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CPA Responsibility in The Rise of the

Islamic State
by Isabelle Dahl Acker

Resumé:

Artikeln studerar kopplingar mellan den amerikanska delstatsregeringen i Irak (Coalition
Provisional Authority, 2003—2004) och uppgangen av jihadistiska extremistgruppen IS, spe-
cifikt i Irak. Texten behandlar i vilken grad CPA-regeringen ar ansvarig for utvecklingen av IS,
och fokuserar pa fyra huvudfaktorer. Tva giller CPA:s roll avseende de-Ba’ahtifiseringen av
Irak och den militira upplosningen. De 6vriga faktorer som behandlas som beror kopplingen
till CPA giller Abu Ghraib-skandalen/Camp Bucca-situationen samt religiosa och kulturella
konflikter. Artikeln konkluderar med att CPA skapade en fientlig och sirbar miljo. Dock
spelar regionens historiska religiosa konflikter stor roll med rotter djupt inne i IS. Slutsatsen
ar att CPA inte kan uppbira exklusiv skuld till skapelsen av IS.

THE CONTROVERSIAL ‘War on Terror’, de-
clared by President Bush and led by the US
and the UK has, according to many, not
only been the result but also the cause of
the creation of their enemies. One of these
enemies being the terrorist group Islamic
State (IS), also known by the names Daish,
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL).
This jihadist organization, that has become
increasingly present in the last decade, oper-
ates through severe violence in attempts to
uphold their extreme form of Islamic faith,
specifically in the Sunni denomination. Even
going so far as to fight for a Muslim caliphate
in the Middle East, a stratagem originating
from the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party," the
extremist political party kept in power for
over 20 years by the abusive former Iraqi
dictator, Saddam Hussein.

Their pan-Arab policy fought for a sin-
gular nation designed for all Arabs across
the Middle East; a concept which IS has not
strayed far from, focusing on the ancient
religious rivalry between Sunni and Shiite

Muslims, a conflict stemming from the death
of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 AD.>

The group’s origin and violent acts have
been known to be blamed on the United
States, specifically their invasion of Iraq in
2003 following the 9/11 attacks. In response
to the attacks, the United States invaded
Afghanistan and thereafter had the possibility
to address what seemed to be, defined by the
United States, imminent threats of weapons
of mass destruction presented by Saddam
Hussein.? This invasion and the consequent
establishment of an American-led interim
government have been frequently criticized
and even blamed for the following rise of
terrorism in the Middle East.

Two interim governments were formed by
the United States in Iraq, both having the
goal of stabilizing the country through build-
ing democratic systems. The first being the
Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian
Assistance (ORHA), led by Jay Garner; a
senior military officer with extensive experi-
ence in post-war reconstruction. The second
led by diplomat Paul Bremer, the Coalition
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Provisional Authority (CPA); which was to
be the main administration focused solely on
rebuilding Iraq; unlike ORHA which was a
pre-existing entity.*

There were, and still are, disputes to whom
should have led the CPA, Garner having more
experience along with connections in the
Middle East, or Bremer never having been to
Iraq yet having experience with interagency
counterterrorism strategies.’ However, this
essay will not discuss the alternative ways
the United States might have approached the
“War on Terror’ for better results; instead, it
will explore only the responsibility which may
or may not be placed on the United States
interim government in Iraq. Specifically, the
research question: To what extent was the
CPA responsible for the rise of the terrorist
group Islamic State.

With ca 22 ooo deaths resulting from ter-
rorist attacks, in 2017° alone, a concomitant
prominence of terrorism has flourished in the
media and the minds of nations. This leads
to a paramount demand for understanding,
not only motivations but causes behind these
radical actions. With an understanding, a
solution and methods for further prevention
can be developed.

As aforementioned, the United States is
often scrutinized for their actions in the
Middle East, often blamed for immortalizing
their enemies rather than overcoming them.”
However, the statements that come with this
argument are far too broad to be explored,
instead this essay explores the specific ac-
tions of the American entity (CPA) placed
directly in Iraq and therefore extremely likely
to have had an impact on the condition of
Iraq. This essay provides evidence to show
that the CPA enhanced a pre-existing hostile
environment present due to other factors
which evolved into groups with violent po-
litical and religious motives. Additionally, as
there were pre-existing factors contributing
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to the instability in Iraq, preceding the CPA,
it cannot receive full responsibility for the rise
of these extremist groups, specifically IS. This
essay will explore actions with roots directly
in the governance of the CPA, orders 1 and
2, and two additional factors, which will
be analyzed in order to determine whether
the CPA was involved and to what level of
significance, these being the Iraqi prison
scandals and religious influences.

Order 1: De-Ba’athification of
Iraqi Society

In preparation for the post-war efforts in
Iraq, Paul Bremer put in place three goals:
improving and developing Iraqi security, re-
pairing Iraqi infrastructure and organizing a
representative body to establish a constitution
along with legitimate elections.® The first step
to accomplish, mainly the first and second
goal, was defined as “De-Ba’athification of
Iraqi Society”. Hussein’s Ba’athist govern-
ment had enforced an extremely unequal
rule, specifically targeting Shia Muslims,
based on ancient rivalries dating back to
632 AD, leading to unjust treatment of those
non-Arab and/or non-Sunni.” In order to
equalize the country, the order entailed a
removal of senior Ba’athist party members
and/or sympathizers from positions of civil
service and prohibiting them from joining
the private sector." Additionally, Hussein
had previously required all civil servants
to pledge Ba’athist allegiance, thus the De-
Ba’athification required a total disintegration
of government.""

The CPA created this plan, aiming for a
concomitant disassociation of prejudice and
brutality with the government; thus, begin-
ning a road towards rehabilitated security
and paving the way for the establishment
of a representative authority.”* In terminat-
ing the incumbencies of the authorities, the



CPA had plans to create an equal body to
aid the CPA when it came time to transfer
power back to the Iraqi people.”> Bremer
traveled across the country to find respect-
ed individuals from as many communities
as possible to assemble an administration
representative and desirable to the Iraqi
population.'* Howbeit these efforts proved
less effective than required to appease the
Iraqi people, the extensive American in-
tervention gradually became viewed as an
occupation rather than a liberation from
an abusive regime. With a long history of
conflict between the West and the Middle
East, the most recent case being the Gulf
War in 1990, this loss of sovereignty led to
the adoption of a real-politic'S perspective
on the American intervention.'® This real-
istic approach determined that the United
States was acting in their own self-interest,
rather than trying to help a fragile state.'”
Along with the absence of trustworthy lead-
ership the nation was extremely vulnerable,
specifically impuissant against ideological
rebellion. This is crucial as it resulted in the
creation of an environment where groups
like IS were able to rapidly expand by ex-
ploiting this fragility. Ultimately the CPA
had created an environment where religious
prejudice could flourish without significant
government resistance, this caused the Iraqi
people’s perspective on the CPA to become
increasingly distrustful. However, this pre-
sented only the opportunity for groups like
IS to burgeon, the means can be linked to
the following order.

Order 2: Dissolution of Enti-
ties with Annex A

Shortly after the “De-Ba’athification” pro-
cess, the CPA determined that the next step
on the road to stability would be establish-
ing a negative peace,'® instilled through the
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dissolution of the largely corrupted and Sunni
dominated Iraq military. Thus, the CPA
implemented “Dissolution of Entities with
Annex A” which warranted the dissolution
of the Iraqi military including all ministries;
resulting in upwards of 250 ooo individuals
becoming jobless overnight.'® The motivation
behind the decision being, that to create a
negative peace, the corrupted institutions
would need to be disposed of in order to
stop the spread of the detrimental Ba’athist
ideology; these institutions being the military
and ministries.*®

A complete disbandment of the military
forces resulted in the creation of the first
group able to resist the foreign administra-
tion, their financial impairment a significant
reason to resent the CPA. Additionally, they
became the first group to be excluded from
the rebuilding of their own country. The
Iraqi public’s support for the CPA deterio-
rated almost completely, and the opposition
movements strategically took advantage
of the desperate soldiers’ pecuniary situa-
tions.*" Additionally, Iran, a Shia-dictated
nation bordering Iraq, would have profited
by this power vacuum. As Iran is in an on-
going proxy war with Saudi Arabia, a Sunni
dominated nation, both sides struggling for
influence in the Middle East.** This gave Iran
incentive to disrupt the American efforts for
representative democracy in order to estab-
lish a Shia government, and thus an Iranian
ally.?3 This demonstrates an external factor
working against the CPA’s efforts, making
the attempt to establish controlled rule in
the power vacuum extremely difficult.

However, Bremer disputes the consequenc-
es of the second order. According to him the
military had disbanded themselves before
they arrived. The Military having no leader
to follow and thus no determined objec-
tives, he claims they dissolved on their own
accord. Despite this claim, Bremer has no
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method other than his word to authenticate
his statement, his superiors openly disagree
with him, claiming they had no knowledge
of his plan to issue the disbandment. Bremer
however, states he informed his superior
in his chain of command, the Secretary of
Defence at the time, Donald Rumsfeld. He
adds that interagency communications were
not part of his assignments.** Bremer’s state-
ments lack corroboration which regardless
of their truthfulness does not expunge the
results of the order; that a large amount of
Iraqi military officers joined IS among other
terrorist groups. As former CPA Military
Strategist, Colonel Thomas X. Hammes
explained the motivations “Now you have
a couple hundred thousand people who are
armed, because they took their weapons
home with them, who know how to use
the weapons, who have no future and have
a reason to be angry at you”.*

The situation can be explained through
Galtung’s conflict triangle: the CPA’s possibly
naive assumptions that a foreign authority
removing the country’s only physical form
of security would lead to stability became
perceived as an oppressive inequality, in
Galtung’s terms a contradiction. A contra-
diction that, following his model, developed
to a point where violent groups manifested
themselves. This group being IS which was
supported by a large number of ex-Ba’athists
and unemployed soldiers. This described by
Galtung’s peace model as the contradiction
(the inequality) progressing from the latent
level to a manifest level where behaviors are
tangibly demonstrated.

Along with the disgruntled soldiers, the
caucuses utilized the hostility against the
CPA; presenting the population with a choice
between what most perceived as two evils.
This left a vacuum which became filled by the
manifestation of groups with a new Ba’athist-
like agenda; purporting that the society had
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chosen, their ‘lesser evil’. The vacuum cre-
ated the means for the rise of the al-Qaeda
splinter group, Islamic State, a group that
continues to terrorize the world today.>”

Abu Ghraib Prison and Camp
Bucca

The Western interference in Iraq, specifically
the Iraqi prison systems (mainly Abu Ghraib
and Camp Bucca), raises the question of the
strength of power the CPA and its decisions
had. Abu Ghraib prison, notorious for the
torture of its inmates, had from the 1980s
been run by Hussein and used for the deten-
tion of political prisoners. However, when
Hussein’s regime toppled, the CPA came
into effect and the command of the prisons
was shifted to them.?®

In 2003 the CPA issued order 10; ‘Mana-
gement of Detention and Prison Facilities’,
in which the CPA recognized “the urgent
necessity to ensure safe and humane prisons
in order to re-establish law and order and
provide for the safety of the people of Iraq”.
They promulgated that the Iraqi Ministry
of Labor and Social Affairs (MOLSA) and
the Iraqi Ministry of Interior, cease control
of the prison system, transferring it to the
Iraqi Ministry of Justice. The CPA felt this
would be a positive course of action to se-
cure the fair treatment of prisoners, as the
MOLSA and Ministry of Interior had previ-
ously gained control through Hussein, their
justice systems focused on their opponents
rather than the law.*?

The ministries were effectively run by
the CPA, albeit officially only as advisors.
Hussein had previously made an education
in law available only to Ba’athists, giving
the CPA few others to advise after the De-
Ba’athification process. Thus, the CPA had
a significant amount of power as they were
the only ones with the ability to exercise it;



meaning that the CPA were able to abuse
their power. However, according to John C.
Williamson, the senior advisor to the Ministry
of Justice, they did not, and instead worked
closely with the remaining legal officials to
create a functioning legal framework.3°

However, as the Abu Ghraib scandal in-
volved American military members, who tor-
tured and ridiculed the prisoners, a hostility
was perceived by the Iraqi people. This was
likely interpreted by the Iraqi community
as extremely disrespectful, on the basis of
using loosely regulated prisons on Iraq soil
to get away with human rights crimes, an
issue which may have further pushed the
opposition against the United States involve-
ment in Iraq.?"

In May 2004 the Abu Ghraib prison scan-
dal was exposed and the military officers
responsible were prosecuted while the prison
was intensely scrutinized and investigated
for further misconduct.>* The CPA dissolved
shortly thereafter, unrelated to the scandal
but following original plan, leaving them
no time to attempt to fix the prison system.

The official extent to which the US military
and the CPA communicated regarding Abu
Ghraib is laconic, making it impossible to
draw any conclusions about what they could
or should have done to address the situation.
According to Paul Bremer himself, his chain
of command was as follows, a direct mode
of contact with the American Secretary of
Defence, occasionally with the President
himself; with no mention of any military
official.?3 It is however, speculative to draw
any definite conclusion regarding whether or
not the CPA was aware of the Abu Ghraib
atrocities. With the United States government
pursuing the case the CPA likely decided there
was nothing for them to do, with only one
month left until their dissolution.3*

After the scandal, many Abu Ghraib
prisoners were sent to Camp Bucca, which

ANALYS & PERSPEKTIV

became known as the birthplace of radi-
cal extremist Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi, now
the leader of the jihadist terror cell, Islamic
State.?S Both prisons harbored human rights
atrocities and helped both al-Qaeda and IS
recruit more fighters for their radical cause.3¢
With angered and abused prisoners, tortured
by Americans, the recruitment to an Islamic
State rid of the West was likely appealing.3”

Camp Bucca, on the other hand, was
a detention center created to demonstrate
how a military prison should be run. After
the Abu Ghraib scandal, a large number of
prisoners were sent to Camp Bucca. Despite
being a ‘model’ prison, the prisoners held
there were often radical jihadists and were
kept in cage-like cells. They also had collab-
orative settings in which they had the ability
to communicate with other inmates, making
it simple to amalgamate opinions.

Overall nine of IS’ top commanders served
time in Camp Bucca, including the current
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. It is likely
that the men were extremist jihadists before
serving time in Bucca, however, it is certain
that they were after their time there. Veteran
Andrew Thompson and academic Jeremi Suri
described it in an article in the New York
Times, “Their time in prison deepened their
extremism and gave them opportunities to
broaden their following. The prisons became
virtual terrorist universities: the hardened
radicals were the professors, the other de-
tainees were the students, and the prison
authorities played the role of absent custodi-
an.” In addition to Abu Ghraib abuses, less
severe crimes against inmates were commit-
ted in Camp Bucca, likely giving the jihadist
sentiments in the camp far more influence
through providing the inmates with personal
motives for harboring hatred of the West.33

Similar to Abu Ghraib, the extent to which
the US military and the CPA communicat-
ed regarding the methods of the prison is

141



NR 3 ]ULI/SEPTEMBER 2019

unknown. Overall the CPA had the means
to ask for a change in the methods in the
prisons, though without the knowledge of
what was occurring the CPA would have no
reason to ask for such changes. There is no
proof that the CPA was aware of the cruel-
ty; whether the Iraqi people believed this is
questionable. When the CPA dismantled the
security infrastructure the ingrained distrust
towards the West was perceived as confirmed
by the terrorist organizations giving them
propaganda and further motivation to fuel
their movements.3?

Religious and Cultural Fac-
tors

The largest focus of IS is on the Sunni and
Shi’ite divide, one that has existed since ca
632 AD,*° a divide still contemporarily prom-
inent. This historical conflict’s presence in the
contemporary world has been attributed by
many to a theory that the Islamic faith is in-
herently violent. A standpoint demonstrated
by Indonesian scholar, Yahya Cholil Staqu,
who claims, “There is a clear relationship
between fundamentalism, terror and the
basic assumptions of Islamic orthodoxy.”4*
Thus accrediting not only the continued
existence but also the rise of antipathy be-
tween different Muslim denominations to
the religion itself.+*

However, a second opinion often taken
by liberals in hindsight, is that the exten-
sive Western involvement, in this case, in
Iraq, further enhances splits between the
Middle Eastern populations, who express
their instability through religious inequality.*?
This opinion is mainly seen in hindsight as
it conflicts with the general liberal support
for implementing democracy and the gen-
eral disapproval of strong military interven-
tions, depending on the situation. Thus, with
the consequences fairly clear in the present,
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a hindsight opinion has been established.
Religious and cultural inequalities are seen
through a liberal perspective as enhanced by
foreign intervention, especially involvement
by a force with opposite cultural values to
the Middle East.#* As the Shi’ite and Sunni
denominations both have extremist groups,
the West may support one in order to defeat
the radical group of the other. For example,
in Iraq, the American military was clearly
opposed to the Hussein-controlled Sunni
Ba’athist organization and thus may have
been perceived to have indirectly support-
ed the Shia over the Sunni.*> However, it is
worth remarking that the perpetuation of a
conflict does not equate to the creation or
responsibility of said conflict.

This line of reasoning often accompanies
anotion of Western governments claiming a
democratic superiority and thus attempting
to implement it in Iraq, or other non-dem-
ocratic Middle Eastern countries. A notion
that tends to be labeled by liberal-leaning
organizations as being culturally ignorant
and naive.4

The CPA has been criticized for this, be-
ing a tool in implementing democracy in
the Middle East despite the contemporary
liberal opinion that Iraq was not compatible
with democracy. Contemporary, as liberal
opinion has evolved to placing significance
in cultural relativism.#” The, often defined as,
occupation itself along with the pre-existing
religious conflict, and the attempted estab-
lishment of democracy through the CPA’s
orders, created a fragile state.*® A state where
the radical extremist groups took advantage
of the weakness to perpetuate their violent
and prejudiced ideologies.* Through the De-
Ba’athification and the disbandment of the
military, the CPA seems to have overlooked
many crucial factors, such as the pre-existing
poverty due to Hussein’s incumbency along
with the financially challenging environment



in which the dissolved military was placed.
Another factor overlooked, was the strong an-
tipathy between the Muslim denominations
buried in centuries of conflict, an underesti-
mation shown by the lack of preparedness
for any type of opposition of the CPA or its
executive decisions.’®

The CPA seems to have been created to im-
plement democracy in Iraq, as every mention
of the CPA’s course of action, even during the
time of ORHA, is defined as democratic. The
Bush administration had given them a goal,
to stabilize Iraq likely through demanding the
implementation of democratic institutions,
from which Bremer determined a course of
action. Thus, the CPA can be seen as a tool
which the Bush administration used in order
to establish a democratic system as opposed
to an independent entity with the power to
seek the best options to rebuilding Iraq.5"

Conclusion

The CPA functioned under a multitude of
external factors aiming to create stability and
prosperity in a war-torn country, likely doing
what they deemed most logical and beneficial;
in Bremer’s own words “It was not ideal but
it was the right way to go”.5* When issuing
their first order, “De-Ba’athification of the
Iragisociety”, parts of Iragi society did indeed
become De-Ba’athified for a period of time.
However, the De-Ba’athification left the gov-
ernment without substantial replacements,
those given were inexperienced and consulted
by American officials; placing the future of
the country with a foreign occupying force--a
country which operated through democratic
values and administration, a concept unfa-
miliar to the governance of Iraq and even
according to some, incompatible with Middle
Eastern nations.’? The perceived disregard
for the complexities of the Iraqi government
became a tool used by the opposition groups,
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which later developed into terrorist groups,
among them, Islamic State. Although the
theme of resistance bubbling beneath the
surface entailed only a hostile environment,
not the fully-fledged opposition movement.

With the second order sanctioning the
complete disarmament of the Iraqi military
and ministries, the discarded military officers
were effectively recruited by IS. With no sta-
ble source of income and an occupational
government the military officers were faced
with a choice between fiscal advantages or
waiting for a foreign-installed government,
which had terminated their employments,
to stabilize their country. Along with the
Iraqi prison scandals, further recruitment
opportunities lead to an outrage directed at
not only the CPA, but now the West. This
conflict and additionally the aggravation
of the historic religious clashes within the
region created a medium able to carry out a
significant movement against the West and
its presence in the Middle East, taking the
form of the terrorist group IS. With estimates
of upwards of 25 of Islamic States’ 40 top
leaders being former Iraqi Ba’athists, likely
from the military due to their apparent mil-
itary training,’* a clear link between a CPA
action and the main instrument to Islamic
States’ rise can be observed.

With a pre-existing cultural conflict present
in the region, the extent to whether the CPA’s
decisions or the religious incentives were
more influential cannot be tangibly deter-
mined. However, the CPA’s orders triggered
the popularity of an anti-Western movement,
which took the form of terrorist groups which
used these sentiments to further perpetuate
their religious and political motives.

However, with the religious movement
having been existent and relevant before
the presence of the CPA or the West in Iraq,
it begs the question of whether the rise of
the Islamic State was inevitable as David
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Kilcullen, strategist, and counterinsurgency
expert suggests: “Without the Iraq invasion
there would be no IS”.55 The importance
of these questions lies in the age-old phrase
of history repeating itself, something very
much undesirable in this case. To prevent
situations like this happening and contin-
uing to affect populations worldwide, an
understanding of how the situations arose,
must be established; an effort that this es-
say attempts to contribute to. Regardless of
where the responsibility lies, the disastrous
consequences were extremely detrimental,
giving Islamic State propaganda material to
show a violently negative view of the West,
specifically the United States. Showcasing
even further the need to understand and thus
prevent a similar situation from reoccurring.

Despite this, the likelihood that the ter-
rorist group would never have risen without
the CPA is low as radical groups, especially
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Muslim ones, have gained influence around
the world without interim governments
preceding them. The CPA undoubtedly made
mistakes to further inflame the preexisting
unstable and militant schism between groups,
religious or cultural, however, aggravation
does not necessarily entail causation or de-
termine the dependency of the rise of IS on
the existence of the CPA. Overall the CPA’s
mistakes likely accelerated the rise of the
Islamic State through implementing orders
without planning for rejection and opposition
of those orders. However, full responsibility
cannot be placed on the CPA as external fac-
tors cannot be tangibly measured and such
a statement would be speculative based on
the content of this essay.

The author isa Norwegian/American student
with particular emphasis on Global Politics.
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