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Abstract

Political elites have long played a significant role in the foreign-policy decision-making
processes of states. Various theories of international relations and foreign policy have sought
to conceptualize and explain this role and influence. Following the fall of Saddam Hussein’s
regime, Iraq provides a particularly important case because, in the context of weak institutional
consolidation and fragmented organizational structures, it has experienced a distinctive pattern
of elite influence on foreign-policy decision-making. The country’s internal political
developments and governing arrangements, particularly the fragmentation and dispersion of
political power, have created conditions for the emergence of new political elites and,
consequently, for their increasing influence over foreign-policy processes. This article
examines and explains the influence of Iraqi political elites on the formation of Iraq’s foreign
policy after 2003 through an analysis of the country’s political decision-making structure. It
aims to clarify the nature of the relationship between political elites and foreign policy and to
examine the influence of multiparty competition, sectarian and ethnic power-sharing
arrangements, and regional and international interventions on the direction of Iraq’s foreign
policy. This qualitative study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to examine the
conceptual relationship between political elites and foreign policy, the nature of Iraq’s post-
2003 political system, and the roles of political parties, religious elites, and security forces in
foreign-policy decision-making. The findings show that political parties have become central
actors in shaping Iraq’s external relations, particularly because some political forces maintain
regional and international alliances that have influenced the formulation and implementation of
foreign policy.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Irag's post-2003  political transformation  fundamentally —altered its power
structure. The fall of the former regime, the establishment of a multiparty
system, and the inclusion of diverse ethnic and religious groups created
conditions for new political elites to emerge and expand their role in foreign
policymaking. Irag's foreign policy is no longer a product of a single institution
but is shaped by interactions among political parties, religious, security, and
media elites, as well as domestic, regional, and international networks. This
study examines how and to what extent Iraqi political elites have influenced
foreign policy since 2003 and identifies the factors that have shaped this
influence. It aims to explain the relationship between elite configuration and
foreign policy, highlighting how power-sharing, party competition, and external
linkages affect foreign-policy decisions.

2. Methodology

This qualitative and descriptive-analytical study focuses on Iraqgi political elites,
including parties, religious, security, and media actors. Data were collected
from academic articles, books, and reports in Arabic, Persian, and English.
Thematic and qualitative content analysis was used to identify themes related to
elite  roles, categorized into domestic power structure, decision-making
mechanisms, and regional/international linkages. The theoretical framework
integrates realism, elite theory, decision-making theory, and interdependence
theory, enabling analysis of Iraq's foreign policy as an outcome of domestic elite
competition, institutional  dynamics, strategic  calculations, and external
pressures.

The data were analyzed through thematic and qualitative content analysis.
First, themes concerning the roles of different elite actors in foreign-policy
decision-making were identified. These themes were then classified into three
principal categories: (1) the domestic power structure, (2) foreign-policy
decision-making mechanisms, and (3) regional and international linkages. The
identified themes were subsequently compared and interpreted in relation to the
components of the study’s integrated theoretical framework.

3. Discussion

The findings indicate that the transformation of Iraq’s political structure after
2003 redistributed political authority from a highly centralized system toward
multiple actors and competing centers of influence. As a result, political elites
became key actors in shaping foreign policy. The multiparty political system,
power-sharing arrangements, and participation of diverse ethnic and religious
groups created conditions for the involvement of multiple actors in foreign-
policy decision-making. This situation expanded political participation on the
one hand, but on the other hand reinforced party and sectarian competition and
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contributed to the emergence of multiple centers of power. Some political forces
adopted different positions on Iraq’s regional and international relations
according to their political, ideological, or sectarian affiliations. Consequently,
foreign policy has at times lacked policy coherence and continuity, with
external decisions being influenced by domestic party competition and sectarian
power balances.

Political parties constitute the most important formal channel through which
elites influence Iraq’s foreign policy. Their participation in government
formation, parliament, and the management of state institutions has made
bargaining and competition among Shi’a, Sunni, and Kurdish political forces
influential in determining the country’s foreign-policy priorities. Differences
concerning relations with the Islamic Republic of Iran, the United States,
Turkey, and Arab states, as well as positions on foreign military presence,
security cooperation, and regional crises, have made foreign policy in some
instances dependent on party and coalition considerations. Political parties have
also contributed to shaping regional alliances and have at times used foreign-
policy positions to reinforce their domestic political standing. The prolonged
government-formation crisis of 2021-2022 and the emergence of the State
Administration Coalition following the Sadrist movement’s withdrawal from
parliament illustrate how competition among domestic elites can shape the
political environment within which foreign-policy preferences are formulated.
The emergence of Mohammed Shia’ al-Sudani’s government also illustrates the
possibility of pursuing a balancing approach, maintaining close relations with
Tehran while simultaneously emphasizing the preservation of relations with the
United States through strategic dialogue.

The findings also show that religious and security elites, particularly under
conditions of political and security crisis, possess considerable capacity to
influence foreign policy. Religious authority has operated through moral and
social influence, contributing to the formation of public attitudes and
influencing the positions of political actors on domestic and foreign issues. A
prominent example is Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani’s June 2014 fatwa calling
for defensive jihad following the fall of Mosul to ISIS, which contributed to the
formation of the Popular Mobilization Forces. This development had not only
domestic security implications but also consequences for internal political
power relations and Iraq’s regional strategic environment. Security and military
elites, meanwhile, have acquired an effective role in decisions concerning
security and military cooperation, counterterrorism, intelligence exchange, and
military training in response to Iraq’s confrontation with terrorism, internal
conflicts, and regional interventions. The regional affiliations and external
linkages of some armed groups have also created differences between formal
and informal positions on certain issues, thereby complicating the relationship
between state institutions, non-state actors, and Iraq’s foreign-policy autonomy.

Media elites have also become an important source of influence within
Iraq’s post-2003 power structure. In addition to shaping public opinion, media
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outlets have become arenas for competition among centers of power, the
transmission of political messages, and the emergence and legitimation of new
elites. The expansion of talk shows, documentaries, and digital platforms has
encouraged public discussion of sovereignty, Iraq’s relations with Iran and the
United States, Arab identity, and social justice. From this perspective, elite
influence is no longer exercised only through formal power structures; it can
also operate through soft power, social legitimacy, agenda-setting, and access to
public discourse. Furthermore, elites’ communication networks with regional
and international actors have affected Iraq’s positions regarding regional crises,
security cooperation, economic agreements, and energy issues. Consequently,
Iraq’s foreign policy has in some cases reflected the interaction between
domestic elite competition and external networks of influence.

5. Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that Iraq’s political transformations after 2003
produced a fragmented and pluralized elite structure that has occupied a central
position in shaping foreign policy. Iraq’s foreign policy cannot be explained
solely through the pressures and constraints of the international environment;
rather, it should be understood as the outcome of interaction between domestic
power structures, governing elites, institutional decision-making processes,
regional and international linkages, and economic and security considerations.
Political parties have influenced foreign policymaking through their presence in
government and parliament; religious elites through moral authority and social
legitimacy; security elites through their role in crisis management and national
security; and media elites through agenda-setting and the formation of public
opinion.

At the same time, multiple centers of power, divergent party and sectarian
interests, and the dependence of some actors on external support have, in certain
cases, produced inconsistency, fragmentation, and limited continuity in foreign
policy. From the perspective of the integrated theoretical framework, these
findings suggest that Iraq’s foreign policy is shaped by the interaction of elite
competition at the domestic level, strategic calculations at the international
level, institutional and cognitive factors in the decision-making process, and
economic and transnational interdependencies. Therefore, Iraq’s capacity to
achieve a balanced, independent, and effective foreign policy depends to a
significant extent on the ability of elites to move beyond narrow partisan and
sectarian interests, strengthen state institutions, and coordinate among
competing decision-making centers. The greater the institutional coordination
and professionalization of political elites, and the more foreign policy is based
on clearly defined national interests rather than short-term partisan or sectarian
calculations, the greater the possibility of developing a more coherent and
sustainable strategy for Iraq’s engagement with the regional and international
environment.
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