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This study, situated within the framework of political economy, examines the relationship
between weak governance and terrorism in Iraq, with particular emphasis on the period
following the fall of Saddam Hussein. Given Iraq’s turbulent and complex historical
background, the country represents an ideal case study for analyzing how economic
policies, social inequalities, and political transformations have contributed to the rise of
terrorism. The primary objective of this research is to identify the economic and political
factors influencing the emergence and persistence of terrorism in Iraq since the collapse
of Saddam Hussein’s regime. Based on the aforementioned considerations, this research
adopts a qualitative methodology and employs a descriptive—analytical approach to
address the central research question: How have post-Saddam economic and political
developments in Iraq either increased or decreased terrorist activities in the country? It
should be noted that this study seeks to examine the hypothesis that economic conditions
are closely associated with the escalation of terrorist activities in Iraq. According to this
hypothesis, the inefficiency of political and economic institutions has fueled the
persistence of violence and facilitated the formation of extremist discourses. Finally, the
qualitative analysis of the data indicates that adverse economic conditions—such as
unemployment, poverty, and political instability—function as facilitating factors for the
emergence and expansion of terrorist groups. These conditions not only generate feelings
of frustration and despair among young people, but also create a fertile environment for
the recruitment of new members by dissatisfied and radical groups. Consequently,
improving economic conditions can significantly contribute to reducing terrorist activities

and strengthening stability and security in this country.
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Introduction

In the contemporary era, globalization has become an undeniable phenomenon, through which
political, economic, social, environmental, and technological interactions have become deeply
intertwined beyond national borders. This growing interdependence and the expansion of
interactional depth necessitate a multidimensional perspective for understanding many
scientific concepts. Political economy emerges from such a perspective. Political economy is
an analytical framework for examining political and social phenomena, emphasizing the
reciprocal effects of economic, political, social, and security structures on one another, as well
as the interdependence of national, regional, and international levels in shaping the emergence
and evolution of phenomena.

The economic and political conditions of Iraq following the collapse of the Ba’ath Party and
the establishment of a new political regime—characterized by greater political pluralism and a
multiplicity of actors—demonstrate the extent to which achieving national consensus and
consolidating a new political order influence either the mitigation or intensification of cleavages
and conflicts among newly empowered groups, including Shiites and Kurds. These dynamics
also significantly affect the prospects for attaining security and sustainable development. With
the consolidation of a new political order after the Western-led coalition invasion under U.S.
leadership, the inclusion of previously marginalized Shiite and Kurdish actors, and the
sidelining of traditionally dominant Sunni elites, Iraq’s political economy underwent a
fundamental transformation.

The reciprocal reinforcement and deep interconnection between security, stability, and
development constitute a widely accepted and indisputable premise in development and
security studies. One of the principal drivers of development is the establishment of stability
and the reduction of violence. The proliferation of violence and insecurity across multiple levels
complicates the political economy of a society and leads to underdevelopment. Conversely,
underdevelopment and the increasing complexity of political dynamics influencing economic
processes contribute to the persistence of violence and the reproduction of cycles of insecurity
within a society. Iraq is among the countries that have faced such a predicament over recent
decades. On the one hand, it has experienced widespread insecurity and violent internal
conflicts. On the other hand, following the reconfiguration of political forces after the fall of
the Ba’ath regime, its economic and developmental trajectories have suffered profound
stagnation.

As economic resources increasingly diminished due to the gradual elimination of state rents
and opportunities for marginalized groups, and as a new order with distinct characteristics took
shape in Iraq, favorable conditions emerged for the rise of sectarian violence and cycles of
terrorism. The unequal distribution of resources and opportunities, along with asymmetries in
access to state rents, have significantly influenced Iraq’s political and economic landscape,
creating fertile ground for the escalation of violence and the distortion and interruption of
development processes. Drawing upon the theory of neoliberal institutionalism, this study seeks
to answer the following question: How have post-Saddam economic and political
transformations in Iraq either increased or decreased terrorist activities in the country?

Method

This study relies on available economic and social data and statistics and seeks to examine
terrorism in Iraq through a descriptive-analytical approach by elucidating the relationships
among these variables. In other words, violence and terrorism in Iraq constitute the primary
subject of analysis, while economic, political, and social factors influencing them are treated as
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explanatory parameters. Based on the theoretical framework adopted in this research, the
emergence of a limited access order as a result of the unequal distribution of wealth and power
has led to the deepening of sectarian identities and their prioritization over national identity.
The spillover of this phenomenon into Iraq’s political, economic, and social structures has
resulted in the emergence of ineffective institutions and immature legal frameworks.

Results

An examination of Iraq’s economic and social indicators reveals that periods of intensified
violence are associated with the deterioration of these indicators, while reductions in violence
coincide with their improvement. Likewise, whenever economic and social indicators worsen,
public dissatisfaction and violence increase. This bidirectional relationship indicates that
political stability and social justice are essential prerequisites for sustainable development and
the reduction of violence in Iraq. Within the framework of a limited access order, the
effectiveness of institutions and legal systems serves to reinforce this reciprocal relationship.
The findings further demonstrate that the collapse of several political, economic, and social
institutions in Iraq following the U.S. invasion did not lead to the emergence of stable and
inclusive institutions, although it resulted in the formation of a rent-based, patron-client system.
The order that emerged within this system constitutes a fragile and unstable limited access
order. In such an order, mechanisms for controlling violence and maintaining stability are based
on coalitions between ruling elites and individuals or organizations possessing coercive
capacity, with the continuity of these coalitions dependent upon the allocation of privileges and
restricted access to power.

The persistence and consolidation of the limited access order in Iraq, coupled with the
strengthening of ethnic and sectarian identities over national identity, have weakened the state
and reduced its legitimacy in monopolizing the use of violence. Under these conditions,
political instability has become a chronic phenomenon in the country. This instability has also
significantly affected economic and social policymaking.

Conclusions

By examining the average values of key social, economic, and political indicators during
periods of violence in Iraq, this study concludes that the emergence of a limited access order
and the intensification of ethnic and sectarian identities have subjected Iraq’s political sphere,
and consequently, its social and economic spheres to profound fluctuations. The occupation of
Iraq in 2003 initially led to an increase in gross domestic product, primarily due to the
facilitation of oil exports. However, the impacts of previous wars manifested themselves in
other indicators—such as unemployment, inflation, and poverty—in an entirely adverse
manner.

From 2003 to 2013, although Iraq experienced bloody internal conflicts, gradual
improvements were observed in its social and economic conditions. In other words, political
and security instability resulting from identity-based and sectarian conflicts did not completely
halt the development process but merely reduced its pace. Ultimately, the limited access order
proved to be ineffective in the face of the powerful emergence of ISIS, leading to a complete
disruption of the country’s development trajectory. Consequently, GDP declined sharply, while
unemployment, inflation, and poverty expanded significantly. This trend was further
exacerbated by the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the restrictions associated with it.

Low levels of political stability and insufficient state effectiveness have allowed terrorist
groups and opposition factions to exploit state weakness and intensify instability. The weak
control of corruption has fueled public dissatisfaction and exacerbated ethnic and sectarian
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divisions. Accordingly, the data demonstrate how failures in structural reforms and effective
governance have directly fueled cycles of violence and instability, which in turn have further
undermined governance indicators. This complex interaction between governance indicators
and cycles of violence underscores the necessity of addressing the structural and political roots
of instability in Iraq.
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