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History of the Political Usage of Local Tribal Identity in Iraq
State and Sheikhs Serving Each Other
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Abstract: The strained bipartite relationship between the state and the tribes has
formed since the mid-19th century, an important part of Iraq’s modern socio-political
history. In this study, the author hypothesizes that these relations have continued
through the dual process of conflict and cooperation and the tension between
modernization and tradition. The state failed to make progress in the integration
of groups with subcultures and to create a unified political culture. Modernizing
institutions such as education and the army, as well as the tyranny of the sheikhs
and the poverty of the countryside, helped to bring about the partial disintegration of
the tribal structure. This did not, however, entirely do away with the pattern of tribal
thinking, rather tribal culture permeated the cultural fabric in numerous guises and
managed to embellish its slogans through the party and the sect.

Keywords: Iraq, State, Tribe, Tribal Sheikhs, Modernization
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st Dr Karim Hamza worked as Professor in the Department of Sociology, Faculty of Arts, University of Baghdad. We
draw the attention of the reader to the sad departure of Dr Karim Hamza before completion of the final version of this
study, which Omran had agreed to publish before final amendments were made. Dr Hamza made a big contribution to
the enrichment of sociological research in Iraq. He held major academic posts in his country, including Director of the
National Center for Sociological and Criminological Research (1980-1982) and Chair of the Department of Sociology at
Beit Al-Hikma. The Iraqi Ministry of Culture honored him before his death with the Iraq Prize for Creativity for 2016,
in recognition of his academic work in sociology. Omran is proud to publish his final piece of work. God rest his soul.
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