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Introduction

Understanding how a government functions is essential to grasping the dynamics that
shape a nation’s political, economic, and societal life. The Republic of Iraq presents a
particularly intricate case, shaped by decades of change, conflict, and reform. Today,
Iraq stands as a constitutional, federal, parliamentary representative democracy,
striving to balance the diverse interests and identities that define its society. The
purpose of this book is to offer a comprehensive guide to the structures, principles,
and processes underpinning the Iraqi government, at both the national and local
levels.

The modern Iraqi government is rooted in the 2005 Constitution, which forms the
bedrock for the functioning of the state and its division of powers. This foundational
document was crafted in response to a complex historical landscape, aiming to
distribute authority among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches, while also
recognizing the country’s multifaceted composition of ethnicities, religions, and
regions. By analyzing the Constitution alongside the practical realities of
administration and politics, this book seeks to illuminate how government operates in
both theory and practice.

Irag’s government is defined by its embrace of federalism. The state’s basic
subdivisions—the regions and the governorates—reflect both local autonomy and the
quest for national unity. The distinctive example of the Kurdistan Regional
Government stands as a testament to Iraq’s experiment with devolved governance,
while the roles of governorates, districts, and municipalities highlight the importance
of subnational authority in delivering public services and maintaining order.

The interplay between Iraq’s executive, legislative, and judicial authorities
demonstrates the ongoing negotiation of power in the wake of past authoritarian rule.
These branches do not merely execute set functions; they engage in a continual
balancing act, striving to check one another’s excesses, safeguard civil rights, and
respond to the aspirations of Iraq’s people. Oversight, appointments, lawmaking, and
judicial interpretation are all arenas where this balance is tested and refined.

At the heart of the Iraqgi political system is an evolving landscape marked by frequent
elections, vibrant—if sometimes fractious—political parties, and negotiations to form
governing coalitions. The mechanics of elections, the allocation of seats to ensure
representation, and the complexities of forming governments all illustrate the
challenges and opportunities inherent in Iraq’s transition toward stable democracy.

This book is designed not only for those seeking to understand Iraq’s formal
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institutions but also for readers interested in the practical realities of governance on
the ground. By examining the historical trajectory, constitutional principles,
organizational structures, and political dynamics, "Understanding how the Iraqi
Government Works" aims to demystify one of the most complex government systems
in the Middle East, equipping readers with the knowledge to interpret developments
and debates within Iraq today.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Evolution of the Iraqi
Government

The land that is modern Iraq, often referred to historically as Mesopotamia, has been a
cradle of civilization for millennia, witnessing the rise and fall of empires and diverse
forms of governance long before the concept of a unified Iragi state came into being.
From the city-states of Sumer to the empires of Babylon and Assyria, and later as a
key territory within the Persian, Greek, Roman, and eventually the Ottoman empires,
the region experienced a long succession of rulers and administrative systems. These
ancient and pre-modern periods, while not directly forming the structure of the
contemporary Iraqgi government, laid down deep historical layers of diverse
communities and regional identities that would significantly influence future political
developments.

The more immediate antecedents of the modern Iraqi state's governmental structure
can be traced back to the early 20th century, particularly the period following the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World War I. The victorious Allied powers,
primarily Britain and France, redrew the map of the Middle East, and the territory
comprising the Ottoman provinces of Baghdad, Basra, and Mosul was placed under
British administration as a League of Nations mandate. This effectively marked the
administrative genesis of modern Iraq, albeit under foreign tutelage.

The initial period of British direct rule proved unpopular, leading to widespread
discontent and the Iraqi revolt of 1920. In response, the British shifted their approach,
opting for the establishment of a monarchy under a Hashemite king, Faisal I, in 1921.
This decision aimed to provide a degree of local legitimacy while maintaining
significant British influence. A constitutional monarchy was thus established, with a
constitution introduced in 1925.

Under the monarchy, Iraq began to develop the trappings of a modern state, including
a parliament. However, the political system was often characterized by instability, with
power frequently concentrated in the hands of a small elite and the monarchy
navigating complex relationships with tribal leaders and emerging nationalist
sentiments. The British mandate officially ended in 1932, and Iraq gained formal
independence, joining the League of Nations. Yet, British influence remained
substantial, particularly in military and foreign affairs.

The period of the monarchy, while a formative era, was marked by a series of political

crises and military interventions, highlighting the fragility of the nascent state's
institutions and the ongoing struggle for genuine sovereignty and internal cohesion.
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Different factions vied for power, reflecting the diverse social and political currents
within the country. The monarchy attempted to balance these forces, but underlying
tensions persisted.

The Hashemite monarchy came to a dramatic end on July 14, 1958, with a military
coup d'état known as the 14 July Revolution. This event overthrew King Faisal Il and
the royal family, leading to the establishment of the Republic of Irag. The revolution
was driven by a group of nationalist military officers who were dissatisfied with the
monarchy's pro-Western policies and the prevailing social and economic conditions.

The 1958 revolution ushered in a new era, but stability remained elusive. The first
republic, under the leadership of Brigadier Abd al-Karim Qasim, saw a shift away from
close ties with the West and attempts at domestic reforms. However, internal divisions
among the revolutionary leadership and competing political forces, including Arab
nationalists and other factions, led to further instability and a cycle of coups.

The period following the 1958 revolution was characterized by frequent changes in
government through military takeovers. Interim constitutions were introduced,
reflecting the changing political landscape, but none managed to establish a stable,
broadly accepted framework for governance. This era of republican rule, prior to the
consolidation of Ba'athist power, was a turbulent time of competing ideologies and
power struggles.

In 1968, the Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party seized power in another coup, marking a
significant turning point in Irag's modern history. The Ba'athist regime, initially led by
Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr and later dominated by Saddam Hussein, established a highly
centralized and authoritarian one-party state. The governmental structure, while
nominally including a president, cabinet, and a legislative council, was effectively
controlled by the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC), the party's top decision-
making body.

Under Ba'athist rule, the state apparatus was heavily infiltrated and controlled by the
party, with a strong emphasis on centralized authority and suppression of dissent.
While a provisional constitution was adopted in 1970, providing a theoretical
framework, the reality was that power was concentrated in the hands of the party
leadership, particularly Saddam Hussein after he became president in 1979. This era
saw significant nationalization of industries, expansion of the military, and
involvement in costly regional conflicts.

The Ba'athist regime's grip on power lasted for over three decades, shaping the
political and social fabric of Iraq profoundly. The government during this time operated
with little regard for constitutional provisions or independent institutions, with
decisions primarily made within the inner circles of the Ba'ath Party and the RCC. This
period of authoritarian rule left a complex legacy that would heavily influence the
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challenges of establishing a new governmental system in the future.

Following the US-led invasion in 2003, the Ba'athist regime was toppled, leading to a
period of transitional governance under the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). The
CPA exercised executive, legislative, and judicial authority during this interim phase,
aiming to lay the groundwork for a new Iraqi government. This marked the beginning
of a complex transition process aimed at moving from authoritarian rule to a more
democratic system.

The transitional period involved the formation of the Iragi Governing Council, an
appointed body, and the drafting of a transitional constitution known as the
Transitional Administrative Law (TAL) in 2004. The TAL served as a provisional legal
framework for the country until a permanent constitution could be drafted and
approved. It outlined a path toward establishing a sovereign Iragi government and
holding elections.

The TAL also introduced key concepts that would be central to the future Iraqi state,
including the idea of a federal system. It recognized the existing Kurdistan Regional
Government and allowed for the potential formation of other regions. This transitional
phase was crucial in setting the stage for the drafting of the permanent constitution
that would ultimately define the structure and functions of the modern Iraqi
government.

The historical journey of Iraq's government, from its formation under a mandate
through monarchy and republican instability to centralized authoritarianism and finally
a transitional period, reveals a persistent struggle to establish durable and
representative institutions capable of uniting a diverse society. Each phase left its
mark, contributing to the complex political landscape that exists today. Understanding
this evolution is key to appreciating the foundations and the ongoing challenges faced
by the Iragi government system.
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