination of important social messages. By neglecting the role of mosques, the US 

missed an opportunity to engage with these established community structures to promote 

reconciliation and social cohesion. Moreover, this thesis offers a critical analysis of the 

Liberal peacebuilding methods carried out by the United States. It argues that these policies 

were ineffective in addressing the fundamental cultural and religious aspects, hence 

impeding the achievement of lasting peace and stability in Iraq. 

Religion has significant influence, capable of either fostering unity or causing 

division within a society. In the context of Iraq, religion had the capacity to bring people 

together. Religious peacebuilding is a concept that is continuously developing and gaining 

significance within the field of peacebuilding. This study highlights the important 

contributions made by Shia clerics in promoting peace in Iraq after 2003. During the period 

of instability that followed the downfall of Saddam Hussein's government, Shia clerics 

played a significant role as powerful intermediaries and peacekeepers. They used their 
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religious authority to encourage reconciliation and reduce hostilities between different 

communities. Their capacity to interact with local communities and resolve the socio-

cultural problems of their constituents served as a vital basis for promoting stability and 

social unity in Iraq. Additionally, mosques, as central community hubs, were integral to 

this peacebuilding process. Mosques provided a space for worship, community gatherings, 

conflict resolution, and the dissemination of important social messages. Shia clerics, 

through their interactions within these mosques, were able to engage with local 

communities and address the socio-cultural problems of their constituents. This dual role 

of Shia clerics and mosques served as a vital basis for promoting stability and social unity 

in Iraq, underscoring the essential role of religious and community institutions in 

peacebuilding efforts. 

However, although Shia clerics have been successful in their efforts to promote 

peace at the local level, the peacebuilding policies pursued by the United States had a 

destabilizing impact on the nation. These measures, which involved structural institutional 

changes and attempts to establish democracy, frequently overlooked the influence of 

religious leaders and did not effectively tackle the root causes of instability in Iraq. As a 

result, the exclusion of Shia clerics and other religious figures limited their ability to 

contribute to efforts aimed at promoting peace. This worsened tensions along sectarian 

lines and created a favorable atmosphere for violence and extremism.  

Emphasizing the significant role of Shia clerics and mosques in promoting 

reconciliation and stability draws attention to a previously neglected aspect of 

peacebuilding endeavors in the region. The results emphasize the crucial role of religious 

leaders in actively involving themselves with local communities, tackling socio-cultural 
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concerns, and fostering a peaceful coexistence among Iraq's diverse religious and ethnic 

factions. Furthermore, this study highlights the need of acknowledging and utilizing the 

impact of Shia clerics in efforts to promote peace, especially when compared to the 

limitations of Liberal peacebuilding strategies adopted by the United States. Recognizing 

the authority and influence of religious leaders, policymakers and practitioners can create 

more comprehensive and successful strategies for promoting peace in Iraq that are based 

on the socio-cultural conditions of the region. This study enhances our comprehension of 

the forces influencing post-2003 Iraq and provides valuable perspectives that can guide 

comprehensive and enduring approaches to attaining peace and stability in the region. 

The findings of this research both support and contest prevailing theories 

concerning Iraq after 2003. Although certain results are consistent with well-established 

frameworks regarding the influence of culture and Islam on Iraqi society as a whole, this 

study provides new insights by examining in greater detail the particular shortcomings of 

American understanding and intervention. This study adds novel insights to the discourse 

on peacebuilding and conflict resolution by illuminating the shortcomings of Liberal 

peacebuilding policies in effectively resolving the intricate cultural and religious dynamics. 

Furthermore, the difficulties presented to traditional theories emphasize the necessity for 

international interventions to adopt a more nuanced and culturally attuned approach. In 

practice, these results underscore the significance of integrating religious and cultural 

dynamics at the local level into peacebuilding approaches; disregarding these elements may 

compromise endeavors to foster enduring stability and peace in regions affected by 

conflict, such as Iraq after 2003. Additionally, this research holds practical implications for 

policymakers and practitioners involved in peacebuilding endeavors, compelling them to 
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reassess and modify their approaches in order to more adequately consider the complexities 

of indigenous religion and culture.  

This study emphasizes a significant gap in the current body of research on 

peacebuilding in Iraq, specifically the insufficient focus on the contribution of religious 

leaders in promoting reconciliation and stability. Previous analyses have failed to properly 

comprehend the intricate dynamics that shape post-2003 Iraq by neglecting the impact of 

Shia clerics and other religious figures. As a result, policymakers have neglected 

significant opportunities to foster peace and resilience in the region. Hence, it is crucial for 

forthcoming studies to acknowledge the crucial contributions of religious leaders in the 

pursuit of peacebuilding and to integrate their viewpoints and tactics into more 

comprehensive policy frameworks designed to attain enduring peace and stability in Iraq. 
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Conclusion  

The research conducted in this thesis provided a comprehensive analysis of the 

intricate dynamics of peacebuilding in post-2003 Iraq with a specific focus on the cultural 

and religious dimensions and their interaction with Liberal peacebuilding strategies 

implemented by external actors, particularly the United States. It has become evident that 

the success of peacebuilding efforts in Iraq is intricately tied to an understanding of the 

complex cultural and religious landscape of the nation. Local traditions, norms, and 

beliefs significantly shape perceptions of peace and conflict resolution, often influencing 

the effectiveness of external interventions. 

The Liberal peacebuilding tactics employed by the United States and other 

Western powers have encountered significant challenges when confronted with the 

deeply rooted cultural and religious traditions of Iraq. While these strategies may be well-

intentioned, their effectiveness is often hindered by a lack of cultural awareness and an 

inadequate understanding of local dynamics. This study has highlighted the importance of 

recognizing the intersections and disparities between local and external approaches to 

peacebuilding. While external interventions may offer resources and expertise, they must 

be integrated with indigenous knowledge and practices to ensure relevance and 

sustainability. 

Importantly, the implications of these findings extend beyond the context of Iraq 

to inform broader discussions on international peacebuilding. By recognizing the 

significance of cultural and religious dynamics and promoting a more nuanced 

understanding of local contexts, future peacebuilding initiatives can be more effective 

and sustainable.  This research underscores the need for a holistic and contextually 
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appropriate approach to peacebuilding, one that recognizes and respects the cultural and 

religious diversity of conflict-affected regions such as Iraq. By doing so, we can move 

closer towards the realization of long-lasting peace and stability, not only in Iraq but also 

in other conflict affected areas around the world.  
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