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ABSTRACT	

	
Since	the	2003	U.S.-led	invasion	of	Iraq,	the	emergence	and	dominant	position	of	

militias	in	the	country	has	become	common	knowledge.		In	terms	of	conceptualization,	

the	rise	of	militias	is	generally	viewed	in	isolation	from	the	era	of	Saddam	Hussein	and	

his	Baʿth	Party’s	rule	of	Iraq,	which	was	thought	to	still	be	centered	on	an	albeit	

weakened,	but	still	highly	centralized	conventional	military	structure.		This	thesis	

presents	a	more	complicated	picture,	with	the	hypothesis	that	the	use	of	militias	by	

Saddam’s	Baʿth	regime	was	both	more	extensive	and	consequential	than	has	been	

previously	realized.		By	bringing	the	two	principal	paramilitary	formations	to	the	

forefront	of	approximately	the	last	decade	of	Baʿthist	rule,	this	work	sheds	light	on	an	

under-studied	aspect	of	Saddam’s	regime:	militias.		It	also	investigates	the	deeper	

continuities	and	conditions	that	have	affected	the	Iraqi	state	with	regard	to	the	

devolution	of	the	institutions	and	organization	of	violence	toward	the	local	level.		

Drawing	on	the	captured	records	of	Saddam’s	regime,	this	study	examines	the	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam	and	Jerusalem	Army,	the	two	major	militias	established	by	the	regime	between	

the	1991	and	2003	wars.		It	argues	that	militias,	while	underappreciated	by	

contemporary	observers,	were	a	crucial	security	instrument	in	the	rebuilding	of	the	

Baʿth	Party	during	the	1990s	and	in	turn,	the	survival	of	the	regime.		This	study	

concludes	by	suggesting	that	violence	devolution	may	be	one	of	the	most	significant	

continuities	between	the	Baʿth	and	post-2003	periods.	
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INTRODUCTION:	Militias	and	the	Question	of	Baʿthist	Decline		

	

June	4	to	June	10,	2014	was	a	week	that	shook	Iraq.		Despite	outnumbering	their	

Islamic	State	in	Iraq	and	the	Levant	(ISIS)	attackers	by	a	ratio	greater	than	fifteen-

to-one,	two	divisions	of	the	Iraqi	Army	and	supporting	security	forces,	some	thirty	

thousand	men,	rapidly	collapsed	as	Mosul	fell	into	enemy	hands.1		Coming	in	the	

wake	of	the	loss	of	Fallujah	and	Ramadi	that	January,	the	debacle	in	Mosul	was	the	

latest	indication	of	the	Baghdad-based	Iraqi	central	government’s	eroding	control	

over	much	of	its	sovereign	territory,	along	with	the	ineffectiveness	of	the	Iraqi	

military.2		As	hastily	organized	militias	and	al-Hashd	al-Shaʿbi	(“Popular	

Mobilization”)	forces	moved	to	the	forefront	of	the	fight	against	ISIL	during	the	

following	months,	it	was	apparent	that	within	three	years	of	the	withdrawal	of	U.S.	

forces	from	Iraq,	there	was	little	left	to	show	for	the	efforts	to	reconstitute	the	Iraqi	

military	as	a	centralized	force	between	2003	and	2011.3			Iraq’s	army,	an	institution	

intended	to	surpass	and	ultimately	supplant	the	role	of	militias	through	a	truly	

national	and	professional	presence	collapsed	inward	to	become	a	collection	of	

loosely	organized	units	and	militias.	

																																																								
1	Suadad	al-Salhy	and	Tim	Arango,	“Sunni	Militants	Drive	Iraqi	Army	Out	of	Mosul,”	New	York	Times,	
June	10,	2014,	http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/11/world/middleeast/militants-in-
mosul.html?_r=0.	
2	Yasir	Ghazi	and	Tim	Arango,	“Iraq	Fighters,	Qaeda	Allies,	Claim	Falluja	as	New	State,”	New	York	
Times,	January	3,	2014,	http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/04/world/middleeast/fighting-in-
falluja-and-ramadi.html.		
3	Fanar	Haddad,	“The	Hashd:	Redrawing	the	Military	and	Political	Map	of	Iraq,”	Middle	East	Institute,	
April	9,	2015,	http://www.mei.edu/content/article/hashd-redrawing-military-and-political-map-
iraq.	
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Since	the	2003	U.S.-led	invasion	of	Iraq,	the	emergence	and	dominant	

position	of	militias	in	the	country	has	become	common	knowledge.4		While	it	is	

important	not	to	minimize	the	disastrous	economic,	social,	and	political	

consequences	stemming	from	the	decision	of	the	Coalition	Provisional	Authority	

(CPA)	to	disband	the	Iraqi	Army,	with	regard	to	military	affairs,	the	early	months	of	

the	occupation	in	the	summer	of	2003	are	often	seen	in	isolation	from	preceding	

events	in	Iraq’s	history.5		The	subsequent	rise	of	militias	is	thus	treated	as	a	clean	

break	with	the	era	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	rule,	centered	on	an	albeit	weakened,	but	

still	highly	centralized	conventional	military	structure.		This	study	will	suggest	a	

more	complicated	picture,	with	the	hypothesis	that	the	use	of	militias	by	the	Arab	

Socialist	Baʿth	Party	regime	was	both	more	important	and	consequential,	often	in	

unintended	ways,	than	has	been	previously	realized.		In	short,	between	1991	and	

2003,	the	enduring	conflict	with	the	United	States	and	sanctions	eroded	the	

conventional	military	while	continued	domestic	threats	necessitated	the	creation	of	

militias	to	maintain	security	at	the	local	level.		The	later	collapse	of	the	Baʿthist	state	

and	disbanding	of	the	army	in	2003	unwittingly	exacerbated	the	processes	of	

violence	devolution,	facilitating	the	rise	of	sub-state	militias	and	increasing	the	

ranks	of	armed	non-state	actors	comprising	the	insurgency.						

	By	bringing	militias	front	and	center	to	the	study	of	approximately	the	last	

decade	of	Baʿthist	rule,	this	work	aims	to	shed	light	on	an	under-studied	aspect	of	

																																																								
4	David	Ucko,	“Militias,	tribes	and	insurgents:	The	challenge	of	political	reintegration	in	Iraq,”	Conflict,	
Security	&	Development,	Vol.	8,	No.	3	(October	2008):	341-373.	
5	One	of	most	valuable	and	devastating	accounts	of	early	mistakes	made	during	the	occupation	
remains	Ali	A.	Allawi,	The	Occupation	of	Iraq:	Winning	the	War,	Losing	the	Peace	(New	Haven,	
Connecticut:	Yale	University	Press,	2007).	
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the	regime	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party	while	investigating	the	deeper	

continuities	and	conditions	that	have	affected	the	Iraqi	state	with	regard	to	the	

institutions	and	organization	of	violence.6		At	the	same	time,	it	is	hoped	that	the	

study	of	militias	will	highlight	one	of	the	central	ways	in	which	the	besieged	regime	

of	Saddam	Hussein	actually	reasserted	and	strengthened	its	hold	over	areas	of	the	

country	and	population	of	Iraq	under	its	control.7			

Despite	the	numerous	political	and	economic	challenges	facing	the	Iraqi	state	

and	ultimately	eroding	its	sovereignty	during	the	dozen	years	between	the	1991	

and	2003	wars,	the	devolution	of	security	and	organization	to	the	local	level	by	way	

of	the	Baʿth	Party’s	branches	proved	to	be	an	effective	strategy	in	some	important	

respects.8		As	Joseph	Sassoon	discovered,	“Many	have	argued	that	the	party	

weakened	after	the	1991	uprising,	but	the	statistics	clearly	illustrate	that	

recruitment	continued	at	an	intensified	pace.”9		Along	the	same	lines,	Aaron	M.	Faust	

found	that	by	the	late	1990s,	the	“party	had	regained	whatever	influence	in	society	

it	lost	and	was	stronger	than	ever.”10		And	when	the	2003	war	came,	as	Samuel	

																																																								
6	The	conceptualization	of	these	issues	has	been	inspired	by	works	such	as	Ariel	I.	Ahram,	“War-
Making,	State-Making,	and	Non-State	Power	in	Iraq,”	Yale	Program	on	Governance	and	Local	
Development,	Working	Paper	No.	1	(2015):	1-39,	and	Ahmed	S.	Hashim,	“Military	Power	and	State	
Formation	in	Modern	Iraq,”	Middle	East	Policy,	Vol.	10,	No.	4	(Winter	2003):	29-47,	along	with	
conversations	with	Dina	Rizk	Khoury.	
7	In	addition	to	the	de	facto	independence	enjoyed	by	much	of	Iraqi	Kurdistan	from	1991	onward,	no	
fly	zones	in	both	the	north	and	south	restricted	regime	access	to	these	areas	of	Iraq	and	placed	limits	
on	the	means	of	coercion	at	its	disposal.	
8	This	runs	counter	to	many	portrayals	of	the	Baʿth	regime	at	the	time	of	the	U.S.-led	invasion	in	
2003.	For	example,	Bernard	Lewis,	who	advised	Vice	President	Dick	Cheney	during	preparations	for	
war,	described	it	as	the	“already	crumbling	tyranny	of	Saddam	Hussein.”	Bernard	Lewis,	Notes	on	a	
Century:	Reflections	of	a	Middle	East	Historian	(New	York:	Viking,	2012),	329-330.		As	cited	in	Samuel	
Helfont,	“Compulsion	in	Religion:	The	Authoritarian	Roots	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	Islam”	(Ph.D.	
Dissertation,	Princeton	University,	2015),	262.	
9	Joseph	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party:	Inside	an	Authoritarian	Regime	(New	York:	
Cambridge	University	Press,	2011).	
10	Aaron	M.	Faust,	The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq:	Saddam	Hussein’s	Totalitarianism	(Austin,	Texas:	
University	of	Texas	Press,	2015),	86.		
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Helfont	concluded,	“On	the	ground,	the	regime	was	much	more	robust	than	outside	

observers	had	anticipated.		The	regime’s	power,	however,	was	not	based	on	the	

institutions	one	expects	to	see	in	an	authoritarian	state.		Instead	of	a	powerful	army	

and	uniformed	police,	the	Baʿthists	relied	on	civilian-clothed	paramilitary	militias.”11		

The	following	work	will	attempt	to	build	on	these	findings	and	insights	that	when	

assessed	together,	constitute	an	important	historiographical	trend	in	the	study	of	

Baʿthist	Iraq.				

In	the	debate	over	whether	Arab	authoritarian	regimes	are	better	classified	

as	“strong”	or	“weak”	states,	this	study	subscribes	to	Nazih	Ayubi’s	view	that	

understanding	them	as	weak	but	“fierce”	is	more	analytically	useful	in	the	case	of	

Baʿthist	Iraq.		As	a	“fierce	state”	that	had	“frequently	to	resort	to	raw	coercion	in	

order	to	preserve	itself,”	Iraq	under	Saddam	and	the	Baʿth	Party	outpaced	its	

regional	rivals	in	terms	of	both	internal	and	external	enemies,	along	with	the	levels	

of	blunt	coercion	entailed	in	regime	survival.12		While	the	party	was	a	key	extension	

of	Saddam’s	control,	militias	were	a	key	extension	of	the	party’s	control	and	hence	

that	of	the	regime.		The	rebuilding	and	expansion	of	the	former	category	had	the	

same	effect	on	the	latter	two.		The	story	of	how	this	state	of	affairs	came	to	be	is	part	

and	parcel	with	the	evolving	security	situation	of	Saddam’s	regime	during	its	final	

dozen	years,	an	overview	of	which	will	properly	contextualize	a	discussion	of	

militias.		In	charting	this	process,	it	is	necessary	to	first	return	to	an	earlier	military	

																																																								
11	Helfont,	“Compulsion	in	Religion,”	263.	
12	Nazih	N.	Ayubi,	Over-stating	the	Arab	State:	Politics	and	Society	in	the	Middle	East	(New	York:	I.B.	
Tauris,	2001),	3.	
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debacle:	the	defeat	of	Iraqi	forces	in	the	1991	Gulf	War	and	the	domestic	uprising	

that	accompanied	it.	

	

Iraq’s	Long	Gulf	War	

	

Between	February	28	and	March	1,	1991	an	armed	revolt	against	Saddam	Hussein’s	

rule,	later	termed	the	Intifada	(“Uprising”)	or	the	safhat	al-ghadr	wa	al-khiyana	

(“The	Page	of	Betrayal	and	Treachery”)	by	the	regime	itself,	quickly	enveloped	large	

areas	of	Iraq.		Coming	on	the	heels	of	Iraq’s	defeat	at	the	hands	of	the	allied	coalition	

and	the	expulsion	of	the	Iraqi	military	from	Kuwait	in	the	1990-1991	Gulf	War,	or	

Umm	al-Maʿarik	(“The	Mother	of	All	Battles”)	as	Saddam	termed	it,	the	Intifada	

represented	an	existential	crisis	for	the	regime	in	Baghdad.13		Most	ominously,	the	

traditional	arms	of	the	Baʿth	Party	in	Iraq,	its	provincial	branches	and	their	security	

organizations,	proved	incapable	of	containing	the	unrest	as	rebels	and	defecting	

soldiers	quickly	overran	the	southern	governorates	and	much	of	the	country.14		

Despite	disastrously	initiating	eight	years	of	war	with	Iran	from	1980	through	1988	

and	another	war	against	the	U.S.-led	coalition	two	years	later,	the	most	dangerous	

threat	to	the	continuation	of	Saddam’s	and	Baʿthist	rule	in	Iraq	came	from	within.15	

In	what	likely	proved	to	be	the	saving	grace	of	Saddam’s	regime,	the	

American-led	military	offensive	to	liberate	Kuwait	proved	too	effective.		The	

																																																								
13	An	early	and	well-known	account	was	provided	in	Kanan	Makiya,	Cruelty	and	Silence:	War,	
Tyranny,	Uprising	and	the	Arab	World	(New	York:	W.W.	Norton	&	Company,	1994).	
14	Dina	Rizk	Khoury,	“The	security	state	and	the	practice	and	rhetoric	of	sectarianism	in	Iraq,”	
International	Journal	of	Contemporary	Iraqi	Studies,	Vol.	4,	No.	3	(2010),	332-33.	
15	Rebels	quickly	overran	no	less	than	fourteen	of	Iraq’s	eighteen	provinces.	
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coalition’s	pincer	strategy	aimed	at	drawing	in	and	surrounding	Iraq’s	elite	

Republican	Guard	divisions,	many	of	which	had	been	withdrawn	and	replaced	by	

regular	Iraqi	Army	and	Jaysh	al-Shaʿbi	(“Popular	Army”)	formations	prior	to	the	

ground	war,	advanced	rapidly	through	the	Iraqi	forces	deployed	to	the	Kuwaiti	

theater.16		By	the	time	allied	coalition	commander	General	Norman	Schwarzkopf	

announced	a	unilateral	ceasefire	one	hundred	hours	into	the	war,	Iraq’s	crucial	

Republican	Guard	divisions	remained	beyond	the	reach	of	coalition	ground	forces	

and	were	largely	unscathed.17		In	hindsight,	withdrawing	these	units	beforehand	

proved	to	be	one	of	the	better	military	decisions	made	by	Saddam	throughout	his	

time	in	power.		

	Drawing	on	these	spared	divisions,	along	with	General	Schwarzkopf’s	

acquiescence	to	the	Iraqi	military’s	use	of	helicopters	on	the	basis	of	the	country’s	

destroyed	infrastructure	preventing	travel	on	the	ground,	forces	loyal	to	Baghdad	

quickly	crushed	the	uprising	during	the	following	weeks.18		Despite	the	uprising’s	

initial	success,	its	spontaneity	left	outside	powers	and	the	Iraqi	opposition	

unprepared	to	capitalize	on	early	gains.19		With	its	back	against	the	wall	and	defying	

most	expectations,	Saddam’s	regime	had	been	defeated	militarily	by	a	coalition	of	

																																																								
16	Although	written	before	researchers	had	access	to	the	captured	Iraqi	records	and	reliant	on	
defector	memoirs	and	open	sources,	for	a	nonetheless	useful	discussion	of	these	events	with	respect	
to	the	Iraqi	military,	see	Pesach	Malovany,	“The	Performance	of	the	Iraqi	Armed	Forces	in	Operation	
Desert	Storm	and	the	Impact	of	Desert	Storm	on	Its	Performance	in	Operation	Iraqi	Freedom,”	in	
Amatzia	Baram,	Achim	Rohde,	and	Ronen	Zeidel,	eds.	Iraq	Between	Occupations:	Perspectives	from	
1920	to	the	Present	(New	York:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2010):	173-188.	
17	Andrew	Rosenthal,	“Military	Aims	Met:	Ground	War	Suspended,	Conditioned	on	End	to	Iraqi	
Attacks,”	New	York	Times,	February	28,	1991,	A1.	
18	Ch.	20	in	Michael	R.	Gordon	and	Bernard	E.	Trainor,	The	Generals’	War:	The	Inside	Story	of	the	
Conflict	in	the	Gulf	(New	York:	Back	Bay	Books,	1995).	
19	Faleh	A.	Jabar,	“Why	the	Intifada	Failed,”	in	Fran	Hazelton	(ed.),	Iraq	Since	the	Gulf	War:	Prospects	
for	Democracy	(New	York:	Zed	Books,	1994):	97-117.	
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thirty-one	countries	and	faced	a	major	domestic	rebellion,	yet	proved	“fierce”	

enough	to	cling	to	power.			

The	legacy	of	1991	set	the	tempo	for	the	regime’s	last	decade.		The	position	

of	oneself	and	his	or	her	family	in	relation	to	the	uprising	served	as	the	basis	for	

inclusion	or	exclusion	to	such	things	as	financial	support,	government	jobs,	and	

admissions	to	police	and	military	academies.20		The	1991	uprising	also	cast	a	

shadow	extending	beyond	the	toppling	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	regime	in	2003.		In	late	

2005,	American	forces	were	tipped	off	regarding	a	secret	bunker	used	by	Iraqi	

security	forces	to	hold	and	torture	prisoners.		To	the	surprise	of	American	military	

officers	on	the	scene,	many	of	the	prisoners	turned	out	to	be	former	pilots	or	their	

relatives,	suggesting	that	Iraqis	in	the	new	government	were	settling	the	scores	of	

1991.21		While	the	regime’s	suppression	of	the	1991	uprising	was	not	motivated	by	

sectarianism,	its	treatment	of	the	local	population,	writings	about	it	by	Iraqi	exiles,	

and	the	subsequent	sectarian	portrayal	and	usage	of	events	by	political	factions	

made	for	a	powder	keg	in	the	form	of	the	post-2003	political	order	installed	under	

the	auspices	of	the	U.S.	occupation.22		The	ensuing	war	of	sectarian	narratives	and	

victimhood	show	no	sign	of	ending	at	the	time	of	this	writing.23	

	During	the	roughly	dozen	years	between	the	1991	and	2003	wars,	despite	

sanctions,	international	isolation,	the	imposition	of	no-fly	zones	in	the	northern	and	

																																																								
20	Entire	box	files	of	records	are	dedicated	solely	to	such	background	checks.		For	one	example,	see	
BRCC-010-5-6.	
21	This	story	is	recounted	in	Michael	R.	Gordon	and	Bernard	Trainor,	The	Endgame:	The	Inside	Story	
of	the	Struggle	for	Iraq,	From	George	W.	Bush	to	Barack	Obama	(New	York:	Vintage	Books,	2013),	
186-187.	
22	Arguably	the	best	treatment	of	sectarianism	in	light	of	the	2003	war	is	Fanar	Haddad,	Sectarianism	
in	Iraq:	Antagonistic	Visions	of	Unity	(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2011).	
23	For	one	of	the	best	analyses	of	this	dynamic,	see	“Postscript”	in	Dina	Rizk	Khoury,	Iraq	in	Wartime:	
Soldiering,	Martyrdom,	and	Remembrance	(New	York:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2013),	245-253.	
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southern	areas	of	the	country,	airstrikes	against	regime	weapons	and	facilities,	and	

regularly	occurring	plots	against	Saddam’s	rule,	the	regime	remained,	only	being	

toppled	by	external	intervention	in	the	form	of	the	U.S.-led	invasion	in	2003.		

Americans	may	have	perceived	the	hiatus	between	the	1991	and	2003	wars	as	

peacetime,	but	Iraqis	faced	a	very	different	reality.		Following	a	2002	visit	by	

Saddam	to	local	peoples’	councils	in	various	provinces,	a	memorandum	circulated	to	

the	secretaries	of	the	party	branches	stressed	the	importance	of	party	members	

wearing	military	uniforms	at	all	times	while	on	duty.		Quoting	Saddam,	the	author	

reminded	them,	“Until	now	we	still	see	planes	flying	in	our	sky	that	brave	Iraqis	

resist	and	the	blockade	is	still	imposed	on	us.”24		Perpetual	war	thus	necessitated	

the	appearance	of	the	party	as	ready	for	battle	at	all	times.		The	battle	had	been	and	

would	continue	to	be	waged	against	both	internal	and	external	enemies.		But	aside	

from	martial	appearance	and	attire,	what	were	the	party’s	means	for	fighting	such	a	

battle?	

The	fact	that	Saddam	remained	in	power	for	so	long	spoke	to	the	durability	

and	resilience	of	the	regime	in	the	face	of	an	enduring	multi-faceted	confrontation.		

While	the	Republican	Guard	divisions	of	tanks	and	artillery,	along	with	helicopter	

gunships	were	essential	for	crushing	the	uprising	and	keeping	Saddam	in	power	

through	his	darkest	days	of	February	and	March	1991,	they	by	themselves	would	

not	keep	him	and	the	party	there	indefinitely.			

Heavy	weapons	systems	alone,	along	with	offering	little	in	the	way	of	direct	

control	over	the	population,	didn’t	resolve	the	regime’s	fundamental	security	

																																																								
24	BRCC-004-4-1-0323.	
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weakness—the	inability	of	the	party	branches	and	security	organizations	to	contain	

the	uprising	at	the	local	level.		As	Sassoon	found,	“After	the	1991	uprising	the	regime	

understood	that	it	must	extend	its	control	of	both	the	civilian	and	military	

populations	to	anticipate	such	events	and,	more	importantly,	to	crush	any	nascent	

opposition.		Therefore,	during	the	regime’s	final	decade,	the	security	services	were	

expanded.”25		Although	conventional	military	forces	would	be	relied	upon	in	such	

areas	as	the	Kurdish	provinces	of	the	north	and	the	southern	marshlands26	that	had	

slipped	entirely	beyond	regime	control	throughout	its	final	decade	in	power,	local	

security	for	the	regime	amongst	the	population	at	large	required	a	lighter	footprint	

and	ultimately	a	more	flexible	force	that	could	be	adapted	to	the	security	needs	of	

the	regime.		In	this	regard,	militias	constituted	a	useful	instrument.		Although	the	

official	party	militia	was	disbanded	with	the	collapse	of	the	party	branches	following	

the	1991	Gulf	War	and	uprising,	militias	would	be	rebuilt	alongside	the	

reconstituted	and	expanded	party	as	the	1990s	progressed.	

The	first	formal	formation	to	be	unveiled	during	the	post-1991	period	was	

the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	(“those	who	are	willing	to	sacrifice	themselves	for	Saddam”),	

which	was	both	a	militia	and	paramilitary	organization.27		This	organization	was	

																																																								
25	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	5.	
26	For	a	recent	work	on	regime	counterinsurgency	efforts	in	the	south	during	this	period,	see	Ariel	I.	
Ahram,	“Development,	Counterinsurgency,	and	the	Destruction	of	the	Iraqi	Marshes,”	International	
Journal	of	Middle	Eastern	Studies,	47	(2015):	447-466.	
27	The	difference	between	usage	of	Fidaʿiyyu	versus	Fidaʿiyyeen	returns	to	Arabic	grammar	rules	for	
the	ending	of	plural	nouns	as	the	first	word	in	a	construction.		Thus,	the	official	name	of	the	group	
containing	both	words	reads	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	whereas	the	stand-alone	plural	is	Fidaʿiyyeen.		This	
work	will	abide	by	the	Arabic	grammar	rules	with	respect	to	using	these	words	in	the	text.		The	
singular	form	fidaʿiyyi	(“sacrifice”)	and	returns	to	the	verb	“to	sacrifice.”	
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officially	established	by	order	of	Saddam	in	October	1995,28	recruiting	its	members	

through	the	Baʿth	party	apparatus	and	to	a	lesser	degree,	sympathetic	volunteers	

from	the	Arab	world.29		With	regard	to	the	latter,	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	continued	a	

practice	of	the	Popular	Army,	which	had	fielded	units	of	“Arab	volunteers”	during	

the	1980-1988	war	with	Iran	and	the	1990-1991	war.30		Recruits	were	trained	on	

light	weapons	such	as	assault	rifles,	rocket-propelled	grenade	launchers,	and	

mortars.31		Saddam’s	son	Uday	was	appointed	as	the	organization’s	leader,	or	

“supervisor,”	in	1997	by	way	of	presidential	decree.32		The	appearance	of	the	force	

ended	a	four-year	hiatus	during	which	the	party	did	not	possess	an	official	militia	

arm.	

The	functions	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	exceeded	the	typical	distinctions	between	

paramilitary	organizations	based	on	their	militias	on	the	one	hand,	and	intelligence	

agencies	on	the	other.		While	its	militia	provided	security	in	and	patrolled	urban	

areas,	other	operatives	monitored	the	population,	gathered	intelligence	and	

reported	rumors,33	assassinated	opposition	figures	at	home	or	abroad,34	prepared	

for	“martyrdom	operations”	in	Kurdistan	and	Palestine	(the	latter	apparently	more	

																																																								
28	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-002-035	79-84,	“Letter	from	Fedayeen	Saddam	dated	10/07/1995/number	
640/to	the	vice	chairman	of	the	revolutionary	command	council	regarding	Fedayeen	Saddam,”	
October	7,	1995.	
29	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-418,	“Memorandum	from	Fedayeen	Saddam	Secretariat	concerning	
requests	from	Sudanese	individuals	and	a	Yemeni	to	join	the	Fedayeen	Saddam	Forces,”	August	24,	
2002.	
30	CRRC	SH-MISC-D-000-532,	“Speeches	of	Brigade	Commanders	regarding	the	political	situation	in	
Palestine	and	Sudan	and	discussions	with	Saddam,”	August	1999.	
31	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-002-035	21.	
32	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-002-030,	“Order	Placing	Uday	in	Charge	of	the	Fedayeen	Saddam,”	November	5,	
1997.	
33	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-121,	“Rumors	of	Iraqi	and	Saudi	volunteers	to	fight	against	the	US	in	
Afghanistan,”	December	6,	2001.	
34	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-000-693,	“Fedayeen	Saddam	Execution	Plan	of	the	Southern	Sectors	Opposition	
Leaders,”	October-November	2000.	
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symbolic	preparation	than	the	former),35	and	trained	the	next	generation	of	the	

regime’s	most	loyal	cadre	in	the	Ashbal	Saddam	(“Saddam	Cubs”).36		However,	

typical	distinctions	had	little	relevance	to	the	regime	of	Saddam	Hussein.		The	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	was	not	very	different	from	other	organizations	in	the	regime’s	

often	overlapping	and	competing	security	apparatus,	where	each	organization	

contained	intelligence,	political,	security,	and	armed	branches.37					

Following	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	the	creation	of	the	Jaysh	al-Quds	(“Jerusalem	

Army”)	in	2001	provided	hundreds	of	thousands	of	Iraqis,	men	and	women,	with	

paramilitary	training	and	instruction	on	how	to	use	light	weapons.38		By	design,	this	

was	envisioned	as	a	considerably	larger	force	than	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam.		

Established	ostensibly	for	the	“liberation	of	Palestine,”	an	internal	document	noted	

the	importance	of	large-scale	exercises	for	“inflaming	the	emotions	of	the	citizens.”39		

The	authors	of	the	Iraqi	Perspectives	Report	accurately	discerned,	“The	Al-Quds	

Army	was	a	regional	militia	created	to	control	specific	areas,	and	after	the	

experience	of	1991,	to	crush	as	rapidly	as	possible	any	disturbance	that	did	occur.”40		

This	assessment	aligns	with	the	records	examined	in	this	study.		As	will	be	seen,	

although	the	training	and	equipping	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	would	place	major	

																																																								
35	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-081,	“Letters	pertaining	to	Fedayeen	Saddam	Secretariat	Office	in	relation	
to	volunteers	for	Martyrdom	Operations,”	October	7,	2002.	
36	The	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	oversaw	the	training	of	the	Saddam	Cubs	in	paramilitary	summer	camps.		
For	example,	see	BRCC	01-2670-0000-0134,	“Order	from	Uday	Hussein	authorizing	training	
exercises	with	the	Ashbal	Saddam,”	2002.		Uday’s	official	title	was	the	“Supervisor	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	
Saddam.”	
37	Ibrahim	Al-Marashi,	“Iraq’s	Security	and	Intelligence	Network:	A	Guide	and	Analysis,”	Middle	East	
Review	of	International	Affairs,	Vol.	6,	No.	3	(September	2002):	1-13.	
38	BRCC	004-4-0347,	“Training,”	March	19,	2002.	
39	BRCC,	003-5-5-0234,	“Initiative,”	August	10,	2002.	
40	Kevin	M.	Woods,	Michael	R.	Pease,	Mark	E.	Stout,	Williamson	Murray,	and	James	G.	Lacey,	The	Iraqi	
Perspectives	Report:	Saddam’s	Senior	Leadership	on	Operation	Iraqi	Freedom	from	the	Official	U.S.	Joint	
Forces	Command	Report	(Annapolis,	Maryland:	Naval	Institute	Press,	2006),	48.	
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burdens	on	the	party	and	military	establishments,	the	decision	to	proceed	reflected	

the	regime’s	priority	to	increase	the	number	of	armed	security	actors	at	the	local	

level,	along	with	its	renewed	capacity	to	do	so.				

	

Saddam	Hangs	On	

	

In	the	decade	after	1991,	the	survival	of	Saddam’s	regime	led	observers	and	

academics	to	study	both	the	ways	in	which	it	evolved	and	how	it	remained	in	power.		

In	a	2000	Foreign	Affairs	article,	Ofra	Bengio	wrote,	“But	if	Saddam	is	a	pathetic	

strategist,	he	is	also	a	brilliant	tactician,	a	talent	that	has	allowed	him	to	escape	from	

mistakes	again	and	again.”41		Indeed,	Saddam’s	flexibility	and	adaptability	in	terms	

of	tactics	were	a	hallmark	of	the	regime	throughout	the	1990s.		Evolving	security	

conditions	begot	evolving	security	strategies.	

Contemporary	studies	revealed	the	“re-tribalization”	policies	or	“neo-

tribalism”	of	the	Baʿth	regime	from	the	latter	stages	of	the	Iran-Iraq	War	in	elevating	

the	power	of	rural	tribal	sheikhs,	or	inventing	them	when	required,	making	them	

official	tools	in	policies	aimed	at	re-imposing	“full	control	over	its	population.”42		

Amatzia	Baram	perceived	this	policy	as	more	of	an	outgrowth	of	increasingly	

important	tribal	alliances	during	and	after	the	1991	Intifada	when	the	party	

branches	collapsed43,	whereas	Falah	Jabar	argued,	“Social	tribalism	was	detected	

																																																								
41	Ofra	Bengio,	“How	Does	Saddam	Hold	On?”	Foreign	Affairs,	Vol.	79,	No.	4	(July/August	2000),	92.	
42	Amatzia	Baram,	“Neo-Tribalism	in	Iraq:	Saddam	Hussein’s	Tribal	Policies	1991-96,”	International	
Journal	of	Middle	Eastern	Studies,	Vol.	29,	No.	1	(February	1997),	4.	
43	Ibid.,”	7.	
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rather	than	invented	by	the	state.”44		Jabar	interpreted	this	phenomenon	on	the	

grounds	of	the	weakening	Iraqi	state,	the	erosion	of	its	capacity	for	coercion	under	

the	weight	of	war	and	sanctions,	and	ultimately,	the	disintegration	of	the	party.45		

	More	recent	studies	on	regime	tribal	policies,	based	on	captured	records,	

have	generally	confirmed	the	reorientation	noted	by	contemporary	observers	

during	the	1990s.		Elizabeth	A.	Nathan	and	Kevin	M.	Woods	confirmed,	“In	the	wake	

of	the	Baʿth	Party’s	massive	security	breakdown,	Saddam	responded	by	including	a	

new	version	of	tribalism	into	Baʿthist	political	ideology.”46		However,	with	respect	to	

Jabar’s	latter	point	about	the	believed	disintegration	of	the	party,	research	based	on	

the	internal	records	of	the	regime	disproved	the	thesis	of	a	disintegrated	or	fatally	

weakened	party,	or	at	the	least,	highlights	the	rebound	by	the	regime	and	its	party	

that	was	largely	undetected	by	contemporary	observers	who	noted	the	severe	

consequences	of	war	and	sanctions	for	the	Iraqi	state	and	population	as	whole.		

Indeed,	to	the	contrary,	the	party	rebuilt	and	expanded	its	presence	in	the	areas	of	

Iraq	under	regime	control.		The	delayed	detection	of	this	important	fact	by	

contemporary	scholarship,	albeit	understandable	due	to	limitations,	can	be	

attributed	to	the	difficulties	associated	with	studying	the	regime	from	outside	Iraq	

while	relying	on	open	sources	out	of	necessity,	along	with	the	difficulty	in	grappling	

with	the	apparent	contradiction	of	state	weakness	on	the	one	hand,	and	regime	

strength	on	the	other.	

																																																								
44	Faleh	A.	Jabar.	“Shaykhs	and	Ideologues:	Detribalization	and	Retribalization	in	Iraq,	1968-1998,”	
Middle	East	Report,	No.	215	(Summer	2000),	31.	
45	Ibid.	
46	Elizabeth	A.	Nathan	and	Kevin	M.	Woods,	“Saddam	and	the	Tribes:	How	Captured	Documents	
Explain	Regime	Adaptation	to	Internal	Challenges	(1979-2003),”	JCOA	Journal	(Spring	2010),	12.	
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	In	charting	the	growth	of	party	cadres	through	2002,	Sassoon	found	an	

expansion	in	membership	by	more	than	140	percent	since	1986,	concluding	“there	

is	no	doubt	that	the	growth	in	the	party	cadre	had	been	nothing	short	of	

spectacular.”47		Seen	in	this	light,	while	tribal	policies	were	undoubtedly	extremely	

important	to	the	regime’s	security	strategy	during	the	1990s,	especially	in	the	

immediate	aftermath	of	the	1991	uprising	and	in	rural	areas	and	along	the	border	

with	Iran	beyond	that,48	focusing	on	the	“tribalized”	Baʿth	Party	does	not	convey	the	

ways	in	which	the	party’s	traditional	means	of	projecting	power	and	exercising	

control,	its	branches	and	security	organizations,	were	rebuilt,	reformed,	and	even	

expanded	during	the	post-1991	period.49		That	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	vetted	a	

recruit	on	the	basis	that	“he	not	have	tribal	or	personal	problems	in	his	area,”50	

illustrates	Faust’s	complementary	analysis	that	Saddam	“Baʿthized	the	tribes	as	

much	as	he	‘tribalized’	the	party.”51		

	Additionally,	as	research	based	on	regime	records	has	highlighted,	while	

post-1991	sanctions	against	the	Baʿth	regime	weakened	the	Iraqi	population	at	large	

instead	and	made	the	latter	more	dependent	on	the	former	through	the	

proliferation	of	requests	and	privileges,	a	process	which	also	elevated	the	status	of	

																																																								
47	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	51-52.		This	point	is	also	confirmed	by	Faust,	The	
Baʿthification	of	Iraq,	84-86.	
48	One	report	to	the	party	secretariat	from	the	party	organizations	in	Basra	and	Dhi	Qar	noted	“The	
influx	of	a	great	many	tribal	leaders	and	their	expressed	readiness	to	answer	the	call	of	duty	and	
implement	the	task	assigned	to	them	in	protecting	our	borders	with	Iran	and	Kuwait.”	BRCC	008-4-6-
0028,	“Noteworthy	and	Distinguished	Cases,”	December	11,	2002.	
49	Baram,	“Neo-Tribalism	in	Iraq,”	18.	
50	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-093,	“Correspondence	within	the	Chief	of	Staff	of	the	Fedayeen	Saddam	
Office	regarding	the	situation	of	the	opposition	groups	and	newspapers,”	January-May	1999.	
51	Faust,	The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq,	145.		
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sacrifice	and	martyrdom.52		As	Dina	Rizk	Khoury	observed,	“Death	and	victimhood	

became	a	means	of	negotiating	a	measure	of	security	and	survival	in	an	otherwise	

precarious	economic	environment.”53		And	as	will	be	discussed,	this	state	of	affairs	

had	significant	implications	for	the	recruitment	of	Iraqis	into	the	party	and	state	

security	organizations;	both	in	their	participation	and	in	the	form	these	groups	took.		

With	regard	to	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	in	one	notable	case,	the	wife	of	an	operative	

killed	in	the	line	of	duty	appealed	to	Saddam	directly,	hoping	that	the	“martyrdom”	

of	her	late	husband	would	bring	assistance	to	her	and	her	four	children.54		The	

linkage	between	sacrifice	and	compensation	extended	all	of	the	way	to	the	Saddam	

Cubs	trained	by	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	in	summer	camps.		In	one	example,	a	

Revolutionary	Command	Council	decision	amended	a	constitutional	amendment	to	

grant	wounded	or	deceased	members	of	the	Saddam	Cubs	the	same	benefits	as	

professional	soldiers.55	

Religion	was	also	a	significant	factor	in	regime	survival	and	resurgence	

during	its	final	decade,	the	implications	of	which	had	ramifications	for	regime	

militias.		Baram	has	argued	that	the	regime	“jumped,	in	a	calculating	and	even	

cynical	way,	on	the	bandwagon	of	the	public’s	growing	religiosity.		The	party’s	

defiantly	secular	‘message’	became	officially	‘the	Message	of	Islam.’”56		In	charting	

the	Ba’th	Party	and	Saddam’s	“Islamic	metamorphosis,”	Baram	concludes,	“While	

Baghdad	never	became	Riyyadh	or	even	Tehran,	it	went	a	long	way	in	that	
																																																								
52	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	214-215.	
53	Khoury,	Iraq	in	Wartime,	171.	
54	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-968,	“Correspondence	between	Fedayeen	Saddam	Secretary	and	Iraqi	
National	Olympic	Committee	about	Fedayeen	application	and	pension,”	January	7,	2001.	
55	BRCC	01_2670_0000_0087,	“Revolutionary	Command	Council	Decision.”	
56	Amatzia	Baram,	Saddam	Husayn	and	Islam:	Baʿthi	Iraq	from	Secularism	to	Faith,	1968-2003	
(Washington	D.C.:	Woodrow	Wilson	Center	Press,	2014),	9.	
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direction.”57		Based	on	information	provided	by	the	“present	Iraqi	intelligence	

services,”	Baram	has	more	recently	portrayed	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	as	an	Islamic	

State	prototype	of	sorts,	writing,	“These	men	bequeathed	on	ISIS	the	methods	of	

operation	employed	by	the	previous	organization	and	its	mentality	with	regard	to	

murders,	killings,	destruction,	and	devastation.”58		The	archival	evidence	on	which	

this	study	is	based	suggests	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	Star	Wars-inspired	helmets	

aside,59	was	more	similar	to	other	security	and	paramilitary	organizations	of	the	

Iraqi	Baʿth	than	it	was	to	the	host	of	Islamist	and	Salafist	groups	that	were	able	to	

emerge	and	thrive	since	the	collapse	of	the	Baʿthist	state	in	2003.60			

While	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	had	a	much-deserved	reputation	for	cruelty	and	

participated	in	such	atrocities	as	the	public	beheading	of	prostitutes,	it	is	

nevertheless	necessary	to	avoid	conflating	distinct	groups	and	ideologies	by	not	

projecting	post-2003	events	back	onto	to	the	previous	period.		As	Faust	found	in	his	

research,	a	1993	memorandum	from	the	Party	Secretariat	explained	that	the	

increase	in	prostitution	under	the	UN	embargo	was	not	only	due	to	economic	

hardship,	but	foreign	conspiracies	as	well.		“Catching	the	prostitutes	thus	

constituted	a	national	as	well	as	a	moral	obligation.”61		In	the	context	of	the	regime’s	

records,	the	issue	is	framed	in	more	traditional	Baʿthist	ideological	terms	and	not	in	

																																																								
57	Baram,	Saddam	Husayn	and	Islam,	341.	
58	Amatzia	Baram	and	Pesach	Malovany,	“ISIS-Successors	to	Saddam	&	his	Legacy,”	Israel	Defense,	
December	31,	2014,	http://www.israeldefense.co.il/en/content/isis-successors-saddam-hussein-
his-legacy.		
59	“Strike	the	Empire	Back,”	by	Michael	Rakowitz,	an	exhibition	at	Tate	Modern	(London,	2010).		Also	
cited	in	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	150.		The	author	owes	his	copy	of	the	“Strike	the	
Empire	Back	“	booklet	to	the	generosity	of	Professor	Joseph	Sassoon.		
60	Samuel	Helfont	and	Michael	Brill,	“Saddam	Did	Not	Create	ISIS:	Getting	the	Terrorist	Group’s	Origin	
Story	Right,”	Foreign	Affairs,	April	20,	2016,	https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/iraq/2016-04-
20/saddam-did-not-create-isis.		
61	Faust,	The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq,	169.	
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Islamist	ones	appealing	to	Sharia	law.			Although	coming	at	the	end	of	the	decade,	

the	observations	of	international	human	rights	observers	are	in	keeping	with	how	

the	regime	appears	to	have	framed	the	prostitution	issue	in	its	internal	records.		

Women	accused	of	prostitution	were	often	related	or	married	to	men	deemed	to	be	

enemies	of	the	state.		In	one	prominent	example,	“Um	Haydar,”	a	married	mother	of	

three,	was	beheaded	by	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	after	her	husband,	accused	of	

involvement	in	“Islamist	armed	activities,”	evaded	the	regime	and	fled	the	country.62		

The	records	examined	for	this	study	did	not	contain	information	about	the	

beheading	of	suspected	prostitutes,	but	as	will	be	seen,	there	is	also	little	evidence	

to	suggest	that	these	atrocities	were	qualitatively	different	from	those	that	

characterized	Saddam’s	rule	from	beginning	to	end:	terrorizing	both	real	and	

imagined	political	enemies	of	the	regime.	

In	his	own	study	of	the	captured	Iraqi	records,	Sassoon	also	did	not	find	that	

an	internal	shift	accompanied	the	regime’s	public	embrace	of	Islam,	concluding,	

“There	was	thus	a	dual	policy	of	public	religiosity,	on	one	hand,	and	monitoring	and	

suppression	of	all	religious	activities,	on	the	other	hand.”63		Nevertheless,	with	

respect	to	official	policies	and	building	off	of	his	“call	for	Jihad”64	and	adding	Allahu	

Akbar	(“God	is	the	Greatest”)	to	the	Iraqi	flag	during	the	1990-1991	Gulf	War,	

Saddam’s	al-Hamla	al-‘imaniyya	(“Faith	Campaign”)	moved	Islam	to	the	front	of	the	

regime’s	public	face	to	an	unprecedented	degree	during	its	final	decade	in	power.		

Hallmarks	of	the	campaign	included	the	construction	of	mosques,	the	closing	of	bars	

																																																								
62	“Iraq:	Systematic	torture	of	political	prisoners,”	Amnesty	International	(August	2001),	8.	
63	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	260.	
64	Saddam	Hussein,	“Call	for	Jihad,”	in	Turi	Munthe	ed.,	The	Saddam	Hussein	Reader:	Selections	from	
Leading	Writers	on	Iraq	(New	York:	Thunder’s	Mouth	Press,	2002),	239-246.	
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and	night	clubs	serving	alcohol,	a	new	Islamic	legal	code,	greater	attention	to	Islamic	

holidays,	an	increase	in	Islamic-themed	television	programs,	the	writing	of	a	Quran	

using	Saddam’s	own	blood,	and	placing	a	personal	“letter	to	God”	from	Saddam	

inside	the	Mother	of	All	Battles	mosque.65		Confirming	Sassoon’s	assessment	and	

likewise	based	on	extensive	research	in	the	principal	archival	collections	of	records	

from	Saddam’s	regime,	the	authoritative	work	on	the	faith	campaign	to	date,	

Helfont’s	dissertation,	found	that	the	shift	detected	by	observers	was	one	of	capacity	

to	control	and	use	religion	and	not	one	of	ideology.		Like	Sassoon,	Helfont	writes,	

“the	regime	continued	to	distrust	anything	that	even	slightly	resembled	religious	

fundamentalism	or	political	Islam.”66		Seen	in	this	light,	and	such	prominent	public	

displays	of	piety	aside,	it	is	interesting	to	note	that	contemporary	accounts	generally	

interpreted	the	moves	through	the	lens	of	tribalism	rather	than	religiosity	or	

Islamism.		

	In	his	treatment	of	the	regime’s	1992	crackdown	against	night	clubs	and	

alcohol	consumption,	1994	laws	stipulating	amputations	for	theft	and	robbery,	and	

the	expansion	of	Quran	lessons	in	Iraqi	schools,	Adeed	Dawisha	wrote,	“The	

increasing	projection	of	a	tribal	identity	precipitated	conservative	governmental	

measures	that	would	be	more	in	tune	with	the	traditional	proclivities	of	tribesmen.		

New	laws	were	enacted	that	were	aimed	at	practices	which,	to	tribesmen	and	

villagers,	epitomized	the	corrupt	ways	of	city	life.”67		The	more	recent	assessment	of	

																																																								
65	The	letter	is	mentioned	in	Amatzia	Baram,	“Deterrence	Lessons	From	Iraq:	Rationality	is	Not	the	
Only	Key	to	Containment,”	Foreign	Affairs,	Vol.	91,	No.	76	(July/August	2012),	89.	
66	Helfont,	“Compulsion	in	Religion,”	209.	
67	Adeed	Dawisha,	“’Identity’	and	Political	Survival	in	Saddam’s	Iraq,”	Middle	East	Journal,	Vol.	53,	No.	
4	(Autumn,	1999),	565.	
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such	measures	through	the	lens	of	Islamism	and	religious	radicalism	arguably	says	

as	much	about	shifting	political	interests	in	the	post-9/11	world	as	it	does	the	way	

in	which	Saddam	Hussein’s	regime	functioned	and	has	been	studied	by	outside	

observers.68		

In	her	own	recent	assessment	of	the	Islamic	turn	as	an	outgrowth	of	events	

from	1991,	Khoury	noted,	“The	social	breakdown	that	ensued	from	the	uprising	and	

the	embargo	could	no	longer	be	addressed	by	appealing	to	the	defunct	Baʿth	

ideology.		Instead,	the	regime	began	using	religion	as	a	means	of	social	control.”69		

As	the	captured	records	and	studies	based	on	them	convincingly	demonstrate,	the	

use	of	religion	was	predicated	on	a	version	of	Islam	under	the	regime’s	control	that	

was	at	the	very	least,	non-hostile	to	traditional	Baʿthist	ideology.		With	respect	to	

the	intersection	of	this	practice	with	security	policy,	and	returning	the	discussion	to	

militias,	there	might	be	no	example	more	illustrative	of	this	point	than	the	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam	itself.		

	Whereas	most	of	the	Baʿth	Party	records	spoke	to	the	pillars	of	traditional	

Baʿthist	ideology,	containing	a	map	of	a	unified	Arab	world	and	the	party	slogans	

wahda,	huria,	ishtirakia	(“Unity,	Freedom,	Socialism”)	and	umma	ʿArabiyya	

wahida…dhat	risala	khalida	(“One	Arab	Nation…	with	an	Eternal	Message”)	until	the	

end,	the	records	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	featured	the	silhouette	of	Saddam	

surrounded	by	the	words	Allah,	al-watan,	al-qaʿid,	(“God,	the	Nation,	the	Leader”).		
																																																								
68	For	example,	Amatzia	Baram	writes,	“Based	on	the	facts	of	Saddam’s	Islamic	‘Faith	Campaign,’	
which	lasted	from	1993-2003,	I	believe	that	he	was	an	‘Islamist.’	By	this	I	mean	he	injected	a	heavy	
dose	of	religion,	in	part	radical	religion,	into	politics,	education,	culture,	and	the	Iraqi	legal	system.	In	
that	the	Faith	Campaign	was	in	essence	an	Islamization	campaign,	and	it	contributed	to	ISIS’	radical	
Islamism.”	Amatzia	Baram,	“Saddam’s	ISIS:	Tracing	the	Roots	of	the	Caliphate,”	Foreign	Affairs,	April	
8,	2016,	https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/iraq/2016-04-08/saddams-isis.	
69Khoury,	Iraq	in	Wartime,	125.	
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The	point	was	further	emphasized	by	a	sentence	surrounding	the	emblem,	which	

translates	“Those	who	follow	you,	follow	god.”70		As	part	of	the	faith	campaign,	

Saddam	unequivocally	equated	the	service	of	his	most	loyal	foot	soldiers	to	himself	

with	that	of	god.		Although	this	effort	did	not	attempt	to	replace	all	of	traditional	

Baʿthist	ideology,	it	nevertheless	marked	a	new	phase	in	the	“Husseini	Baʿthist”	

variant	of	it,	as	detailed	by	Faust.71		Accordingly,	while	it	may	seem	tempting	then	to	

conclude	from	the	aforementioned	example	that	traditional	Baʿthist	ideology	was	

out,	a	August	2001	petition	from	a	member	of	the	Fidaʿyyu	Saddam	explained	his	

desire	to	volunteer	for	“martyrdom	operations”	on	the	basis	of	“my	belief	in	the	

party’s	superior	aims	and	principles	of	unity,	freedom,	socialism,	along	with	

martyrdom	for	the	sake	of	the	nation	and	Jerusalem’s	freedom.”72		Rather	than	

straightforward	shifts	from	tribalism	to	religiosity,	the	records	reveal	how	the	party	

adapted	and	emphasized	longstanding	principles	to	changing	circumstances	and	

present	needs.		The	records	likewise	demonstrate	the	ways	in	which	individuals	

used	this	rhetoric	to	negotiate	their	position	within	the	system,	irrespective	of	

whether	it	was	done	out	of	conviction,	necessity,	or	opportunism.		

Contemporary	works	detailed	the	Baʿth	regime’s	retrenchment	on	a	long-

standing	pillar	of	its	power—the	reliance	of	clan	and	family	connections	when	it	

came	to	staffing	important	positions	in	the	state’s	numerous	security	and	

																																																								
70	Digitized	copies	of	several	original	documents	from	the	group	are	available	on	the	Internet.		For	
example,	see	SH-FSDM-D-001-081,	“Letters	from	the	Secretariat	Office	of	the	Fedayeen	Saddam	
regarding	volunteers	for	martyrdom	operations,”	7	Oct	2000,	http://crrc.dodlive.mil/files/2012/12	
/SH-FSDM-D-001-081_OG.pdf.	
71	Faust,	The	Baʿthification		of	Iraq,	10-11.	
72	SH-FSDM-001-081.	
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intelligence	agencies.73		While	works	on	the	shifting	sands	of	Saddam’s	tribal	

alliances	provided	valuable	insights	into	the	regime,	as	was	the	case	with	the	

reconstruction	and	expansion	of	the	party,	less	visible	to	outside	observers	at	the	

time	were	important	developments	with	respect	to	regime	militias,	which	despite	a	

nearly	complete	overhaul	following	the	1991	Gulf	War,	were	nevertheless	critically	

important	agents	of	state	security	and	control	once	again	by	2003.74		And	as	will	be	

seen,	the	relationship	between	the	Iraqi	Baʿth	regime	and	these	organizations	

contained	or	interacted	with	all	of	the	aforementioned	elements	of	tribal	policies,	

religion,	party	branch	recruitment	and	security,	material	incentives	and	rewards,	

along	with	the	politics	of	martyrdom.		A	2002	Revolutionary	Command	Council	

decree	signed	by	Saddam	Hussein	stipulated	that	members	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	

were	entitled	to	the	same	benefits	as	those	who	fought	in	the	Mother	of	All	Battles.75		

Such	actions	reflected	the	increased	importance	of	militias	to	the	regime.		In	

hindsight	it	is	now	possible	to	see	the	relation	between	the	reliance	on	kin,	tribes,	

and	militias.		The	process	of	rebuilding	the	party	nevertheless	went	hand-in-hand	

with	shifting	downward	responsibility	for	security	to	the	local	level,	along	with	the	

incentives	and	rewards	that	came	with	it.	

																																																								
73	Ibrahim	Al-Marashi,	“The	Family,	Clan,	and	Tribal	Dynamics	of	Saddam’s	Security	and	Intelligence	
Network,”	International	Journal	of	Intelligence	and	CounterIntelligence,	Vol.	16,	No.	2	(2003),	202-
211.	
74	It	possible	that	prior	works	didn’t	realize	the	renewed	development	of	militias	alongside,	or	even	
as	an	aspect	of	regime	tribal	policies.		Jabar	writes,	“In	addition	to	law	enforcement,	national	security	
tasks	were	entrusted	to	certain	tribes,	as	seen	in	November	and	December	1998	during	the	Iraqi-US	
showdown.		Armed	units	in	civilian	clothes	and	tribal	headdress	were	deployed	at	strategic	points	in	
Baghdad	and	other	cities	to	assist	special	security	forces	in	carrying	out	contingency	plans.		Such	
actions	were	previously	the	duty	of	the	Popular	Army	(the	party	militia).”	Jabar,	“Shaykhs	and	
Ideologues,”	31.		Other	works	have	cited	this	point	by	Jabar	as	confirming	the	collapse	of	the	party,	
whereas	the	captured	records	now	allow	us	to	see	that	the	party	had	a	replacement	organization	in	
the	form	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam.	
75	BRCC-004-4-1-0357.	
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The	Return	of	the	Militias		

	

Awareness	of	and	interest	in	the	Iraqi	Baʿth	regime’s	militias	increased	dramatically	

as	a	result	of	the	U.S.-led	invasion	of	Iraq	in	2003.		In	particular,	the	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam	came	to	media	and	public	attention	due	to	the	fact	that	members	of	the	

group	mounted	some	of	the	stiffest	opposition	to	U.S.	forces.76		A	“Q&A”	segment	on	

the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	printed	in	the	New	York	Times	on	March	25,	2003	provided	an	

overview	of	the	force	since	its	creation	in	1995,	while	admitting,	“Much	remains	

unknown	about	the	group.”77		Accounts	of	the	invasion	by	journalists	embedded	

with	U.S.	troops	noted	amazement	at	the	stubborn	resistance	of	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	

soldiers.78		This	fact	has	also	been	recorded	in	later	studies	of	the	U.S.-led	invasion.79		

Although	recognition	of	the	poor	state	of	the	regular	Iraqi	military	since	the	1991	

war	was	universal	among	analysts	before	2003,	the	more	critical	and	prescient	

among	them	offered	words	of	caution	during	the	march	to	war.		For	example,	Toby	

Dodge	wrote,	“Focusing	on	the	size	of	the	mainstream	army,	its	lack	of	equipment	

and	poor	morale	may	be	misleading.”		Going	on,	Dodge	accurately	predicted,	

“Opposition	to	U.S.	troops	will	not	come	from	the	conventional	army	and	will	not	be	

situated	in	static	defenses	vulnerable	to	attack	from	the	air.”		However,	as	was	the	

																																																								
76	“Q&A:	What	is	the	Fedayeen	Saddam?”	New	York	Times,	March	25,	2003,	
http://www.nytimes.com/cfr/international/backgroundiraq2032503.html?_r=0.	
77	Ibid.	
78	For	example,	see	Evan	Wright,	Generation	Kill:	Devil	Dogs,	Iceman,	Captain	America,	and	the	New	
Face	of	American	War	(New	York:	The	Berkley	Publishing	Group,	2008),	249.	
79	Thomas	E.	Ricks,	Fiasco:	The	American	Military	Adventure	in	Iraq	(New	York:	Penguin	Press,	2006),	
Michael	R.	Gordon	and	Bernard	E.	Trainor,	Cobra	II:	The	Inside	Story	of	the	Invasion	and	Occupation	of	
Iraq	(New	York:	Vintage	Books,	2007),	and	Allawi,	The	Occupation	of	Iraq.	
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conventional	wisdom,	the	author	expected	elite	military	units	would	offer	the	

fiercest	resistance,	writing,	“It	is	the	Special	Republican	Guard	that	has	been	the	

regime’s	main	tool	for	policing	Iraqi	society.”80		The	expectations	surrounding	the	

regular	military	and	Republican	Guard,	along	with	the	lack	thereof	for	the	regime’s	

militias,	transcended	boundaries	between	supporters	and	critics	of	the	war	in	2002	

and	2003.		

As	a	result	of	the	2003	war	and	the	frontline	combat	role	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam	against	invading	U.S.	forces,	coverage	perceived	them	as	a	force	oriented	

toward	confronting	internal	enemies	and	waging	an	insurgency.81		The	U.S.	

occupation	authorities	and	the	Bush	administration	picked	up	this	theme	

subsequently	as	many	speculated	that	Saddam’s	regime	had	prepared	and	even	

actively	sought	to	wage	an	insurgency	against	a	foreign	occupation,	which	proved	

not	to	be	the	case.82		In	this	line	of	thinking,	they	were	half	correct;	the	branch	

militias	had	made	preparations	for	an	insurgency,	but	one	which	would	be	

ostensibly	waged	against	internal	rebels	while	waiting	for	heavier	support	from	the	

army	and	Republican	Guard	to	arrive.83		The	1991	war	on	the	minds	of	regime	

security	planners	and	militiamen	for	the	past	decade	had	been	the	one	following	the	

rout	from	Kuwait,	rather	than	the	main	battle	with	the	U.S.	military	itself.			

Initial	assessments	of	the	war	provided	information	about	the	30,000-40,000	

man-strong	Fidaʿiyyeen,	while	also	refuting	rumors	that	the	militia	force	constituted	
																																																								
80	Toby	Dodge,	“Cake	Walk,	Coup	or	Urban	Warfare:	the	Battle	for	Iraq,”	in	Toby	Dodge	and	Steven	
Simon	(eds.),	Iraq	at	the	Crossroads:	State	and	Society	in	the	Shadow	of	Regime	Change	(New	York:	
Routledge,	2003),	67-69.	
81	Carol	Kopp,	“Saddam’s	Enforcers:	The	Fedayeen	May	Be	Our	Worst	Threat,”	CBS	News,	March	26,	
2003,	http://www.cbsnews.com/news/saddams-enforcers/.		
82	Woods,	et	al,	The	Iraqi	Perspectives	Report.	
83	CRRC	FSDM-D-000-335.	
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the	regime’s	elite	special	forces.84		At	the	same	time,	analysis	tended	to	interpret	the	

group	in	the	same	vein	as	regime	tribal	policies—kin,	regional	bases	of	support,	and	

tribal	alliances	being	essential	factors	in	its	organization.		Ibrahim	al-Marashi	wrote,	

“Many	of	the	fighters	were	youths	in	their	teens	from	Saddam’s	hometown	of	Tikrit	

or	from	his	al-Bu	Nasir	tribe,	with	no	prior	combat	experience.”85		Contained	within	

the	assessment	that	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	was	comprised	of	recruits	“drawn	from	regions	

most	loyal	to	the	Baʿth	regime,”86	in	addition	to	the	direct	connection	to	tribal	

policies,	was	a	de	facto	sectarian	assumption	about	the	group:	it	was	largely	staffed	

by	Sunnis	from	western	and	central	Iraq,	and	deployed	in	the	southern	Shi’i-

majority	areas	of	the	country	that	were	most	difficult	for	the	regime	to	control.87	

While	the	records	reflect	a	different	and	more	complex	picture,	it	is	not	to	

suggest	that	the	group	was	not	perceived	along	these	lines	by	segments	of	the	

population	and	opposition,	especially	those	inclined	to	see	it	in	sectarian	terms	or	

portray	it	in	such.		For	example,	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	were	tasked	with	tracking	and	

eliminating	members	of	the	opposition,	including	members	of	the	Da’wa	Party	and	

Badr	Brigade,	many	of	whom	were	believed	to	move	easily	between	southern	Iraq	

and	Iran	by	way	of	the	porous	border.88		Additionally,	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	were	ordered	

to	provide	security	at	the	entrance	and	inside	the	Imam	Husayn	Shrine	in	Karbala	
																																																								
84	Ibrahim	al-Marashi,	“The	Struggle	for	Iraq:	Understanding	the	Defense	Strategy	of	Saddam	
Hussein,”	Middle	East	Review	of	International	Affairs	(MERIA),	Vol.	7,	No.	2	(June	2003),	5.	
85	Ibid.,”	6.		Also	cited	in	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Ba’th	Party,	150.	
86	Al-Marashi,	“The	Struggle	for	Iraq,”	6..	
87	For	example	one	of	the	leading	experts	on	the	post-2003	insurgency	in	Iraq	writes,	“many	officers	
have	found	religion,	but	also	remain	nationalist	or	believers	in	Saddam	and	the	Baʿth;	others,	like	
members	of	the	Fidaʿyin	Saddam,	are	largely	young	and	poorly	educated	Sunni	youth	from	the	
heartland	who	have	succumbed	to	religion.”	Ahmed	S.	Hashim,	“Mobilization	and	Ideology	in	the	
Iraqi	Insurgency:	The	Role	of	Islam,”	in	Samer	Shehata	(ed.)	Islamist	Politics	in	the	Middle	East:	
Movements	and	Change	(New	York:	Routledge,	2012),	163.	
88	SH-FSDM-D-000-693,	“Fedayeen	Saddam	Execution	Plan	of	The	Southern	Sectors	Opposition	
Leaders,”	October-November	2000.	
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during	the	annual	Ashura	pilgrimage,	one	of	the	most	important	commemorations	

for	Shia	Muslims.		Officers	within	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	specifically	recommended	that	

Karbala	and	Najaf	units	be	deployed	for	the	security	operation,	suggesting	

awareness	to	the	significance	of	where	in	Iraq	the	troops	on	the	street	and	in	the	

shrine	came	from	in	the	eyes	of	the	population.89		As	was	the	case	with	the	regime	

more	broadly,	sectarian	relations	and	a	desire	not	to	inflame	them	were	concerns	

for	the	organization.		One	report	by	a	member	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	detailed	an	

incident	in	Basra.	While	on	duty	he	claimed	to	have	been	harassed	by	a	member	of	

the	local	population,	who	allegedly	indicted	Sunnis	in	the	harshest	of	terms	during	

the	confrontation.90		On	the	other	hand,	a	2002	report	to	the	General	Secretariat	by	

the	official	in	charge	of	party	operations	in	the	Basra	and	Dhi	Qar	provinces	boasted	

that	the	two	regions	had	provided	the	highest	percentage	of	volunteers	for	the	

Fidaʿiyyeen	compared	to	the	total	population.91		The	provinces	were	not	an	

exception.		A	1995	report	sent	by	Uday	Hussein	to	his	father	about	the	activities	of	

the	militia	explained	that	a	regiment	had	been	formed	in	each	province	from	the	

local	population,	excluding	the	areas	of	Kurdistan	beyond	the	control	of	the	regime.		

Three	regiments	were	raised	for	Baghdad	and	its	environs.		Moreover,	“Each	

regiment	will	work	in	their	province	in	coordination	with	the	secretariat	of	the	

																																																								
89 SH-FSDM-D-001-075,	Security	plan	for	Karbala	Force	of	Fedayeen	Saddam,	regarding	Shiite	
civilians	visiting	holy	places	during	the	month	of	Muharram,”	March	18-20,	2002.	
90	SH-FSDM-D-001-826,	“A	complaint	made	by	a	member	of	the	Fedayeen	Saddam,”	September	9,	
2002.	
91	BRCC-08-4-6-0028.	
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party	branch.”92		Whether	looking	at	the	party	from	a	top-down	or	bottom-up	

perspective,	this	was	clearly	a	security	initiative	centered	on	the	local	level.	

The	initial	discussion	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	composition	here	suggests	an	

important	point	to	keep	in	mind	while	moving	forward:	rather	than	seeing	the	

militia	as	largely	Tikritis	or	Sunnis	from	central	or	even	western	Iraq	sent	to	the	

restive	Shi’i-majority	provinces,	the	members	from	the	population	of	these	areas	

were	themselves	the	primary	target	for	recruitment.		The	point	is	further	illustrated	

by	the	creation	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen’s	Third	Duty	Force	in	1998,	which	was	the	first	to	

draw	on	exclusively	Kurdish	recruits.93		This	serves	as	a	reminder	of	the	strategic	

“logic”	of	such	formations,	historically	in	both	the	region	and	more	broadly:	dividing	

and	conquering	restive	populations	is	often	based	on	using	members	against	other	

members,	a	strategy	that	defies	a	simple	sectarian	analysis.94		In	practice,	dividing	

and	conquering	can	be	as	or	in	this	case,	more	dependent	on	internal	or	local	

divisions	than	external	sectarian	or	regional	cleavages.	

In	any	event,	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	quickly	earned	its	reputation	for	extreme	

loyalty	and	cruelty	in	the	service	of	the	regime.		Members	were	charged	with	being	

both	the	regime’s	eyes	and	ears	and,	a	local	security	force,	pursuing	the	opposition,	

assassinating	opponents	at	home	and	abroad,	and	enlisting	volunteers	for	

“martyrdom	operations.”		Beyond	sectarian	terms,	the	most	important	

consideration	during	the	final	decade	of	the	Baʿth	remained	loyalty	to	the	party	and	
																																																								
92	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-002-035,	“Correspondence	Regarding	Fedayeen	Saddam	Formation,	Structure	
and	Emergency	Plans,”	November	2,	1995.	
93	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-000-335,	“Booklet	on	Fedayeen	Saddam’s	Third	Duty	Force,”	1998.	
94	The	practice	has	deep	roots	in	the	region,	far	pre-dating	Saddam	or	the	Baʿth	Party.		In	the	late-
nineteenth	century,	Ottoman	Sultan	Abdulhamid	II	recruited	militia	regiments	from	members	of	the	
empire’s	restive	Kurdish	population.		On	this	point,	see	Janet	Klein,	The	Margins	of	Empire:	Kurdish	
Militias	in	the	Ottoman	Tribal	Zone	(Stanford,	California:	Stanford	University	Press,	2011).	
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person	of	Saddam.95		And	as	will	be	seen,	recruitment	into	regime	militias,	

particularly	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	and	Jerusalem	Army,	was	part	and	parcel	to	

efforts	to	shore	up	regime	security	and	reestablish	control	over	segments	of	the	

population	proven	to	have	been	amongst	those	most	prone	to	revolt.		Moreover,	this	

would	be	facilitated	by	the	active	participation	of	many	individuals	in	the	direct	

efforts	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	and	even	more	in	the	regular	training	exercises	and	mass	

spectacles	of	the	Jerusalem	Army.	

	

Sources	and	Methodology	

	

This	project	is	based	largely	on	archival	research	using	the	captured	documents	of	

Saddam	Hussein’s	regime.		The	two	principal	collections	utilized	by	the	author	are	

the	Hoover	Institution’s	Baʿth	Regional	Command	Collection	(BRCC)96	on	Stanford	

University’s	campus	and	the	Conflict	Records	Research	Center	(CRRC)97	formerly	

housed	at	the	National	Defense	University	in	Washington,	D.C.		After	five	years	of	

hosting	researchers,	the	CRRC	closed	its	doors	in	the	summer	of	2015.98		While	the	

future	location	of	the	records	is	still	being	determined,	a	brief	discussion	about	the	

																																																								
95	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	2-3.	
96	Along	with	providing	information	about	the	collection	and	the	procedures	for	using	it,	the	official	
website	notes	that	the	collection	contains	“More	than	ten	million	digitized	page	images	and	fifteen	
hundred	video	files.”	http://www.hoover.org/library-archives/collections/hizb-al-bath-al-arabi-al-
ishtiraki-records-bath-party-records.	
97	Despite	its	closing,	the	CRRC	‘s	website	still	contains	information	about	the	“Saddam	Hussein	
Regime	Collection”	and	includes	a	select	list	of	publications	based	on	research	conducted	at	the	
center.		http://crrc.dodlive.mil/collections/sh/.	
98	Michael	R.	Gordon,	“Archive	of	Captured	Enemy	Documents	Closes,”	New	York	Times,	June	21,	
2015,	http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/22/world/middleeast/archive-of-captured-terrorist-
qaeda-hussein-documents-shuts-down.html?_r=2.	
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history	of	both	collections	and	their	respective	strengths	and	weaknesses,	along	

with	their	differences,	is	in	order.	

As	a	consequence	of	the	2003	Iraq	War,	American	government	researchers,	

followed	by	civilian	academics,	gained	access	to	the	captured	records	of	the	Iraqi	

state	ministries	and	Baʿth	Party.		This	development	was	a	watershed	moment	in	

both	the	study	of	modern	Iraqi	history	and	in	the	workings	of	dictatorships	in	the	

Middle	East	more	broadly.99		Faust,	the	author	of	one	of	the	earliest	volume-length	

works	notes,	“Not	only	are	today’s	scholars	of	Baʿthist	Iraq	no	longer	limited	by	the	

nature	of	their	sources,	but	those	sources	provide	a	breathtaking	and	

unprecedented	amount	of	detail	in	comparison	to	those	available	to	their	

counterparts	who	work	on	other	Arab	states,	and	indeed,	many	other	autocratic	

regimes.”100		Aside	from	the	uniqueness	in	terms	of	access	to	the	inner-workings	of	

an	authoritarian	regime,	it	is	similarly	rare	to	have	large-scale	access	to	any	

government’s	records	from	such	a	recent	period—the	1990s	and	2000s.		What	

would	usually	be	considered	far	too	recent	of	events	for	serious	historical	research	

based	on	archival	sources	was	inadvertently	fast-tracked	by	the	2003	Iraq	War.		

Indeed,	in	addition	to	overthrowing	the	Iraqi	Baʿth	regime,	the	invasion	and	

subsequent	developments	relegated	Saddam’s	rule	to	the	history	books	while	

having	the	unintended	consequence	of	facilitating	the	process	of	getting	it	there.101		

Accordingly,	the	past	half-decade	has	witnessed	a	growing	number	of	published	

																																																								
99	A	number	of	studies	were	published	based	on	the	Kuwait	and	North	Iraq	records	captured	in	1991	
respectively	by	U.S.	forces	and	Kurdish	Peshmerga,	although	the	records	captured	in	2003	provided	a	
much	broader	picture	of	the	regime,	especially	its	final	decade	in	power.	
100	Aaron	M.	Faust,	“The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq:	Saddam	Hussein	and	the	Ba’th	Party’s	System	of	
Control”	(Ph.D.	Dissertation,	Boston	University,	2012),	11.	
101	Sadly,	the	same	cannot	be	said	about	war	in	Iraq	itself,	which	claims	more	lives	each	day.	
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volumes	based	on	these	valuable	sources.102		The	records	have	been	the	basis	for	

numerous	articles	as	well.103		This	project	aims	to	contribute	to	the	expanding	field	

of	research	and	scholarship	on	Baʿthist	Iraq	and	the	rule	of	Saddam	Hussein	from	

1979	to	2003.	

Research	using	the	captured	Iraqi	Baʿth	records	has	not	been	without	

controversy.		Some	scholars	have	argued	that	in	the	absence	of	international	legal	

constraints	governing	the	status	of	captured	records,	the	United	States’	seizure	and	

exploitation	of	the	records,	both	the	CRRC	records	captured	by	the	U.S.	military	and	

those	files	now	at	the	Hoover	Institution	originally	captured	by	the	Iraq	Memory	

Foundation	(IMF)	has	been	legally	sound.		Additionally,	on	an	ethical	level,	the	

return	of	the	records,	which	contain	sensitive	information	of	a	personal	nature,	to	

Iraq	in	light	of	the	ongoing	conflict	and	sectarian	atmosphere	could	endanger	the	

lives	of	Iraqis.104		Still,	others	have	opposed	this	view,	arguing	that	the	records	

constitute	stolen	cultural	property	that	should	be	immediately	repatriated	to	

Iraq.105		This	latter	position	was	endorsed	in	2008	by	a	joint-statement	issued	by	the	

																																																								
102	In	order	of	publication,	notable	examples	include	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	Khoury,	
Iraq	in	Wartime,	Baram,	Saddam	Husayn	and	Islam,	and	Faust,	The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq.	
103	The	list	of	publications	is	long,	but	in	terms	of	articles	that	draw	on	both	the	BRCC	and	CRRC	
records,	examples	include	Samuel	Helfont,	“Saddam	and	the	Islamists:	The	Baʿthist	Regime’s	
Instrumentalization	of	Religion	in	Foreign	Affairs,”	Middle	East	Journal,	Vol.	68,	No.	3	(Summer	2014):	
352-366,	Joseph	Sassoon,	“The	East	German	Ministry	for	State	Security	and	Iraq,	1968-1989,”	Journal	
of	Cold	War	Studies,	Vol.	16,	No.	1	(Winter	2014):	4-23,	and	Ahram,	“Development,	
Counterinsurgency,	and	the	Destruction	of	the	Iraqi	Marshes.”	
104	The	most	prolific	academic	in	this	camp	has	been	Bruce	Montgomery,	who	has	both	weighed	in	on	
the	debate	and	documented	developments	in	the	controversy.		See	Bruce	P.	Montgomery,	“US	
Seizure,	Exploitation,	and	Restitution	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	Archive	of	Atrocity,”	Journal	of	American	
Studies,	Vol.	48,	No.	2	(May	2014):	559-593,	and	Bruce	P.	Montgomery,	“Immortality	in	the	Secret	
Police	Files:	The	Iraq	Memory	Foundation	and	the	Baath	Party	Archive,”	International	Journal	of	
Cultural	Property,	Vol.	18	(2011):	309-336.				
105	Michelle	Caswell,	“’Thank	You	Very	Much,	Now	Give	Them	Back’:	Cultural	Property	and	the	Fight	
over	the	Iraqi	Baath	Party	Records,”	The	American	Archivist,	Vol.	74	(Spring/Summer	2011):	211-
240.	
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Society	of	American	Archivists	(SAA)	and	Association	of	Canadian	Archivists	(ACA),	

which	also	charged	the	IMF	with	“possibly	pillaging	the	records	from	Iraq.”106		In	

any	event,	the	debate	over	and	controversy	surrounding	the	records	are	likely	to	

continue	for	some	time.	

With	respect	to	the	use	of	the	records	in	this	study,	the	author	subscribes	to	

the	view	articulated	by	Khoury.		She	posited	that	the	use	of	the	Iraqi	Baʿth	records	

by	researchers	does	not	lend	legitimacy	“to	the	manner	of	their	acquisition	or	to	the	

continued	presence	of	the	originals	at	the	Hoover	Institution	or	at	other	locations	in	

the	United	States.”107		Moreover,	in	terms	of	the	benefit	to	scholarship	and	

increasing	general	knowledge,	“The	use	of	the	Iraqi	government	archives	by	

independent	researchers	allows	for	a	less	ideologically	charged	study	of	Baʿthist	

Iraq,	one	that	critically	engages	the	politics	of	empire,	nationalism,	humanitarian	

intervention,	and	memory.”108		And	as	Khoury	points	out,	the	debate	over	the	

ultimate	fate	of	the	original	records	is	separate	from	the	use	of	digitized	copies	by	

researchers.		At	both	the	Hoover	Institution	and	CRRC,	digitized	records	were	

studied	via	computer	terminals,	which	allow	the	researcher	to	access	scanned	

images	of	original	documents.				

There	are	substantial	differences	between	the	Hoover	Institution-based	

BRCC	records	and	those	previously	made	available	at	the	CRRC	in	Washington,	D.C.		

Nevertheless,	examined	together,	the	records	from	both	archives	offer	a	fuller,	more	

complete	picture	of	the	Baʿthist	regime	than	was	previously	available	to	researchers	

																																																								
106	Caswell,	“Thank	You	Very	Much,	Now	Give	Them	Back,”	212.	
107	Khoury,	Iraq	in	Wartime,	15.	
108	Ibid.	
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forced	to	rely	on	open	sources,	such	as	newspapers,	party	publications,	and	

statements	by	regime	officials.		At	a	basic	level,	the	Hoover	holdings	consist	largely	

of	the	Baʿth	Party	files,	correspondences	and	memorandums	both	going	up	and	

down	the	party’s	divisions,	branches,	and	organizations,	along	with	the	records	of	

party	school	registers	and	the	secret	police.		In	general,	the	BRCC	has	much	more	

information	on	the	regime’s	domestic	policies,	with	the	exception	of	the	party’s	

activities	abroad,	whereas	the	CRRC	is	more	concerned	with	foreign	policy	and	

military	affairs.		Since	recruitment	and	many	of	the	administrative	affairs	for	the	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	and	Jerusalem	Army,	as	was	also	the	case	with	the	Popular	Army	

before	them,	were	run	through	the	party,	the	BRCC	contains	many	digitized	box-files	

of	records	for	both	organizations.		Alternatively,	the	documents	held	by	the	CRRC	

were	drawn	primarily	from	the	foreign	security	and	intelligence	agencies,	select	

documents	from	the	ministries	of	defense	and	foreign	affairs,	along	with	the	records	

of	the	presidential	diwan,	which	both	brought	matters	to	the	personal	attention	of	

Saddam	and	served	as	the	means	for	passing	down	orders.		The	diverse	paramilitary	

functions	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	which	consisted	of	both	internal	and	external	

operations,	resulted	in	a	sizeable	collection	of	documents	in	both	of	the	principal	

archives.					

In	general,	the	approximately	50,000	pages	of	documents	at	the	CRRC,	in	

addition	to	audio	tapes	of	Saddam’s	meetings,	reflected	the	interests	of	the	

government-sponsored	studies	using	the	records:	the	Iraqi	perspective	on	the	

enduring	conflict	between	Saddam	Hussein’s	regime	and	the	administrations	of	
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three	successive	American	presidents.109		Additionally,	records	were	added	to	the	

database	only	with	accompanying	English	translations.110		Although	enabling	works	

by	researchers	not	possessing	knowledge	of	Arabic,	it	slowed	the	expansion	of	the	

collection.		This	point	takes	on	a	greater	significance	when	considering	that	the	

United	States	government	is	estimated	to	possess	some	120	million	pages	of	

captured	Iraqi	records.111					

Fortunately	for	the	study	of	regime	militias	such	as	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	and	

the	Jerusalem	Army,	records	for	these	groups	received	attention	for	processing	due	

to	a	convergence	of	factors—both	were	involved	in	resisting	the	U.S.-led	invasion	in	

2003	and	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	also	served	as	an	instrument	of	state-sponsored	

terrorism	for	Saddam’s	regime.112		The	fierce	resistance	offered	by	members	of	the	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	aside,	neither	organization	was	established	or	functioned	on	the	

basis	of	protecting	Iraq	from	external	invasion,	in	which	regard	the	universal	

consensus	is	that	they	performed	poorly	when	given	the	task	out	of	necessity.			

To	date,	neither	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	nor	Jerusalem	Army	have	been	

examined	in	detail	from	the	angle	of	one	of	their	primary	objectives:	internal	

security	and	as	instruments	of	control	over	the	population	for	the	besieged	and	

weakened,	but	nevertheless	“fierce”	Baʿth	regime.		In	the	chapters	to	follow,	this	
																																																								
109	For	example,	see	Kevin	M.	Woods,	The	Mother	of	All	Battles:	Saddam	Hussein’s	Strategic	Plan	for	
the	Persian	Gulf	War	(Annapolis,	Maryland:	Naval	Institute	Press,	2008),	and	a	journal	article	which	
presented	key	findings	for	the	2003	war,	Kevin	M.	Woods,	James	Lacey,	and	Williamson	Murray,	
“Saddam’s	Delusions:	The	View	from	the	Inside,”	Foreign	Affairs,	Vol.	85,	No.3,	(May-Jun.	2006):	2-26.	
110	These	translations	vary	in	quality,	although	the	ones	added	to	the	collection	in	latter	years	were	
much	improved	over	earlier	ones.		Whenever	possible,	the	author	checked	translations	against	the	
original	Arabic	records.		Occasionally	this	proved	difficult	or	impossible	due	to	the	low-quality	scan	
of	the	original	Iraqi	document.		
111	Montgomery,	“US	Seizure,	Exploitation,	and	Restitution,”	571.	
112	Woods,	et	al.,	The	Iraqi	Perspectives	Report,	and	Kevin	M.	Woods	and	James	Lacey,	“Saddam	and	
Terrorism:	Emerging	Insights	from	Captured	Iraqi	Documents,”	Vols.	1-6.		The	volumes	are	available	
on	the	Internet.	See			https://fas.org/irp/eprint/iraqi/v1.pdf.	
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study	will	attempt	to	analyze	both	groups,	placing	them	in	the	broader	context	of	

explaining	the	resilience	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	regime	until	its	final	days,	a	very	

different	picture	than	that	presented	by	contemporary	observers	and	analysts	who	

perceived	Saddam’s	“already	crumbling	rule.”		However,	it	is	important	for	all	

scholars	to	proceed	with	humility.		Considering	what	is	ultimately	the	extremely	

small	sample	size	of	records	that	were	present	at	the	CRRC,	along	with	those	that	

the	author	was	able	to	examine	during	the	summer	of	2015	at	the	Hoover	

Institution’s	larger	collection,	this	thesis	constitutes	what	might	be	conservatively	

termed	an	initial	inquiry	on	the	subject	at	hand.		The	study	also	heeds	Sassoon’s	

words	of	caution:	“It	should	be	emphasized,	however,	that	the	documents	do	not	

give	a	complete	picture.”113		Nonetheless,	as	the	captured	Iraqi	records	have	granted	

unprecedented	access	to	Saddam’s	regime	and	insights	into	the	inner-workings	of	

authoritarian	regimes	and	structures	in	the	Middle	East	more	broadly.		On	these	

grounds,	this	study	takes	advantage	of	the	unique	opportunity	to	focus	in	on	the	

inside	view	of	one	of	the	crucial	means	for	not	only	keeping	Saddam	Hussein	in	

power	until	2003,	but	one	that	contributed	to	keeping	Iran’s	government	in	power	

in	2009,	the	embattled	Assad	regime	hanging	on	from	2011	until	the	present	day,	

and	the	Iraqi	government	in	its	fight	against	the	Islamic	State	since	the	summer	of	

2014—regime	militias.	

	

	

	

																																																								
113	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	14.	
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CHAPTER	ONE:	The	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	

	

The	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	was	a	militia	and	paramilitary	organization	of	the	Iraqi	Arab	

Socialist	Baʿth	Party	regime	during	roughly	the	final	decade	of	its	rule.		The	

organization	was	officially	established	in	October	1995,114	recruiting	its	members	

through	the	regime’s	most	significant	internal	power	constituencies,	the	Baʿth	party	

apparatus,	and	sympathetic	volunteers	from	the	Arab	world.115		The	Fidaʿiyyeen’s	

loyalty	to	the	regime	and	person	of	Saddam	Hussein	was	further	illustrated	by	the	

official	appointment	of	his	son	Uday	as	the	organization’s	leader	in	1997.116		A	

complex	organization,	the	functions	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	seemed	to	exceed	the	typical	

distinctions	between	militias	on	the	one	hand,	and	intelligence	agencies	on	the	

other.		While	its	militia	provided	security	in	and	patrolled	urban	areas,	notoriously	

executing	petty	criminals	and	women	accused	of	prostitution	in	the	process,	other	

operatives	monitored	the	population,	gathered	intelligence	and	reported	rumors,117	

assassinated	opposition	figures	at	home	or	abroad,118	prepared	for	suicide	bomb	

attacks	in	Kurdistan	and	Palestine,119	and	trained	the	next	generation	of	the	

regime’s	most	loyal	cadre	in	the	Saddam	Cubs	paramilitary	youth	group.120		An	

exhaustive	account	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	and	its	activities	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	

preliminary	study.		Nevertheless,	it	is	hoped	that	the	work	hereafter	will	be	the	

																																																								
114	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-002-035.	
115	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-418.	
116	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-002-030.		According	to	the	records,	it	appears	that	Uday	was	acting	as	head	of	
the	organization	from	the	time	of	its	creation	in	1995.	
117	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-121.	
118	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-000-693.		
119	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-081.	
120	BRCC	01-2670-0000-0134.	
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starting	point	in	a	discussion	about	the	paramilitary	group,	contextualize	its	

background	and	development,	and	provide	an	overview	of	its	main	organizational	

features	and	activities	in	the	service	of	Saddam’s	regime.		Moreover,	this	chapter	

aims	to	demonstrate	in	greater	detail	how	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	was	a	key	factor	in	

the	resilience	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	embattled	regime	during	time	period	between	

the	1991	and	2003	Gulf	wars.			

Writing	in	2000,	Bengio	asked	the	question	that	had	stumped	most	U.S.	

government	analysts	and	policymakers	for	the	better	part	of	a	decade:	“How	does	

Saddam	hold	on?”121		While	specialists	presciently	revealed	Saddam’s	“lethally	

effective	mastery	of	the	pillars	of	authority	in	Iraq:	the	Baath	Party,	the	security	

establishment,	the	military,	and	his	own	family	cliques,”122	as	noted	earlier,	

discussion	of	regime	strategies	has	tended	to	emphasize	broader	themes,	such	as	

tribalism,	neo-tribalism,	or	religiosity	more	than	the	party	and	institutions	of	

repression	and	coercion	themselves.		Discussion	of	military	and	paramilitary	units	

perceived	as	being	most	loyal	to	the	regime	was	centered	on	the	Republican	Guard	

and	Special	Republican	Guard,	both	of	which	were	expected	to	offer	the	stiffest	

resistance	to	the	invading	U.S.-led	forces	in	2003.	

With	the	availability	of	captured	Iraqi	records	to	researchers,	it	is	now	

possible	to	bring	party	and	state	institutions	front	and	center	in	historical	inquiry,	

enhancing	understanding	of	how	what	was	arguably	the	most	brutal	regime	of	the	

Arab	world	remained	in	power	for	so	long.		This	chapter	attempts	to	do	precisely	

this	with	respect	to	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam.		
																																																								
121	Ofra	Bengio,	“How	Does	Saddam	Hold	on?”	
122	Ibid.,	91.	
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Independent	of	the	Ministry	of	Defense,	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	followed	in	Saddam’s	

longstanding	tradition	of	creating	multiple	overlapping	and	competing	security	and	

intelligence	organizations	in	Iraq.123		This	strategy	had	been	enshrined	as	the	key	

pillar	in	the	regime’s	“coup-proofing”	efforts.”124		However,	following	the	uprising	at	

the	end	of	1991	Gulf	War	and	the	enforcement	of	no-fly	zones	in	the	rebellious	

northern	and	southern	provinces	by	U.S.	and	coalition	forces	throughout	the	

following	decade,	militias	became	an	increasingly	significant	instrument	of	both	

internal	security	and	reasserting	regime	control	in	areas	where	the	grip	of	the	

government	in	Baghdad	had	been	greatly	reduced	by	war,	uprising,	sanctions,	and	

coalition-enforced	no-fly	zones.125		The	creation	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	and	the	greater	

importance	of	militias	marked	a	new	phase	for	Saddam’s	besieged	regime	during	

the	1990s,	but	one	that	was	not	entirely	disconnected	from	the	Baʿth	party’s	history.		

In	this	regard,	the	“re-militiazation”	of	Iraq	in	the	1990s	was	very	much	affected	by	

the	strained	historical	relationship	between	the	Baʿth	and	its	militias.	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
123	See	Kanan	Makiya,	Republic	of	Fear:	The	Politics	of	Modern	Iraq	(New	York:	W.W.	Norton	&	
Company,	1998),	12-21.	
124	James	T.	Quinlivian,	“Coup-proofing:	Its	Practice	and	Consequences	in	the	Middle	East,”	
International	Security,	Vol.	24,	No.	2	(Fall	1999):	131-165.	
125	Although	beyond	the	scope	of	this	paper,	it	is	necessary	to	note	here	that	an	immediate	precedent	
for	the	Baʿth	regime	during	the	1980s	was	the	divide-and-conquer	strategy	used	in	Iraqi	Kurdistan	
regarding	the	recruitment	of	Kurds	into	the	jahafel	difaʿ	al-watani	(“National	Defense	Battalions”)	as	
part	of	its	counterinsurgency	campaign	in	the	region.		The	author	is	grateful	to	Yaniv	Voller	for	
providing	his	paper	“Identity	and	the	Baʿth	Government’s	Counterinsurgency	Campaign	in	Northern	
Iraq.”	
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The	Pendulum	of	Baʿthist	Militias	

	

The	severe	brutality	and	excesses	of	the	Iraqi	Baʿth	Party’s	first	militia,	al-Haras	al-

Qawmi	(“National	Guard”)	during	the	party’s	brief	hold	on	power	in	1963	were	so	

alienating	and	counterproductive	that	the	decision	to	establish	the	Popular	Army,	

the	party’s	principal	and	largest	militia,	was	only	made	in	February	1970	following	

the	re-seizure	of	power	in	1968.126		An	official	regime	study	of	the	Popular	Army	

even	admitted,	“It	is	worth	noting	that	there	is	another	experiment:	the	forming	of	a	

National	Guard.	This	experiment	was	criticized	for	some	flaws	and	discrepancies	

during	which	it	was	exploited	by	enemies	of	both	the	Baʿth	Party	and	Revolutionary	

Council.”127		The	primary	takeaway	of	the	Baʿth’s	previous	experience	with	militias	

was	that	the	benefits	in	terms	of	the	loyalty	and	enthusiasm	of	militiamen	were	less	

than	the	costs	entailed	by	ruining	the	party’s	reputation	with	the	country	at	large.			

However,	after	the	Baʿth	was	firmly	entrenched	in	power,	a	very	different	set	of	

problems	would	plague	the	Popular	Army	following	a	decade	of	war.	

	The	1980-1988	Iran-Iraq	War	placed	major	strains	on	Iraq	in	terms	of	

manpower	and	material	losses.			The	regular	Iraqi	Army	and	supporting	

paramilitary	formations	bore	the	brunt	of	the	total	casualties.		Prior	to	the	outbreak	

of	war,	the	Popular	Army	had	guarded	the	regime’s	strategic	assets,	served	as	a	

rural	security	force,	border	patrol,	and	protected	the	party’s	leadership	in	and	

around	Baghdad.		Once	the	war	with	Iran	had	begun,	the	Popular	Army	was	

																																																								
126	Kevin	M.	Woods,	The	Mother	of	All	Battles:	Saddam	Hussein’s	Strategic	Plan	for	the	Persian	Gulf	
War	(Annapolis,	Maryland:	Naval	Institute	Press,	2008):	100-101.	
127	CRRC	SH-BATH-D-001-828,		“Two	research	reports	about	the	Iraqi	Popular	Army	(IPA),”	1988.	
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deployed	to	the	frontlines	to	both	keep	an	eye	on	the	regular	army	and	fight	Iran.		

There	it	served	as	a	vehicle	for	party	members	to	meet	military	service	obligations	

without	joining	the	regular	army,	which	had	more	rigorous	training	and	longer	

service	requirements.		As	Faust	observes,	“Ironically,	the	Popular	Army	proved	

incredibly	unpopular.		It	suffered	large	numbers	of	deserters,	was	a	drain	on	state	

resources	and	private	enterprise,”	while	also	proving	to	be	ineffective	as	a	fighting	

force.128		The	subsequent	war	in	Kuwait	proved	to	be	no	different.		As	the	severely	

battered	Popular	Army	was	disbanded	following	the	1991	Gulf	War,	it	appeared	the	

regime	was	moving	away	from	its	militias.129		Analysts	at	the	time	observed	the	

policies	of	“social	tribalism”	or	“neo-tribalism,”	which	appeared	at	the	forefront	of	

the	regime’s	changing	security	strategies,	brought	about	by	the	chaotic	withdrawal	

from	Kuwait	and	the	collapse	of	the	party	branches	in	the	face	of	the	domestic	

uprising.130		However,	as	this	chapter	will	illustrate	through	a	discussion	of	the	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	party	militias	returned	fairly	quickly	to	the	scene	and	were	an	

important	component	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	continued	hold	on	power	until	his	

overthrow	in	2003.	

	Awareness	of	and	interest	in	the	Fidaʿyyu	Saddam	increased	dramatically	as	

a	result	of	the	U.S.-led	invasion	of	Iraq	in	2003.		Puzzling	for	American	combat	

troops	and	observers	alike,	irregular	troops	of	what	seemed	to	be	a	rag-tag	militia	

put	up	some	of	the	stiffest	resistance	against	the	invading	forces	as	they	advanced	

																																																								
128	Faust,	The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq,	110.	
129	Jabar.	“Shaykhs	and	Ideologues.”		
130		Jabar,	“Shaykhs	and	Ideologues,”	and	Baram,	“Neo-Tribalism	in	Iraq.”	
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through	southern	Iraq.131		The	stubbornness	of	the	armed	group	led	to	speculation	

that	it	constituted	the	regime’s	elite	special	forces132	and	increased	media	

coverage.133		It	was	all	the	more	striking	in	that	the	organizations	expected	to	be	the	

most	fanatical	defenders	of	Saddam’s	rule,	the	Republican	Guard	and	Special	

Republican	Guard,	did	not	fight	until	the	end	and	melted	away	after	being	subjected	

to	severe	aerial	bombardment	during	the	early	phases	of	the	war.134			

The	Fidaʿiyyeen’s	unconventional	tactics	fed	into	suspicions	that	Saddam	had	

intended	from	the	beginning	to	wage	an	insurgency	against	an	American	

occupation.135		While	the	Iraqi	president	had	made	his	share	of	bombastic	

statements	over	the	years,	once	telling	Yasser	Arafat	in	April	1990,	“I	wish	America	

would	bring	its	army	and	occupy	Iraq.		I	wish	they	would	do	it	so	we	can	kill	

Americans	and	sweep	all	of	them—sweep	all	of	them,	by	God,”136	the	Fidaʿiyyeen,	

like	most	security	organizations,	was	ultimately	dedicated	to	keeping	the	regime	in	

Baghdad	in	power	when	confronted	by	domestic	rebellion.		And	as	internal	records	

of	the	regime	would	show,	the	primary	motivation	behind	the	creation	of	the	

Fidaʿyyu	Saddam	was	the	anti-regime	uprising	at	the	end	of	the	1991	Gulf	War,	or	as	

the	regime	always	called	it,	“The	Page	of	Betrayal	and	Treachery.”137		The	

insurgency	the	regime	was	making	contingency	plans	for	would	ostensibly	be	

																																																								
131	For	example,	the	experience	of	Recon	Marines	encountering	the	group	is	mentioned	in	Wright,	
Generation	Kill,	249.	
132	Ibrahim	al-Marashi,	“The	Struggle	for	Iraq,	5.	
133	“Q&A:	What	is	the	Fedayeen	Saddam?”	and	Kopp,	“Saddam’s	Enforcers.”	
134	Ricks,	Fiasco,	125.	
135	Kevin	Woods,	James	Lacey,	and	Williamson	Murray,	“Saddam’s	Delusions,”	14-17.	
136	Quoted	in	Shibley	Telhami,	“The	Arab	Dimension	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	Calculations:	What	We	
Have	Learned	from	Iraq	Records,”	in	Jeffrey	A.	Engel,	(ed.),	Into	the	Desert:	Reflections	on	the	Gulf	War	
(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2013),	167-168.	
137	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-002-035.	
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waged	against	domestic	rebels	until	the	heavier	support	of	the	army	and	Republican	

Guard	arrived	on	the	scene.	

However,	with	the	collapse	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	regime,	U.S.	forces	seized	a	

vast	collection	of	Iraqi	government	archives	and	records.		For	initial	U.S.	

government-sponsored	studies,	the	records	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	were	of	interest	due	

to	the	organization’s	involvement	in	fighting	American	military	forces	during	the	

war’s	initial	military	campaign.		In	addition	to	providing	many	details	about	the	

group’s	multiple	state-security	functions,	the	“Official	U.S.	Joint	Forces	Command	

Report”	noted,	“Fedayeen	forces	hurled	themselves	against	armored	columns	

rushing	past	the	southern	cities	of	As	Samawah,	An	Najaf,	and	Karbala,”	while	

concluding,	“In	any	event,	they	proved	totally	unprepared	for	the	kind	of	war	they	

were	asked	to	fight,	dying	by	the	thousands.”138			

The	dedication	of	the	Fidaʿyyeen	surprised	and	even	hindered	the	advance	of	

U.S.-led	forces	on	occasion,	but	could	not	withstand	the	heavy	firepower	of	modern	

American	military	might.		Members	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	were	reportedly	the	first	to	

carry	out	suicide	car	bomb	attacks	against	advancing	troops,	which	the	group	had	

trained	for	during	the	preceding	years,	mostly	rhetorically,	but	the	highest	price	for	

this	feat	was	arguably	paid	by	Iraqi	civilians.139		The	American	rules	of	engagement	

were	adjusted	to	guard	against	the	tactic,	although	many	Iraqi	civilians	trying	to	flee	

the	fighting	in	automobiles	were	shot	by	nervous	U.S.	troops.140	

																																																								
138	Woods,	et	al.,	The	Iraqi	Perspectives,	52-53.	
139	CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-953,	“IIS	1999	plan	for	training	Fedayeen	Saddam	using	IEDs,”	1999.	
140	For	example,	see	Dexter	Filkins,	“Atonement:	A	troubled	Iraq	veteran	seeks	out	the	family	he	
harmed,”	The	New	Yorker,	October	29	&	November	5,	2012,	94-95.	
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The	often-suicidal	tactics	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	related	to	the	second	initial	

interest	of	researchers	in	the	group:	as	an	instrument	of	state-sponsored	terrorism.		

The	executive	summary	of	the	“Saddam	and	Terrorism”	report	explained,	“Under	

Saddam,	the	Iraqi	regime	used	its	paramilitary	Fedayeen	Saddam	training	camps	to	

train	terrorist	for	use	inside	and	outside	Iraq,”	while	also	highlighting	that	“The	

Iraqi	regime	was	involved	in	regional	and	international	terrorist	operations	prior	to	

Operation	Iraqi	Freedom.		The	predominant	target	of	Iraqi	state	terror	operations	

were	Iraqi	citizens,	both	inside	and	outside	of	Iraq.”141		Although	state-sponsored	

terrorism	by	Baghdad	did	not	capture	all	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam’s	functions,	it	did	

highlight	the	geographic	reach	of	the	group	and	the	security	threat	posed	by	it.		At	

the	same	time,	separate	from	its	function	as	a	militia	in	Iraq,	the	recruitment	and	

training	of	Iraqis	for	“martyrdom	operations”	abroad	shared	the	tactics	of	and	was	

similarly	named	to	a	previous	regime	initiative	during	the	1990-1991	Gulf	War.	

	

Origins	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	

	

The	designation	of	Fidaʿiyyeen	for	a	paramilitary	unit	was	first	used	by	Saddam’s	

regime	during	the	1990-1991	Gulf	War.		The	adoption	coincided	with	such	tactics	as	

Saddam’s	declaration	of	jihad,	adding	the	words	Allahu	Akbar	(“God	is	the	Greatest”)	

to	the	Iraqi	flag,	and	linking	Iraq’s	withdrawal	from	Kuwait	to	a	just	resolution	to	

																																																								
141	Kevin	M.	Woods	and	James	Lacey,	“Saddam	and	Terrorism:	Emerging	Insights	from	Captured	Iraqi	
Documents,”	Vols.	1-6,	ES-1-ES-2,	1.	The	volumes	are	available	on	the	Internet.	See			
https://fas.org/irp/eprint/iraqi/v1.pdf.	
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the	Arab-Israeli	conflict	favorable	to	Palestinians.142		The	timing	was	opportune	as	

the	1987-1993	uprising	in	the	West	Bank	and	Gaza,	later	termed	the	First	

Palestinian	Intifada,	was	smoldering	and	the	source	of	both	regional	and	

international	attention.		The	immediacy	of	events	should	not	take	away	from	the	fact	

that	Palestine	had	been	an	issue	of	longstanding	popular	and	political	attention	in	

Iraq	since	the	1948	Arab-Israeli	conflict.143		The	Iraqi	Baʿth,	in	addition	to	the	place	

of	Palestine	in	the	official	Pan-Arab	ideology,	did	not	break	with	the	tradition,	but	

instead	built	on	it	while	appropriating	it	for	its	own	interests.		For	example,	when	

the	regime	was	compelled	to	withdraw	its	outnumbered	forces	from	Iranian	

territory	in	1982,	the	official	justification	provided	for	public	consumption	was	that	

Arab	solidarity	necessitated	a	tactical	withdrawal.		A	text	circulated	throughout	the	

party	read,	“The	withdrawal	of	all	Iraqi	forces	from	Iranian	ground	to	the	

international	borders	following	the	Zionist	attacks	on	South	Lebanon,	was	in	

preparation	for	confronting	the	Zionist	invasion	of	Lebanese	territory	and	

supporting	the	Palestinian	struggle.”144			Appealing	to	Palestinian	affairs	played	well	

at	home	and	in	the	surrounding	region.	

The	term	Fidaʿiyyeen	in	modern	usage	quickly	came	to	be	associated	with	

irregular	bands	of	Palestinian	guerilla	fighters	who	continued	to	fight	on	following	

the	1948	Arab-Israeli	War,	launching	raids	into	occupied	Palestinian	territory	and	

Israel	proper.145		This	was	important	for	the	later	Iraqi	usage	as	it	more	directly	

related	to	tactics,	guerilla	or	irregular	warfare,	than	it	did	a	commitment	to	suicide	

																																																								
142	Hussein,	“Call	for	Jihad,	239-246.	
143	Charles	Tripp,	A	History	of	Iraq	(New	York:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2007),	117-121.	
144	BRCC-024-1-1-0052.	
145	Jean-Pierre	Filiu,	Gaza:	A	History	(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2014),	92.	
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or	martyrdom	in	the	process	of	adopting	them.		Historical	precedents	in	the	

twentieth	century	history	of	the	region	returned	to	the	late-Ottoman	period.		In	

1904	and	1906,	Armenian	revolutionaries	organized	Fidaʿyyu	paramilitary	units	to	

fight	against	Ottoman	military	troops	and	Kurdish	tribal	forces.146		Additionally,	in	

response	to	the	1912	Italian	invasion	of	Libya,	military	“volunteers”	dispatched	to	

aid	in	the	defense	of	the	territory	used	the	name	as	a	sign	of	their	willingness	to	

sacrifice	their	lives	for	the	Ottoman	cause.147		However,	when	Saddam	Hussein	

appropriated	the	term	in	1990,	he	was	undoubtedly	hoping	to	invoke	the	more	

familiar	and	immediate	images	of	the	Arab-Israeli	conflict.			

As	coalition	forces	gathered	in	Saudi	Arabia	in	the	build-up	phase	of	

Operation	Desert	Shield	during	the	latter	months	of	1990,	Iraq	initiated	its	Fidaʿiyyi	

program	under	the	auspices	of	Revolutionary	Command	Council	Deputy	Chairman	

Izzat	Ibrahim	al-Douri.		In	a	major	difference	when	compared	to	the	later	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam,	which	was	an	independent	paramilitary	organization,	the	General	Security	

Directorate	administered	all	operations	for	this	initiative	during	the	1990-1991	Gulf	

War.			In	a	November	1990	report	from	the	directorate	to	al-Douri,	the	secretary	

noted,	“Based	on	the	guidance	of	your	Excellency,	the	directorate	has	begun	and	

continues	to	open	a	number	of	special	courses,	including	those	for	Fidaʿiyyi	and	

martyrdom	volunteers	from	their	positions	as	officers,	commissioned	officers,	and	

the	ranks.”		Moreover,	the	volunteers	included	members	of	the	Baʿth	Party	and	

																																																								
146	Ronald	Grigor	Suny,	“They	Can	Live	in	the	Desert	but	Nowhere	Else”:	A	History	of	the	Armenian	
Genocide	(Princeton,	New	Jersey:	Princeton	University	Press,	2015),	145-146.	
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independents	“who	have	declared	their	readiness	and	their	full	liberty	to	participate	

in	any	tasks	that	might	be	assigned.”148				

The	concept	fascinated	Saddam	and	his	trusted	deputy	al-Douri.		In	one	

peculiar	conversation,	al-Douri	accidentally	appeared	to	correct	Saddam	after	the	

president	declared,	“You	must	not	forget	that	the	Baʿth	Party	was	the	first	to	

introduce	the	Fidaʿiyyi	experiment	in	the	Arab	World,”	to	which	the	former	

interjected	“1948”	before	the	latter	detailed	the	clandestine	activities	of	the	Baʿth	

during	the	1950s	and	1960s.149		Encouraged	by	the	ongoing	Palestinian	example,	

this	suggests	a	serious	interest	in	asymmetrical	warfare	tactics	at	the	very	top	of	

Saddam’s	regime.		

The	first	cohort	of	thirty	volunteers	completed	their	training	the	same	month	

as	the	Iraqi	invasion	in	August	1990.		As	the	report	went	on	to	explain,	“Then,	upon	

the	completion	of	their	final	exams,	three	of	them	were	selected	as	martyrdom	

volunteers	and	were	sent	to	the	intelligence	services.”150		Although	these	Fidaʿiyyu	

volunteers	proved	ineffective	in	shaping	the	outcome	of	the	1991	Gulf	War,	or	even	

launching	attacks	against	coalition	forces	in	the	region,	having	participated	in	the	

General	Security	Directorate’s	initiative	was	beneficial	in	terms	of	negotiating	rights	

and	privileges	during	the	subsequent	years.		On	occasion,	the	background	check	

conducted	on	an	applicant	to	the	police	college	noted	that	the	individual	in	question	
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“had	volunteered	for	Fidaʿiyyi	work	during	the	Mother	of	All	Battles	and	we	have	no	

objections	to	his	acceptance	to	the	police	academy.”151		Having	volunteered	for	

extremely	dangerous	duty	previous	easily	lent	itself	as	litmus	test	of	loyalty	to	the	

regime	in	the	uncertain	times	that	followed.			

The	striking	similarities	in	name	and	activities	between	the	Fidaʿiyyi	

initiative	during	the	1990-1991	Gulf	War	and	the	later	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	

paramilitary	organization	has	on	occasion	led	to	conflating	both	phenomena	as	

being	the	latter	group.152		Given	the	overlap	in	name	and	tactics,	it	seems	reasonable	

to	posit	that	given	Saddam’s	enthusiasm	for	the	Fidaʿiyyi	concept	institutionalized	

by	the	General	Security	Directorate	in	the	campaign	against	the	U.S.-led	coalition	in	

1990-1991,	this	was	a	factor	in	the	later	creation	of	an	independent	organization	

bearing	the	name	and	sharing	some	of	the	same	functions.		However,	beyond	its	

utility	in	state-sponsored	terrorism	and	ineffectiveness	at	confronting	conventional	

military	forces,	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	would	have	a	more	localized	role:	regime	

security	and	control	over	potentially	restive	segments	of	the	population.		In	this	

regard,	the	aftermath	of	the	1991	war	revealed	a	void	in	security	that	the	regime	

needed	to	fill	as	quickly	as	possible.		Ironically,	given	the	regime’s	prior	frustrations	

with	its	militias,	they	would	once	again	be	called	upon,	albeit	in	a	way	that	would	

ostensibly	internalize	lessons	learned	from	previous	mistakes.	
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Securing	the	Party	and	its	Branches	

	

Uday	Hussein’s	assignment	to	head	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	in	1995	added	a	

paramilitary	component	to	his	position	as	the	regime’s	de	facto	youth	minister.153		

In	addition	to	holding	the	portfolios	for	the	National	Olympic	Committee	and	

General	Federation	of	Iraqi	Youth,	the	recreation	of	a	party	militia	in	the	form	of	the	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	afforded	the	opportunity	to	create	a	new	paramilitary	youth	

group	in	the	Saddam	Cubs,	which	the	former	was	charged	in	training.154		The	doubly	

important	tasks	of	providing	security	for	the	regime	and	training	the	next	

generation	of	party	cadres	required	a	high	level	of	commitment.		As	one	report	

observed,	“The	work	of	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	requires	high	standards	of	secrecy,	

accuracy,	loyalty,	and	full	readiness	at	all	times	to	implement	the	orders	and	

instructions	entailed	in	handling	emergencies	inside	and	outside	of	their	sectors.”155		

For	Saddam’s	regime	during	the	mid-1990s,	there	was	no	shortage	of	internal	and	

external	enemies.		The	price	of	failure	or	defeat	in	battle	was	high,	usually	entailing	

the	execution	of	the	responsible	officers	or	soldiers.156	

The	organization	nevertheless	had	a	precise	definition	and	categorization	of	

enemies.		One	record	explains,	“the	word	enemy	has	comprehensive	and	clear	

meaning	and	applies	to	whomever	seeks	to	sabotage,	destroy,	threaten	the	safety,	

security,	and	sovereignty	of	Iraq,	whether	from	the	inside	or	outside.”157		The	five	
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main	categories	covered	individuals	responsible	for	harming	the	economy,	

smuggling	and	forging,	being	spies	or	agents	of	foreign	powers,	those	responsible	

for	corruption	in	the	armed	forces,	and	spreading	negative	rumors.158		The	

responsibilities	suggested	that	members	of	the	force	were	expected	to	be	far	more	

than	mere	armed	security	guards	of	the	regime.		As	it	turned	out,	Uday	had	higher	

expectations	than	many	in	the	regime	had	even	realized.	

Shortly	after	the	creation	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	in	1995,	an	intelligence	

report	was	brought	to	Saddam’s	attention	detailing	that	main	battle	tanks	and	

armored	personnel	carriers	had	been	spotted	in	facilities	belonging	to	the	militia.159		

Uday	complied	with	his	father’s	order	in	returning	the	tanks	and	vehicles	to	the	

Republican	Guard.		Entrusting	the	less	reliable,	more	troublesome,	and	murderous	

son	with	a	force	equipped	for	mechanized	warfare	was	clearly	not	Saddam	nor	the	

regime’s	plan	in	establishing	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam.		Thereafter,	Saddam	applied	

strict	rules	governing	Uday’s	control	of	the	militia.		For	example,	in	2001,	he	was	

forced	to	reject	a	request	from	a	Republican	Guard	brigadier	general	for	a	transfer	

to	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam.		As	stipulated	by	previous	order	from	Saddam,	transfers	

between	the	organizations	were	forbidden.160		Nevertheless,	by	design	and	intent,	

the	Fidaʿiyyu	was	to	work	closely	with	the	Republican	Guard.		The	Third	Duty	Force,	

a	Kurdish	unit	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	was	tasked	to	work	specifically	with	the	

Nebuchadnezzar	Division	of	the	Republican	Guard	in	both	combat	operations	

against	Kurdish	groups	and	in	contingency	security	operations.		The	force’s	tasks	
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included	securing	roads,	working	behind	enemy	lines,	and	coordinating	with	

airborne	forces.161		It	was	hardly	a	coincidence	that	these	responsibilities	were	what	

the	party	branches	and	organizations	had	been	unable	to	perform	in	assisting	the	

Republican	Guard	during	the	1991	uprising.		At	the	same	time,	they	spoke	to	the	

nature	of	the	fighting	in	Iraqi	Kurdistan	throughout	the	1990s.	

An	early	status	report	written	by	Uday	in	1995	noted	that	a	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam	regiment	had	been	formed	in	each	province	with	the	exception	of	the	areas	

of	Kurdistan	beyond	the	regime’s	reach.		Three	regiments	had	been	formed	for	

Baghdad	due	to	population	size.		The	units	were	lightly	armed	with	assault	rifles,	

machine	guns,	mortars,	and	vehicles	for	transportation.		At	the	time	of	writing,	six	

classes	of	recruits	had	graduated	from	their	training,	representing	7,256	volunteers	

for	the	outfit.		As	noted	in	the	introduction,	a	key	point	was	that	each	of	the	

regiments	“will	work	in	their	provinces	in	coordination	with	the	party	branch	and	

secretariat.”		At	the	same	time,	Uday	was	eager	to	report	the	results	of	the	first	

mission	assigned	to	one	of	the	militia	formations.		During	an	operation,	militiamen	

detained	520	military	deserters,	thieves,	and	smugglers,	in	the	process	confiscating	

from	them	315	copper	pieces,	thirteen	tons	of	copper	prepared	for	smuggling,	21	

vehicles	filled	with	gasoline	for	similar	smuggling	purposes,	and	24	weapons.162		

Although	the	regime	itself	moved	heavily	into	the	black	market	during	the	sanctions	

period,	the	report	suggests	that	there	was	a	major	difference	between	state-

sanctioned	illicit	economic	activity	and	that	that	was	not.		
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Tracking	down	defectors,	combatting	smuggling,	and	eliminating	various	

forms	of	“saboteurs”	occupied	much	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam’s	time	until	the	fall	of	

the	regime.		Countering	infiltration	operations	by	the	Badr	Brigade	along	the	porous	

border	with	Iran	was	a	particularly	daunting	task	and	required	coordination	with	

the	General	Security	Directorate.163		The	mission	was	further	complicated	by	reports	

that	members	of	the	Badr	Brigade	were	planning	to	infiltrate	Iraq	and	carry	out	

attacks	while	wearing	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	uniforms.164		In	addition	to	assassinating	

opposition	figures,	members	of	the	organization	working	in	this	area	were	

concerned	with	such	issues	as	combatting	forgery,	halting	the	distribution	of	

opposition	newspapers,	anti-regime	graffiti	and	vandalized	money,	along	with	

combatting	negative	rumors	in	the	process	of	spreading	ones	deemed	favorable	to	

the	regime.165	

One	of	the	more	unique	intelligence	operations	carried	out	by	the	militia	was	

the	designation	of	ten	members	to	infiltrate	the	Haj	and	pose	as	pilgrims	visiting	

Mecca	in	2000.		The	two	officers	and	five	soldiers	who	ultimately	made	the	trip	

reported	back	on	American	and	Saudi	military	installations,	security	measures,	and	

public	opinion	among	the	pilgrims	and	in	Saudi	Arabia.		One	officer	reported,	“We	

noticed	that	most	Muslims	are	supporting	Iraq…	I	met	a	Syrian	and	he	said	to	me,	

‘You	Iraqis	are	heroes	and	President	Saddam	is	a	hero	because	he	is	the	only	one	

who	could	attack	Israel.’”166		The	debriefing	interviewers	were	particularly	
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concerned	with	Saudi	border	security,	which	may	have	reflected	concerns	about	

infiltration	or	smuggling.	

Foreign	excursions	aside,	another	more	common	and	routine	item	on	the	

agenda	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	is	a	concern	of	institutions	of	repression	around	the	

world:	maintaining	public	order	in	the	occurrence	of	unrest.		Quite	naturally,	this	

had	an	urban	focus,	where	the	majority	of	Iraq’s	population	had	shifted	over	the	

course	of	the	twentieth	century.		A	2002	file	contained	information	on	the	shipment	

of	batons,	gas	masks,	and	riot	control	gear	for	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam.167		Following	

the	1999	killing	of	revered	Shi’i	cleric	Mohammad	Sadiq	al-Sadr,	the	regime	was	

even	more	sensitive	to	security	threats	in	the	holy	cities	of	the	Shi’a	and	the	

southern	party	of	the	country	more	broadly.		Plain-clothed	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	had	

been	deployed	to	infiltrate	large	congregations	of	people	in	the	event	of	unrest.168		

During	the	Ashura	rituals	of	subsequent	years,	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	presence	

around	the	Imam	Hussein	Shrine	was	increased	substantially.		The	Babil	and	Najaf	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	units	were	deployed	to	assist	the	Karbala	unit,	along	with	rooftop	

snipers	and	a	special	“riot	control	group.”		The	most	important	tasks	were	

protecting	the	shrine	and	preventing	any	disturbances	in	or	around	it.169			

Similarly,	the	fear	of	a	repeat	of	1991	coinciding	or	in	coordination	with	a	

U.S.-led	attack	featured	in	regime	planning	until	the	very	end.		As	the	prospect	of	

war	with	the	United	States	grew	larger	in	2002	and	2003,	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	

occupied	a	place	of	increased	importance	in	the	defensive	plans	of	the	party	and	
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regime.		Ever	fearful	about	a	repeat	of	the	1991	uprising,	the	militia	would	help	

maintain	domestic	security	in	both	urban	centers	and	provincial	areas.170		A	similar	

view	was	articulated	by	a	party	study	circulated	to	the	Fidaʿiyyi	Saddam,	which	

concluded	that	an	external	attack	launched	by	the	U.S.	would	coincide	with	attacks	

by	agents	inside	Iraq.171		American	forces	would	encounter	many	of	the	Fidaʿiyyeen	

in	the	urban	areas	they	were	being	deployed	to	just	a	few	short	months	later.			

	

Instrumental	Terror	

	

		Islamist	responses	to	the	1991	Gulf	War	and	Iraq’s	isolation	as	a	result	of	it	made	

terrorist	groups	and	underhanded	tactics	beyond	the	standard	tool	set	of	diplomatic	

relations	and	foreign	policy	appealing	options	to	Saddam	and	his	inner	circle.		As	the	

authors	of	the	Iraqi	Perspectives	Project	concluded,	“From	1991	through	2003,	the	

Saddam	regime	regarded	inspiring,	sponsoring,	directing,	and	executing	acts	of	

terrorism	as	an	element	of	state	power.”172		Although	the	Fidaʿiyyi	Saddam	was	not	

the	primary	institution	involved	in	these	activities,	it	planned	and	carried	out	a	

number	of	state-sponsored	terrorist	attacks	against	the	opposition	in	exile	around	

the	region.		Additionally,	a	plot	to	assassinate	Ahmed	Chalabi	in	London	never	got	

off	the	ground	when	the	designated	assassin	failed	to	obtain	a	British	visa.173		Closer	

to	home,	targets	located	in	Iraqi	Kurdistan	were	often	in	the	crosshairs	of	the	
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Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	usually	in	coordination	with	the	regime’s	other	intelligence	

services.174	

Given	the	benefit	of	hindsight,	many	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam’s	activities	with	

regard	to	the	regime’s	adoption	of	terrorism	tactics,	or	in	other	words,	a	conscious	

decision	to	wage	asymmetrical	warfare,	would	seem	to	have	inadvertently	equipped	

many	individuals	with	important	skills	for	battling	an	occupation.		Beyond	standard	

training	in	guerilla	warfare	that	members	of	the	militia	received,	instruction	on	the	

making	and	use	of	car	bombs	and	roadside	bombs	to	disable	vehicles	serves	as	a	

harbinger	of	what	followed	the	regime’s	demise.		Nevertheless,	rather	than	an	

ideological	shift	by	the	regime	and	the	fact	that	no	Iraqi	who	volunteered	for	

“martyrdom	operations	in	Palestine”	actually	carried	them	out,	one	of	the	more	

revealing	records	dates	to	just	before	the	start	of	the	2003	war.	

		Recognizing	that	a	U.S.-led	invasion	was	imminent,	the	General	Military	

Intelligence	Directorate	(GMID)	had	drawn	up	plans	with	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	to	

attack	American	troops	assembling	in	Kuwait.		The	Iraqis	ultimately	ran	out	of	time	

to	try	enacting	these	plans,	but	the	documents	referred	to	high-level	deliberations	

within	the	regime	about	the	best	way	to	resist	the	invasion.		Those	involved	

recommended	the	GMID-Fidaʿiyyeen	plan,	recognizing	that	conventional	resistance	

would	be	vulnerable	to	American	air	power	and	the	overwhelming	superiority	of	

American	ground	forces.175			
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Control	and	its	Limits	

	

As	corruption	and	smuggling	had	increased	due	to	the	economic	strain	and	personal	

hardship	from	Iraq’s	isolation	following	the	1991	war,	so	did	opportunities	for	

making	ends	meet	or	profiting	by	underhanded	means.		The	records	indicate	that	

the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	was	hardly	an	exception	and	that	its	members	frequently	fell	

under	the	categories	for	enemies	they	were	officially	tasked	with	combatting.		One	

file	contained	a	series	of	interrogation	reports	of	individual	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	

members	responsible	for	criminal	activities.176		One	member	was	arrested	for	his	

involvement	in	arms	trafficking,	another	for	attempting	to	smuggle	a	tow-truck,	and	

yet	another	for	successfully	smuggling	a	crane.		The	regime	official	handling	the	case	

noted,	“Smuggling	activities	have	become	a	very	rampant	occurrence	among	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	fighters.”177		As	is	often	the	case,	those	tasked	with	combatting	

illicit	activities	find	themselves	well	situated	to	exploit	them	for	their	own	benefit.	

The	violations	did	not	end	there.	

A	September	2002	file	detailed	the	involvement	of	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	

members	in	a	wide	range	of	illicit	activities,	which	included	setting	up	false	

checkpoints	to	extort	ordinary	citizens,	taking	ID	cards	from	citizens	and	holding	

them	for	ransom,	and	smuggling	weapons	and	equipment	to	Saudi	Arabia.		The	

punishments	were	to	be	severe.		One	member	charged	with	setting	up	a	false	

checkpoint	was	to	have	a	hand	amputated.		The	video	of	the	amputation	would	be	
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177	Ibid.	
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distributed	for	deterrence	value.178		The	involvement	of	members	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam	in	these	illicit	practices,	activities	they	were	charged	with	combatting,	

spoke	to	the	growth	of	corruption	during	the	sanctions	regime.		While	the	regime	

and	party	were	growing	stronger,	the	Iraqi	state	in	many	respects	was	not,	a	balance	

effectively	passed	on	to	the	population	at	large	for	whom	corruption	was	either	a	

source	of	temptation,	survival,	or	both.			Whether	or	not	the	punishment	of	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam	members	for	involvement	in	criminal	activities	was	selective,	reflected	turf	

battles	within	the	regime,	or	reflected	the	regime	picking	winners	and	losers	when	

it	came	to	the	spoils	of	corruption	are	beyond	the	scope	of	this	study,	but	require	

further	investigation.	

The	creation	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	in	1995	gave	Saddam’s	regime	a	useful	

instrument	of	coercion	that	had	been	missing	since	the	Popular	Army	was	

disbanded	following	the	1991	Gulf	War:	a	locally-recruited	militia	capable	of	

providing	important	security	functions	at	the	local	level.		That	the	militia	was	placed	

under	the	command	of	Saddam’s	son	Uday	suggests	its	significance	to	the	regime,	

but	Saddam’s	veto	of	Uday’s	bid	to	equip	it	with	tanks,	armored	personnel	carriers,	

and	Republican	Guard	officers	also	indicates	that	it	wasn’t	supposed	to	become	too	

powerful,	which	could	enable	it	to	check	and	even	challenge	the	other	sources	of	

regime	power.		In	short,	the	militia’s	role	was	in	doing	what	contemporary	outside	

observers	had	difficulty	discerning:	the	type	of	coercion	and	paramilitary	work	for	

which	tanks,	armored	personnel	carriers	were	ill	suited.		A	more	limited	force	that	

likely	never	exceeding	thirty	to	forty	thousand	men,	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam’s	smaller	
																																																								
178		CRRC	SH-FSDM-D-001-967,	“Order	to	cut	hands	of	the	Fedayeen	Saddam	members	who	were	
smuggling	weapons	to	the	Saudi	side	during	2001,”	September	4,	2002.	
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size	seemingly	suggests	the	regime’s	awareness	to	the	pitfalls	associated	with	a	

large-scale	party	militia,	as	had	been	the	case	with	the	Popular	Army.		However,	

subsequent	events	would	indicate	the	opposite	to	be	the	case.					
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CHAPTER	TWO:	The	Jerusalem	Army	

	

The	creation	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	in	2001	proved	to	be	the	final	militia	formation	

of	the	Iraqi	Baʿth	Party	in	a	history	of	fielding	such	groups	over	the	preceding	four	

decades.		Unlike	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	which	predated	the	Jerusalem	Army	by	

several	years	and	never	exceeded	thirty	to	forty	thousand	members,	the	new	force	

was	aimed	at	arming	and	mobilizing	the	Iraqi	population	in	mass,	instilling	military	

discipline	and	providing	training	on	light	weapons.179		Men	and	women	between	the	

ages	of	eighteen	and	fifty-five	were	eligible	to	enlist.180		As	a	result,	the	practical	and	

logistical	considerations	for	the	Jerusalem	Army	were	much	greater	than	the	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	placing	substantial	burdens	on	the	party	and	military	

establishments.		The	captured	Iraqi	records	reveal	that	the	entailed	burdens	were	

often	not	accepted	quietly	by	the	party	officials	and	military	officers	charged	with	

training	and	equipping	the	militia.		The	unveiling	of	and	recruitment	for	the	

Jerusalem	Army	was	part	and	parcel	of	the	unprecedented	expansion	of	the	Baʿth	

Party’s	ranks	at	the	turn	of	the	millennium.	

In	a	manner	similar	to	the	disbanded	Popular	Army,	allegiance	to	the	Baʿth	

Party,	loyalty	to	the	person	of	Saddam	Hussein,	and	commitment	to	armed	struggle	

were	all	of	paramount	importance.181		The	administration	of	and	recruitment	for	the	

																																																								
179	The	primary	weapons	of	choice	were	the	AK-47	and	RPG-7.		BRCC	004_4_1_0347,	“Training,”	
March	19,	2002.	
180	BRCC	003_5_0093,	“Volunteering	in	the	Jerusalem	Army,”	July	15,	2002.	
181	A	typical	statement	from	a	recruit	reads,	“I	the	volunteer…	Desire	to	volunteer	in	the	Victorious	
Leader	Division	and	am	ready	to	carry	out	all	of	the	duties	of	the	division	that	are	required	upon	
joining	the	unit.		I	have	been	informed	of	this.”		The	approval	from	the	Jerusalem	Army	came	in	the	
next	line,	reading,	“The	volunteer	interview	has	been	completed…	The	committee	found	that	he	[the	
recruit]	is	qualified	for	volunteer	work	in	the	Victorious	Leader	Division	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	and	
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earlier	and	later	militias	were	run	largely	through	the	party,	as	both	depended	on	

enlisting	civilian	supporters	of	the	regime.		Participation	in	both	militias	was	seen	as	

an	indication	of	loyalty	to	the	Baʿth	Party	and	to	Saddam.	In	a	practice	that	mirrored	

the	Jerusalem	Army’s	Popular	Army	predecessor,	following	the	creation	of	the	

Jerusalem	Army	in	2001,	question	number	seventeen	in	party	membership	files	

asked,	“Does	he/she	volunteer	for	the	Jerusalem	Army?”182		And	as	the	Jerusalem	

Army’s	namesake	indicates,	events	in	the	region	proved	opportune	in	terms	of	

propaganda	value.		As	much	as	the	decision	to	establish	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	

capitalized	on	imagery	of	the	First	Palestinian	Intifada	and	previous	generations	of	

Palestinian	guerilla	fighters,	the	Jerusalem	Army	did	the	same	for	the	Second	

Palestinian	Intifada,	which	broke	out	in	2000.			

As	this	chapter	and	initial	inquiry	into	the	Jerusalem	Army	will	attempt	to	

show,	the	creation	of	another	militia,	further	facilitating	the	devolution	of	the	means	

of	violence	away	from	the	conventional	military,	proved	both	consequential	and	

spoke	to	broader	processes	in	the	modern	history	of	the	Iraqi	state.		Ariel	I.	Ahram	

observed	the	remarkability	of	“the	profound	degradation	in	Iraq’s	coercive	power	in	

the	last	quarter	century”	has	been	accompanied	by	“an	attempt	to	devolve	violence	

to	local	non-state	agents.”183		In	spite	of	the	militia’s	name	and	its	professed	regional	

and	international	aspirations,	like	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	the	Jerusalem	Army	

																																																																																																																																																																					
he	is	able	to	undertake	military	duties.”	BRCC	003_5_5_180,	“Program	of	Calling	[enlisting]	for	the	
Victorious	Leader	Division.”	
182	For	one	example	among	many,	see	BRCC	077_3_4_0013.	
183	Ahram,	“War-Making,	State-Making,	and	Non-State	Power	in	Iraq,”	8.	
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reflected	the	regime’s	drive	to	address	security	concerns	and	find	reliable	agents,	

albeit	through	the	party	and	at	the	local	level.184			

The	ability	to	create	and	field	such	formations,	which	in	this	case	was	a	

revamped	version	of	the	Popular	Army,	spoke	to	the	resilience	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	

regime	and	the	renewed	capability	that	facilitated	the	rebuilding	of	state	institutions	

and	party	paramilitary	formations,	despite	the	perpetual	low-intensity	conflict,	

sanctions	regime,	and	international	isolation	that	characterized	the	1991-2003	

period.			Accordingly,	looking	back	from	the	present,	examining	the	Jerusalem	Army	

reveals	the	many	differences	of	the	soon-to-come	post-2003	period,	but	arguably	

just	as	important	and	under-studied,	similarities	in	terms	of	shifting	the	

organization	of	the	means	of	violence	and	repression	increasingly	around	militias.			

As	for	Saddam’s	regime	during	the	period	of	time	discussed	in	this	study,	the	

Jerusalem	Army	highlights	an	essential	paradox	that	has	been	at	the	heart	of	it:	

contrary	to	contemporary	accounts	and	analysis	before	the	2003	war	emphasizing	

the	already	underway	implosion,	the	Iraqi	records	suggest	that	the	erosion	and	loss	

of	regime	control	over	large	sections	of	the	Iraqi	state’s	sovereign	territory	was	not	

necessarily	matched	by	a	loss	of	control	over	the	areas	that	remained	in	the	hands	of	

the	regime.		Indeed,	considering	that	there	was	not	a	repeat	of	the	1991	Intifada	and	

the	U.S.-led	invasion	of	2003	was	not	accompanied	by	a	domestic	uprising,	there	is	

																																																								
184	A	memorandum	from	the	General	Secretariat	of	the	Party	to	the	Deputy	General	Secretariat	
explained	the	twin	concerns	with	security	and	local	recruitment.		It	reads,	“In	Baghdad	there	will	be	
two	divisions	of	Jaysh	al-Quds	volunteers	in	Baghdad,	one	in	al-Karakh	and	the	other	in	al-Risaafa,	
and	a	division	in	each	province	of	the	country	except	for	Karbala,	Misan,	and	al-Muthana,	where	the	
minimum	requirement	will	be	two	brigades,	or	sixty	percent	of	the	division’s	strength.”	BRCC	
003_5_0093,	“Volunteering	in	the	Jerusalem	Army,”	July	15,	2002.	
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an	argument	to	be	made	that	militia-building	was	ultimately	a	success	of	sorts	for	

the	regime.		

	

“For	Palestine	and	the	Arab	Nation”	

	

Established	in	the	wake	of	the	Second	Palestinian	Intifada	in	2000	and	capitalizing	

on	local,	regional,	and	international	anger	towards	the	Israeli	military	response,	the	

Jerusalem	Army’s	official	mission	was	nothing	less	than	the	liberation	of	

Jerusalem.185		However,	the	regime’s	records	reveal	that	much	like	it’s	Popular	Army	

predecessor,	the	Jerusalem	Army,	at	least	from	a	regime	standpoint,	was	more	

concerned	with	keeping	Saddam’s	regime	in	power,	organizing	military	exercises,	

popular	spectacles,	and	in	the	final	days,	preparing	defensive	plans	as	the	2003	U.S.-

led	invasion	loomed	over	Iraq.186		As	the	authors	of	the	Iraqi	Perspectives	Report	

noted,	“Currently	available	documents	on	the	Al-Quds	organization	indicate	that	its	

leaders	never	seriously	considered	marching	to	Jerusalem.		Rather,	they	exclusively	

focused	on	defending	specific	Iraqi	locales	listed	in	various	Baʿth	‘emergency’	

																																																								
185	One	internal	report	noted	when	receiving	new	recruits,	the	necessity	of	“Explaining	some	of	the	
political	and	military	issues	that	interest	Iraq	and	Palestine,	along	with	those	that	highlight	the	role	
played	by	the	armed	forces	in	Iraq	and	the	Arab	nation.”	BRCC	004_4_1_0056,	“Commands	for	the	
Receiving	and	Seeing	Off	of	Volunteers,”	October	9,	2001.		In	this	regard,	the	Jerusalem	Army	built	off	
of	traditional	Baʿthist	ideology	regarding	Pan-Arabism,	while	capitalizing	on	longstanding	popular	
sentiment	toward	the	Arab-Israeli	conflict.	
186	CRRC	SH-BATH-D-000-778,	“A	Baʿth	Party	File	on	Al-Diwaniyyah	emergency	and	maneuver	plans	
during	the	war,”	2002-2003.	
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plans.”187		The	lengths	the	organization	appears	to	have	gone	to	in	concealing	this	

fact	from	its	own	members	is	striking.		

Nevertheless,	even	the	militia’s	internal	records	demonstrate	the	extent	to	

which	the	regime	took	its	stated	goals	seriously,	ostensibly	training	for	the	eventual	

march	to	Jerusalem	in	the	service	of	the	Palestinian	cause.		Like	the	Fidaʿiyyu	

Saddam,	numerous	petitions	from	members	to	fight	in	Palestine	suggests	that	the	

seriousness	with	which	the	militia’s	objective	was	taken	by	the	regime	and	at	least	

some	members	became	a	distraction	from	practical	concerns	of	the	Iraqi	Baʿth,	such	

as	the	regime’s	own	security.		However,	sincerity	of	belief,	a	phenomenon	difficult	to	

quantify	even	with	the	ability	to	conduct	interviews	with	participants,	to	say	

nothing	of	a	study	based	on	archival	records	of	the	regime,	is	beyond	the	scope	of	

this	study.		As	with	other	examples	of	individuals	using	the	regime’s	rhetoric	to	

negotiation	their	position	in	relation	to	it,	it	is	just	as	likely	they	were	concerned	in	

more	practical	benefits,	but	as	Faust	observes	regarding	Iraqis	who	took	

examinations	immersed	in	official	ideology,	“the	fact	Hussein’s	regime	could	make	

them	recite	its	official	slogans	and	repeat	the	party’s	lines	proved	the	regime’s	

power	over	them,	not	least	because	these	exercises	created	a	public	record	of	

complicity	and	obedience.”188		The	same	was	almost	certainly	true	when	it	came	to	

participation	in	a	militia	like	the	Jerusalem	Army,	which	also	entailed	situations	

where	the	regime	demonstrated	its	ability	to	elicit	compliance,	along	with	incentives	

in	the	form	of	monetary	and	political	rewards	in	return	for	it.	

																																																								
187	Woods,	et	al.,	The	Iraqi	Perspectives	Report,	48.		The	records	in	the	BRCC	examined	by	this	author	
are	consistent	with	the	report’s	assessment	of	records	that	were	later	available	to	researchers	as	part	
of	the	CRRC	collection.	
188	Faust,	The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq,	48.	
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Condemnation	of	Israel	in	the	Arab	world	for	its	actions	during	the	Second	

Palestinian	Intifada	was	more	or	less	universal.		Despite	this,	the	lengths	that	

Saddam	would	go	to	in	exploiting	the	situation	for	maximum	propagandistic	value	

were	difficult	to	exceed.189		Whereas	in	the	naming	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	the	

regime	sought	to	invoke	the	Pan-Arab	imagery	and	solidarity	of	the	First	Palestinian	

Intifada	and	the	Palestinian	guerilla	bands	of	earlier	decades,	the	Jerusalem	Army	

was	a	state	institution	charged	with	appropriating	the	spirit	of	the	ongoing	uprising	

against	Israel	for	the	benefit	of	Saddam	and	Baʿthist	rule	in	Iraq.190		Upon	

commencement	of	preparations,	training	operations	for	the	Jerusalem	Army	were	

named	in	honor	of	Palestinian	martyrs	and	West	Bank	cities,	uniforms	were	tailored	

to	match	the	clothing	of	Hamas	and	other	anti-Israeli	militant	groups,	and	

“volunteers	for	martyrdom	operations”	marched	in	parades	wearing	suicide	vests,	

albeit	equipped	with	fake	plastic	dynamite.191		The	regime	went	as	far	as	creating	

training	camps	for	the	Jerusalem	Army	recruits	modeled	on	Israeli	settlements	in	

the	West	Bank.192		

																																																								
189	At	the	same	time,	it	is	important	to	emphasize	that	Baʿthist	ideology	and	both	Baʿth	regimes	in	
Iraq	and	Syria	had	much	experience	in	being	the	standard	bearers	of	the	“resistance	camp”	against	
settlement	with	Israel.			
190	Saddam	was	also	taking	a	page	from	the	playbook	of	his	Iranian	adversaries.		During	the	1980-
1988	Iran-Iraq	War,	the	Iranian	Revolutionary	Guards	created	the	“Quds	Force,”	which	retains	its	
notoriety	in	the	present	day.		The	Iranian	force,	especially	during	the	Iran-Iraq	War,	at	the	very	least	
generally	advanced	in	the	direction	of	Jerusalem.		The	author	owes	this	colorful	observation	to	an	
email	conversation	with	Ariel	I.	Ahram.	
191	As	was	also	the	case	regarding	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	enlisting	volunteers	for	“martyrdom	
operations”	in	the	Jerusalem	Army	was	an	ideological	and	organizational	priority.		It	was	also	a	point	
of	overlap	and	cooperation	between	the	two	militias.		Given	the	smaller	number	of	members	in	the	
Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	it	seems	reasonable	to	conclude	that	the	most	ideologically	committed	members	
of	the	Jerusalem	Army	made	excellent	candidates	for	admission	into	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam.		In	one	
report	from	the	military	adviser	to	the	Baghdad-al-Karakh	branch	to	the	Party	Division	Leadership,	
he	included	a	list	of	Jerusalem	Army	members	to	be	interviewed	by	the	“Authority	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	
Saddam.”	BRCC	003_5_5_0121,	“Martyrdom	Operations,”	September	24,	2002.		
192	CRRC	SH-QDSA-D-002-032,	“Sample	of	Settlements,”	May	2002.	
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The	“fake”	suicide	vests	highlighted	the	unabashed	role	of	spectacle	in	the	

Jerusalem	Army,	which	to	a	rare	level	among	state	militias	and	armed	groups,	took	

on	central	importance	in	this	organization.		Regarding	the	stated	goal	of	liberating	

Jerusalem,	Khoury	writes,	“That	this	was	a	spurious	claim	and	one	that	elicited	a	

great	number	of	jokes	among	Iraqis	was	beside	the	point.”		Indeed,	“Coercion,	threat	

of	punishment,	the	creation	of	a	culture	in	which	citizens	were	made	‘culpable’	of	an	

infraction	if	they	did	not	participate,	may	explain	why	people	complied	with	calls	for	

participation	in	these	rituals.”193		Going	on,	Khoury	provides	the	insight	that	

“Spectacles	of	mobilization,	despite	their	ideological	emptiness,	explain	the	

durability	of	the	regime	and	its	brittleness.”194		As	will	be	seen	in	this	chapter,	in	

addition	to	underlining	a	major	shift	in	regime	strategy,	the	Jerusalem	Army	makes	

for	an	illustrative	case	study	in	both	the	expanse	and	limits	of	authoritarianism,	

even	under	a	regime	as	“fierce”	as	that	of	Saddam’s	Ba’th	Party.195		For	while	the	

parades	and	spectacles	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	suggest	the	ability	of	the	regime	to	

coerce	and	entice	participation	from	the	population,	the	organization’s	internal	

records,	as	some	open	sources	suggested	at	the	time,	reveal	both	non-compliance	

from	segments	of	the	population	and	dissent	from	within	the	regime.		

As	was	the	case	with	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam,	the	unveiling	of	the	Jerusalem	

Army	indicated	the	renewed	importance	of	militias	in	regime	security	and	survival	

strategies.		The	Jerusalem	Army	nevertheless	marked	a	very	different	stage	in	terms	

																																																								
193	Khoury,	Iraq	in	Wartime,	158.	
194	Ibid.,	159.	
195	Ayubi,	Over-stating	the	Arab	State,	3.		Ariel	Ahram	notes,	“Iraq	was	a	perpetually	fierce	state,	
jealous	of	rival	sources	of	power	and	quick	to	use	force	against	perceived	challenges	within	and	
without.”	“War-Making,	State-Making,	and	Non-State	Power	in	Iraq,”	8.	
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of	the	manpower	and	resources	dedicated	to	militia-building	in	Iraq.		Although	

many	army	officers	had	previously	greeted	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	with	skepticism,	

forty	thousand	men	was	a	small	number	in	comparison	to	the	seven	million	

members	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	claimed	by	the	regime.196		Although	difficult	to	

ascertain	the	exact	number	at	this	point	in	time,	previous	studies	concluded	that	the	

militia	consisted	of	somewhere	between	five	hundred	thousand	and	one	million	

Iraqi	men	and	women.197		This	entailed	a	major	commitment	by	the	Baʿth	regime’s	

party,	organizational,	and	military	resources	to	recruit,	train,	organize,	and	maintain	

what	were	at	the	end	of	the	day,	large	formations	of	armed	civilians.		The	required	

efforts	for	building	the	Jerusalem	Army	were	the	latest	manifestation	of	the	regime’s	

trend	of	shifting	resources	away	from	the	army	and	conventional	military	to	

militias.		As	contemporary	open	sources	indicated	and	the	regime’s	internal	records	

confirm,	disquiet	among	professional	military	officers	involved	in	the	project	took	

the	form	of	scathing	reports	and	petitions	forwarded	up	the	chain	of	command.	

	

The	Burdens	of	Mass	Mobilization	

	

In	March	2002,	opposition	media	in	the	semi-autonomous	Kurdistan	region	of	

Northern	Iraq	caught	word	of	grumblings	in	Baghdad	about	the	costs	versus	the	

benefits	of	the	Jerusalem	Army.		According	to	the	article,	Saddam	was	said	to	have	

																																																								
196	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	147.	
197	The	Official	U.S.	Joint	Forces	Command	Report	concluded	that	“the	best	estimate”	is	half	a	million	
Iraqis	joined	the	militia.	Woods,	et	al.,	The	Iraqi	Perspectives	Report,	48.		In	his	own	treatment	of	the	
subject	after	examining	the	records,	Joseph	Sassoon	agreed	with	the	aforementioned	estimate.	
Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	148.	
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“heeded	advice	of	his	generals”	that	maintaining	the	Jerusalem	Army	was	“draining	

the	meager	resources	at	the	disposal	of	regular	troops.”		The	report	also	claimed	

that	Iraqi	generals	were	skeptical	of	a	policy	that	resulted	in		“arming	huge	numbers	

of	Iraqis,	fearing	they	may	turn	their	weapons	against	the	government	in	case	the	

United	States	launches	a	strike”	against	Iraq.		Quoting	“informed	sources,”	the	article	

stated	that	Saddam	came	to	the	realization	that	the	Jerusalem	Army	had	“become	a	

burden	on	his	government,”	reaching	the	point	where	the	Iraqi	dictator	“is	seriously	

thinking	of	whether	keeping	the	alleged	volunteer	force	is	worthwhile.”198		

	As	the	war	a	year	later	would	show,	Saddam	did	not	disband	his	latest	

militia,	instead	relying	on	it	and	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	to	fight	against	the	U.S.-led	

invasion.		Even	if	missing	the	finer	details,	the	2002	article	spoke	to	the	

longstanding	difficult	relationship	the	Baʿth	regime	had	with	its	militias	going	back	

to	National	Guard	during	the	1960s.		The	alleged	fear	that	officers	had	of	arming	

civilians,	illustrates	a	dilemma	facing	any	government	that	pursues	a	strategy	of	

devolving	the	means	of	violence	beyond	professional	military	forces.		Although	the	

internal	records	of	the	regime	examined	for	this	study	do	not	point	to	the	fear	of	

arming	civilians	as	an	existential	threat	to	the	regime	in	its	own	right,	they	do	

confirm	the	critical	sentiments	among	professional	military	officers	towards	the	

Jerusalem	Army,	which	they	did	not	conceal	in	their	reports.	

																																																								

198 “Saddam	May	Disband	His	‘Jerusalem	Army’,”	Middle	East	News	Online,	March	24,	2002,	
http://search.proquest.com/docview/203122228?accountid=11091.	
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In	one	instance,	the	military	adviser	to	the	Baghdad-based	Victorious	Leader	

Division	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	informed	the	general	secretariat	of	the	party	branch	

on	the	results	from	a	recent	mustering	of	reserve	forces.		At	the	designated	time	and	

place	in	November	2002,	thirty	reserve	soldiers	reported	for	duty,	whereas	twenty	

of	the	expected	fifty	reservists	were	absent.		In	addition,	the	adviser	noted	that	

many	of	those	who	reported	for	duty	did	so	without	their	weapons	and	failed	to	

wear	military	uniforms.		Although	the	names	of	those	who	did	not	report	to	the	

muster	were	enclosed	and	forwarded	up	the	proper	channels,	the	officer	provided	a	

possible	explanation,	informing	the	secretariat	that	many	reservists	were	appointed	

to	other	bodies	within	the	Jerusalem	Army,	which	could	have	caused	confusion	

about	which	members	were	expected	to	report	where	and	when.		However,	the	

concluding	recommendations	suggested	that	both	the	sender	and	recipient	of	the	

document	understood	that	factors	beyond	conflicting	schedules	were	responsible	

for	the	limited	and	disheveled	showing.		The	author	reminded	the	secretariat	on	the	

importance	of	“boosting	the	morale	of	soldiers”	in	the	party	meetings and 

emphasizing the need for a “high-level of commitment” in executing	one’s	duty.199		

Hardly	an	outlier,	previous	records	reported	the	“continuous	absences”	of	

volunteers	from	the	First	and	Second	Jerusalem	Army	divisions	stationed	in	

Baghdad,	the	responsibility	for	which	was	laid	at	the	feet	of	the	division	and	party	

branch	leadership	in	a	scathing	report.200		Many	reservists	appeared	to	be	voting	

																																																								
199	BRCC	003_5_5_0036,	“Reserve	Forces,”	November	14,	2002.	
200	“It	was	noticed	by	the	comrades	charged	with	inspections	that	the	number	of	soldiers	was	small	
and	this	is	evidence	of	many	absences	and	departures.”	BRCC	004_4_1_0517,	“Absences	of	Jerusalem	
Army	Volunteers,”	September	16,	2001.	
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with	their	feet,	or	at	the	very	least,	through	a	half-hearted	performance	in	terms	of	

showing	up	without	their	weapons	and	uniforms.	

The	military	adviser’s	critical	report	did	not	constitute	an	exception	in	the	

party’s	correspondences	about	the	Jerusalem	Army.		In	fact,	it	was	closer	to	the	

norm.		In	instances	where	the	commitment	of	soldiers	did	not	appear	to	be	an	issue,	

logistical	problems	often	were.		The	huge	number	of	recruits	for	the	Jerusalem	Army	

simply	overwhelmed	the	constrained	resources	of	the	beleaguered	and	depleted	

Iraqi	military,	which	never	fully	recovered	from	its	defeat	during	the	1990-1991	

Gulf	War,	nor	could	it	adequately	rebuild	under	the	sanctions	regime	imposed	on	

Iraq	from	the	conflict’s	aftermath	through	the	toppling	of	the	regime	in	2003.201		In	

September	2002,	the	Victorious	Leader	branch	of	the	party	processed	

correspondences	between	volunteers	and	the	Golden	Division	of	the	Jerusalem	

Army.		The	recruits	in	question	had	reported	to	a	military	training	camp	only	to	be	

summarily	rejected	on	the	basis	that	the	camp	was	at	full	capacity	and	couldn’t	host	

additional	trainees.		When	the	volunteers	reported	the	following	day,	they	were	

once	again	dismissed	on	the	same	grounds.202		The	file	included	a	hand-written	note	

from	one	of	the	would-be	recruits	explaining	that	when	he	reported	the	second	day,	

he	was	promptly	told	“there	is	no	need	for	me.”203	

The	capacity	problem	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	was	enough	of	an	issue	that	in	

2002,	the	party	and	Presidential	Diwan	authorized	a	study	group	headed	by	the	

chief	of	staff	and	a	group	of	staff	colonels	from	the	Jerusalem	Army	to	investigate	the	

																																																								
201	Ibrahim	Al-Marashi	and	Sammy	Salama,	Iraq’s	Armed	Forces:	An	analytical	history	(New	York:	
Routledge,	2008),	185-187.	
202	BRCC	003_5_5_0112,	“The	Jerusalem	Army,”	September	2002.	
203	BRCC	003_5_5_0117,	“Joining	the	Golden	Division,	September	16,	2002.	
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matter.		Their	official	report	included	the	recommendations	that	the	force	limit	the	

“accommodation”	of	volunteers	to	a	rather	precise	figure	of	48,710	individuals.		

Moreover,	and	almost	certainly	of	greater	significance,	the	authors	suggested	that	

the	volunteers	in	question	be	amongst	those	who	had	previously	“graduated”	from	

Jerusalem	Army	training	exercises	linked	directly	to	the	ministry	of	defense.204		In	

other	words,	the	key	consideration	for	the	officers	was	close	oversight	by	the	

professional	military	establishment,	which	was	made	practically	impossible	by	the	

task	of	ostensibly	preparing	the	entire	able-bodied	male	and	female	population	of	

the	country	for	war.	

The Jerusalem Army’s capacity problem was inexorably linked to its quality 

control problem.  The recommendations of the officers were intended to hit both birds 

with one stone.  The nearly fifty thousand properly-trained volunteers “accommodated” 

into the army’s ranks would be charged with supervising the training exercises of the 

Jerusalem Army’s divisions, thus enhancing the professionalism of the outfit.  The 

advantages of this approach included “good leadership and control, the training process 

will be easier, the possibility of improving administrative issues, and a sufficient number 

of weapons.”205  A number of measures were taken to enhance the espirit de corps in the 

militia, including an order from Saddam Hussein that directed members to use the terms 

“officers and men” instead of addressing each soldier by his specific rank.  The logic of 

this decision was to “develop the human dimension of the soldiers.”206  However, a 

subsequent report presented the state of affairs in even more explicit terms.  The authors 

called for a halt to receiving new volunteers for training and a moratorium period, which 
																																																								
204	BRCC	003_5_5_0132,	“Decision	of	the	Commission,”	2002.	
205	BRCC	003_5_5_0132-0133,	“Decision	of	the	Commission,”	2002.	
206	BRCC 004_4_1_0096, “Guidance,” June 20, 2002. 
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would be used to “overcome the negatives that appeared during the last muster” and 

“exempt” those unfit for service, such as the elderly and sick.  At the same time, “it was 

very necessary that there be comrades from the ‘good elements’ appointed as permanent 

officers.  The responsibility for this was in the hands of the party organization and 

military advisers.”207  Identifying the “good elements” was barely coded bureaucratic 

language for overcoming the human deluge that the Jerusalem Army had brought down 

upon the party apparatus and Iraqi Army.  This duty was often one best passed on to 

others.  One official forwarded a list of volunteers containing the names of approximately 

fifteen hundred male and female volunteers from the faculty and students at the Saddam 

University, suggesting that a committee be formed in each party branch to distinguish 

between the good and bad applicants.208 

As the previous examples demonstrate, the creation of the Jerusalem Army caused 

a bureaucratic nightmare that the Iraqi military and its offers possessed neither the desire 

nor means for effectively managing.  Although interviews with government and military 

officials following the collapse of an authoritarian regime must be approached with great 

caution, especially in the case of a regime as brutal as Saddam’s Baʿth Party, there is 

remarkable consistency between the highly-critical reports submitted through official 

channels, some of which we have seen here, and the tone in interviews conducted by U.S. 

government researchers following the 2003 war.  According to Saddam’s final minister 

of defense, Sultan Hashim Ahmed, 

 
     The Quds force (Jerusalem Army) was a headache, they had no equipment for a  
     serious war, and their creation was a bad idea.  The Ministry of Defense was required  
																																																								
207	BRCC	003_5_5_0163-0165,	“Suggestions,”	2002.	
208	BRCC,	004_4_1_0010,	“Suggestion	regarding	developing	the	experience	of	the	Jerusalem	Army,”	
July	4,	2002.	
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     to give them weapons that were taken from the real army.  But the army had no  
     control of them.  Their instructions came only from the President’s office and not from  
     normal military channels.209 
	

Igniting the “Excitement of the Citizens” 

 

Despite the bureaucratic and logistical problems that the establishment of the Jerusalem 

Army caused for Saddam Hussein’s regime, along with the fact that it added no real 

military value while diverting resources and attention from the regular military, it 

nevertheless brought tangible and substantial benefits to the Iraqi Baʿth.  Given the 

advantage of hindsight, these benefits were still arguably more important than the 

drawbacks in terms of draining resources from the conventional military, as they helped 

shore up domestic security and support for the regime.  In any event, Saddam Hussein’s 

regime was not going to persevere or withstand the U.S.-led invasion in 2003.  The fact 

that the regime survived to that point and was not overthrown or seriously challenged 

from within between the 1991 uprising and the 2003 war illustrates the relative success of 

security strategies implemented during this period of a dozen years.  Contrary to many 

contemporary views, although contested by opposition from within and without, 

Saddam’s rule was not “crumbling,” even if the strength of the Iraqi state was being 

weakened by international isolation and sanctions.   

The Jerusalem Army’s “spectacles of mobilization,”210 in addition to enlisting the 

population to support the ruling party while participating in official events and rituals, 

served as a useful outlet for directing both popular attention and anger toward a foreign 

																																																								
209	Woods,	et.	al.,	The	Iraqi	Perspectives	Report,	50.		Also	quoted	in	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	
Party,	149.	
210	In	reference	to	Khoury,	Iraq	in	Wartime,	159.	
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enemy and distant objective.  The intense focus on developments in the Second 

Palestinian Intifada, along with stirring and channeling public anger towards an external 

enemy in the form of Israel, almost certainly aimed to distract large segments of the 

population from the blockade and state of affairs in Iraq.  Although the regime spared no 

expense in its effort to convince all involved with the Jerusalem Army that its goal was to 

“liberate Jerusalem,” the true utility of the militia was not in this task, nor in any form of 

military prowess, but instead in reinforcing regime security and control over its 

population at home.211  Seen in this light, it didn’t matter if participants believed in the 

official rhetoric or not.  What mattered was that enough of the population participated 

and thus demonstrated their loyalty to Saddam Hussein and the Baʿth Party.  Doing so 

often brought both personal security and monetary reward. 

An August 2002 report to the General Secretariat of the Baʿth Party told of a 

successful Jerusalem Army exercise in Babil province that had elicited the participation 

of not just Baʿth Party members, but also their wives.  The training exercise, named after 

“the martyr” Wafa’a Ali Idris, “ignited the excitement of the citizens in the province and 

a large number of women joined.”212  Wafa’a Ali Idris was the first female Palestinian 

suicide bomber who had carried out an attack that killed one Israeli and wounded a 

hundred more in Jerusalem in January 2002.213  The sender of the Iraqi report stated that 

some four thousand women participated in the exercise.  The reported turnout suggested 

that at least some units of the Jerusalem Army were up for the type of tasks performed by 
																																																								
211	A	valuable	aspect	of	this	was	gathering	information	about	large	numbers	of	citizens,	both	men	and	
women.		Records	indicate	that	the	enlistment	process	was	also	an	opportunity	to	confirm	regime	
records	pertaining	to	the	personal	information	of	a	recruit.	BRCC	004_4_1_0555,	“Commands	for	the	
Receiving	and	Seeing	off	of	Volunteers.”	
212	BRCC	003_5_5_0234,	“Initiative,”	August	10,	2002.	
213	Inigo	Gilmore,	“Woman	suicide	bomber	in	quest	for	vengeance,”	The	Telegraph,	January	31,	2002,	
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/israel/1383333/Woman-suicide-
bomber-in-quest-for-vengeance.html.	
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the Fidaʿiyyu Saddam.  For example, the Jerusalem Army supervised the September 2002 

“popular general referendum for the position of president,” which was unsurprisingly an 

uncontested landslide won by the incumbent President Saddam Hussein.214  Soldiers from 

the militia reported when the pace of voter turnout was “slow” or otherwise lacking in a 

way that necessitated the attention of the authorities.215  Contrary to the rumors in 

opposition media about Saddam considering a decision to disband the Jerusalem Army, a 

February 2002 Revolutionary Command Council order reflected a level of satisfaction 

and confidence in the militia. 

Revolutionary Command Council Decision 25 awarded the “Jerusalem Badge” to 

volunteers in the Jerusalem Army who had successfully completed training.  Beyond just 

a medal to be worn a soldier’s uniform, the award entitled recipients to the same benefits 

as recipients of the “Mother of All Battles Badge.”216  By decree, the regime had given 

members of the militia the same economic, political, and social standing as veterans of 

the 1990-1991 Gulf War.  However, as stipulated by the decree, the badge and related 

benefits were contingent on good attendance.  Having been absent or otherwise failed to 

report for duty on seven or more occasions disqualified a soldier from receiving the 

Jerusalem Badge.  Even in its awards and incentives, the regime showed that it was very 

much aware of the problem of recurring absences that came up time and again in the 

records of the Jerusalem Army. 

																																																								
214	Of	the	Arab	republican	dictators,	Saddam	was	a	relative	late-comer	to	the	holding	of	such	
referendums,	the	first	occasion	being	in	1995.	Ofra	Bengio,	“A	Republican	Turning	Royalist?	Saddam	
Husayn	and	the	Dilemmas	of	Succession,”	Journal	of	Contemporary	History,	Vol.	35,	No.	4	(October,	
2000),	642.	
215	BRCC	003_5_5_0075,	“Secret	Cable,”	September	18,	2002.	
216	BRCC	004_4_1_0357,	“Decision,”	February	3,	2002.	
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The nature of the Jerusalem Army created an odd dynamic for a regime that 

generally alternated between brutal retribution with opportunities for amnesty when it 

came to the issue of deserters from the regular military.217 Alternatively, as was more of 

the case with the Jerusalem Army, those who didn’t report for duty or did so in a way that 

suggested they were unenthused about liberating Palestine, or for that matter, any other 

regime objectives.  The numbers of citizens involved in the Jerusalem Army likely made 

a large-scale crackdown practically impossible.  The records also suggest that the officers 

charged with training and organizing the recruits of the Jerusalem Army had their own 

interests for opting for the non-application of punishments: absences were a relief to the 

conventional military apparatus strained beyond capacity.   

Although this study is a preliminary one and by no means exhausted the supply of 

documentary evidence, it does not seem that the issue of absences was not met with a 

violent reaction on the part of the regime.  Perhaps due to the calculation that absences 

were not deemed to be a pressing security threat, or the fact that such a large percentage 

of the population was involved with the Jerusalem Army that the application of severe 

military standards were not worth the entailed costs.  Indeed, it appears that “carrots” 

were used more frequently than “sticks” when it came to the militia.218  From the 

perspective of the military officers charged with organizing and training the Jerusalem 

Army, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to suppose that absences were a lesser concern for 

them, especially as they struggled to deal with the inordinate number of volunteers 

involved and insufficient resources for mobilizing the nation.  In any event, the aspects of 

absence and non-compliance with the Jerusalem Army serve to highlight the fact that the 

																																																								
217	Khoury,	Iraq	in	Wartime,	74.	
218	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	139.	
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totalizing policies of any authoritarian regime, especially one as brutal as that of Iraq 

under Saddam Hussein’s rule, inevitably expose the limits of power and control.  The 

view from inside the Jerusalem Army makes it even less surprising that its divisions 

offered little in the way of resistance against invading forces in 2003. 

 

Countdown to War 

 

The order to disband the Popular Army following the 1990-1991 Gulf War and 

subsequent anti-regime uprising left the Ba’th Party without an official militia for the first 

time since 1970.  The decision was welcomed by a military establishment that viewed 

equipping and training it as a burden, along with the party apparatus dismayed at the level 

of military ineffectiveness in containing conventional coalition military forces and 

domestic irregular rebels alike.  As the conventional military and party apparatus 

collapsed in the wake of Iraq’s eviction from Kuwait, brute force of the most loyal 

Republican Guard units kept Saddam Hussein and the Baʿth Party in power.  

Contemporary accounts captured the collapse of the party and state during this time, 

where the loyalty of units such as the Republican Guard and increased reliance on tribes 

filled the void and security functions that had previously been occupied by the Baʿth 

Party apparatus and its security organizations.   

For almost exactly a decade, between 1991 and 2001, the Baʿth Party lacked a 

large-scale militia.  While the creation of the Fidaʿiyyu Saddam in 1995 marked a shift 

back toward militia-building by the regime, it was never a mass-organization and did not 

exceed forty thousand members at its height at the time of the 2003 war.  However, by 
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2001, the regime was in a position where it could establish what was in essence a 

rebranded Popular Army in the form of the Jerusalem Army.  The rebuilding and 

expansion of the party during the preceding years had facilitated the rebuilding of its 

security organizations.  As the Baʿth returned to its party militia roots, the Iraqi military 

given responsibility for the Jerusalem Army echoed the sentiments that had surrounded 

its predecessor, the Popular Army.  Complaints about the training burden, drain on 

limited resources, and military ineffectiveness aside, the records indicate that members of 

the Jerusalem Army fulfilled many of the same functions as those in the Popular Army 

between 1970 and 2001, providing the party branches armed formations at the local level. 

  The fact that the Jerusalem Army offered little in the way of resistance to 

invading coalition forces in 2003 does not negate the significance of it to the survival 

strategy of the regime.  After all, the most loyal of units and those expected to fight most 

fanatically to the end defending the regime, the Republican Guard and Special 

Republican Guard, did not do so either.  In assessing the value of the Jerusalem Army, 

the more important measure is that it did succeed in eliciting the participation of a large 

number of Iraqis.  Irrespective of jokes about it, quality control issues, and the failure to 

report for duty by many recruits, like the other security organizations of the regime 

between 1991 and 2003, the final measure is that against all expectations and predictions 

following the 1991 Gulf War, Saddam’s rule in Iraq did not come to an end.  The 

continued confrontation with the United States, the United Nations blockade, coup 

attempts, and armed security threats in the northern and southern parts of the country did 

not prevent the rebuilding of the Baʿth Party as the millennium neared and passed.  In 

fact, Iraq’s internal and external security environment made the expansion of the party 
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and its militias a priority.  With the unveiling of the Jerusalem Army in 2001 and had the 

end not come by way of external invasion in 2003, it stands to reason that the erosion of 

the UN sanctions regime against Iraq would have provided more resources for the militia 

to grow and expand its ranks.  The Baʿth Party’s fundamental security problem at the 

local level was being addressed, offering a measure of regime safety at odds with its 

status as one of the world’s most besieged and isolated states. 
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CONCLUSION:	Militias	and	the	Survival	of	Saddam’s	Regime	

	

By	2007,	four	years	after	the	U.S.-led	invasion	and	occupation	of	Iraq,	feuding	

between	insurgent	groups	was	in	many	respects	as	fierce	as	the	insurgency	against	

coalition	forces	and	the	new	political	order	brought	about	by	the	war.		One	such	

confrontation	came	about	when	a	spokesman	for	the	remnants	of	the	Iraqi	Baʿth	

claimed	that	the	party	had	been	the	originator	of	the	insurgency,	which	it	continued	

to	influence	through	close	cooperation	with	both	the	Islamic	Army	of	Iraq	(IAI)	and	

Army	of	Mujahidin	(AM).			He	differentiated	between	these	Salafist	groups	and	al-

Qaeda	in	Iraq,	denying	any	connection	with	the	latter.		Almost	immediately,	both	

groups	issued	sharp	rebukes,	denying	cooperation	with	the	Baʿth	and	belittling	its	

contributions	to	the	armed	resistance.		The	Army	of	Mujahidin	went	on	to	add	that	

there	was	a	complete	lack	of	ideological	compatibility	between	the	Baʿth	and	

Islamist	factions	more	broadly,	stating	that	Islamists	“consider	the	Baʿth’s	doctrine	

an	infidel	doctrine	that	removes	its	adherents	from	the	community	of	the	faith.”		As	

the	war	of	words	continued,	the	Army	of	Mujahidin’s	spokesman	explained	that	

while	the	Baʿthists	did	not	play	an	important	role	in	the	Sunni	Islamist-based	

insurgency,	many	in	the	ranks	of	Shi’a	militias	and	death	squads	were	in	fact	former	

members	of	the	Baʿth	Party	during	the	rule	of	Saddam	Hussein.219		While	a	claim	

difficult	to	substantiate	in	its	own	right,	the	suggestion	of	a	non-sectarian	

understanding	of	the	Baʿth	Party’s	pre-2003	militias	comports	with	the	records	

																																																								
219	The	author	added	that	this	was	“a	seemingly	curious	claim,	but	not	so	if	one	understands	that	
close	to	two-thirds	of	the	Baʿth	Party	was	Shi’i.”	Hashim,	“Mobilization	and	Ideology	in	the	Iraqi	
Insurgency,	156-157.				
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examined	for	this	study.		Moreover,	archival	evidence	from	the	Baʿth	regime	when	

paired	with	careful	studies	of	the	post-2003	insurgency	in	Iraq	contradicts	

portrayals	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	militia	as	an	ideological	forerunner	to	al-Qaeda	

in	Iraq	(AQI)	and	the	Islamic	State	in	Iraq	(ISI),	an	interpretation	that	has	gained	

ground	since	the	fall	of	Mosul	and	rise	of	the	Islamic	State	in	Iraq	and	the	Levant	

(ISIS)	in	summer	2014.220		Political	commentary	and	media	analyses	that	have	

adopted	this	interpretation	have	been	similarly	misguided.221	

On	the	other	hand,	this	preliminary	study	has	suggested	a	number	of	other	

issues	that	raise	questions	of	continuity	between	the	Baʿth	and	post-2003	eras,	most	

notably	in	the	role	and	importance	of	militias,	the	displacement	of	the	regular	army,	

along	with	the	devolution	of	the	institutions	of	violence	and	its	organization.		With	

respect	to	the	time	period	between	1991	and	2003	at	the	focus	of	this	work,	militias	

are	a	useful	analytical	lens	for	understanding	the	survival	of	Saddam’s	regime	

following	the	near-apocalyptic	disaster	that	was	the	1991	Gulf	War	and	subsequent	

uprising	for	the	Baʿth.		Accordingly,	this	study	is	situated	in	a	growing	body	of	

scholarship	based	on	the	records,	which	highlights	the	highly	problematic	

perception	of	Saddam’s	already	crumbling	and	collapsing	rule	prior	to	the	2003	

war.222		Had	the	regime	not	been	toppled	by	the	U.S.-led	invasion	at	that	time,	the	

most	plausible	counter-factual	scenario	appears	to	be	one	in	which	militias	would	

																																																								
220	Baram	and	Malovany,	“ISIS-Successors	to	Saddam	&	his	Legacy.”	
221	Kyle	W.	Orton,	“How	Saddam	Gave	Us	ISIS,”	New	York	Times,	December	23,	2015,	
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/23/opinion/how-saddam-hussein-gave-us-isis.html?_r=0,	and	
Liz	Sly,	“The	Hidden	Hand	Behind	the	Islamic	State’s	Militants?	Saddam	Hussein’s,”	Washington	Post,	
April	4,	2015,	https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/the-hidden-hand-behind-the-
islamic-state-militants-saddam-husseins/2015/04/04/aa97676c-cc32-11e4-8730-
4f473416e759_story.html.		
222	Sassoon,	Saddam	Hussein’s	Baʿth	Party,	280-281,	Helfont,	“Compulsion	in	Religion,”	261-262,	and	
Faust,	The	Baʿthification	of	Iraq,	189-191.	
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have	been	an	important	regime	instrument	for	crushing	future	unrest,	whether	

domestic	in	origin	or	initiated	by	the	opposition	in	exile.		Although	all	counter-

factual	scenarios	are	ultimately	speculation,	the	fact	that	that	regime	militias,	the	

Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	in	particular,	were	among	the	most	dedicated	defenders	of	the	

regime	in	the	2003,	lends	an	additional	measure	of	credibility	to	the	interpretation.				

The	inability	of	the	Baʿth	Party	and	its	branches	to	contain	the	1991	uprising	

underlined	a	fundamental	weakness	in	regime	security	strategy.		The	collapse	of	the	

party	during	the	uprising	and	its	reduced	status	during	the	early	years	of	the	

embargo	was	accurately	perceived	and	detailed	by	outside	observers	and	scholars.		

While	such	works	grappled	with	the	immense	difficulty	of	having	to	rely	largely	on	

open	sources	in	studying	an	opaque	regime,	the	resilience	of	the	regime	and	

expansion	of	the	party	by	the	dawn	of	the	new	millennium	was	largely	undetected	

or	underappreciated	by	the	journalistic,	political,	and	scholarly	communities.		

Increased	regime	revenues	from	the	UN	Oil	for	Food	program	and	the	erosion	of	the	

sanctions	regime	against	Iraq	had	permitted	reconstruction	to	pre-1991	levels.223		

As	Iraq’s	economy	was	improving	and	international	public	and	political	opinion	was	

increasingly	turning	against	the	embargo,	there	appears	to	be	little	in	the	way	of	

evidence	suggesting	that	these	trends	would	have	undergone	dramatic	reversals	as	

the	2000s	progressed.	

With	regard	to	the	place	of	regime	militias	in	this	narrative,	the	two	principal	

extensions	of	which	were	the	central	focus	of	this	study,	the	decision	to	disband	the	

ineffective	and	burdensome	Popular	Army	in	1991	was	indicative	of	the	collapse	of	
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the	party	and	the	swinging	of	the	pendulum	that	characterized	the	Baʿth’s	strained	

relationship	with	its	militias	since	the	early	days	of	the	party.		Although	the	

professional	military	establishment	welcomed	the	decision	to	disband	the	Popular	

Army,	the	fact	that	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	was	established	four	years	later	suggests	

that	the	decision	to	go	without	a	party	militia	for	a	time	was	more	a	question	of	

capacity	than	a	permanent	shift	in	tactics.		The	creation	of	the	Jerusalem	Army	in	

2001	entailed	a	logistical	nightmare	and	major	shift	in	resources	away	from	an	

already	weakened	and	depleted	regular	army.		Despite	protests	from	professional	

officers	and	a	capacity	problem	of	a	different	kind,	inadequate	resources	for	training	

the	number	of	civilians	involved	in	the	initiative,	the	regime	proceeded	with	its	plan	

to	expand	the	militia	forces	at	the	Baʿth’s	disposal.	

This	discussion	of	Saddam	Hussein’s	regime	between	1991	and	2003,	as	seen	

primarily	through	the	lens	of	militias	in	the	form	of	the	Fidaʿiyyu	Saddam	and	

Jerusalem	Army,	has	highlighted	the	applicability	of	militias	in	arming,	mobilizing,	

monitoring,	and	ultimately	controlling	society	and	the	population	under	a	regime’s	

control.		If	not	of	greater	importance	than	the	security	organizations	and	elite	

military	formations	that	generally	elicit	greater	attention,	militias	were	almost	

certainly	of	equal	importance	in	the	case	of	Baʿthist	Iraq,	especially	in	light	of	the	

party’s	history	and	its	status	as	a	de	facto	single	party	regime.		Although	the	militias	

could	not	keep	Saddam	in	power	in	the	face	of	an	external	invasion,	the	fact	that	

many	of	their	members	confronted	the	most	powerful	military	in	the	world	almost	

certainly	would	not	have	boded	well	for	a	domestic	uprising	on	the	model	of	1991	

or	2011.	
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