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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

A central aspect of post-conﬂict policing literature holds that the new
force must diﬀerentiate itself from its predecessor. In the eﬀorts to
democratize Iraqi police, trainers and recruits alike espouse lofty ideals
regarding who should join and how police should behave. However,
these ideals are directly contradicted by low qualiﬁcation levels and
the public behavior of police. Drawing from an intensive ethnographic
study of police training in the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), I
argue that while having broken from the forced conscription of the
Hussein era, the new force is staﬀed by economic conscription, comprised of reluctant volunteers who joined to escape poverty and receive
little training on the new responsibilities of democratic police. While the
methods of conscription have changed, the results remain the same – a
force comprised largely of people who do not want to be police and who
do not respect the rights of citizens.
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Introduction
Central to any post-conﬂict police reconstruction eﬀort is diﬀerentiating the new force from their
oft-corrupt and brutal predecessors (Neild, 2001; Bayley & Perito, 2010; Den Heyer, 2010). In the
ongoing eﬀorts to rebuild and democratise the Iraqi police following the US-led invasion of 2003,
both police trainers and new recruits alike speak of the need to diﬀerentiate themselves from
Saddam Hussein’s police and espouse lofty ideals relating to the kinds of persons who should join
them and how the force should behave in its interactions with the public. However, these ideals
are sharply contradicted by the low level of recruits the force has been able to draw in the postwar period (SIGIR., 2013; Wozniak, 2017a, 2017b), as well as the public behaviour of the police
towards civilians and criminal suspects (Amnesty International, 2009; Smart, 2011; United
Nations Committee Against Torture., 2015).
While the disconnect between the stated ideals of police and their lived reality stems from
multiple factors – inappropriately militarised training, widespread corruption, little plan for postinvasion stability, political pressures, and the diﬃculties of state reconstruction generally –
a pivotal factor is the material conditions experienced by the force in the wake of the invasion
and subsequent reconstruction of the nation. While putatively having broken from the forced
conscription of the Hussein era to become an all-volunteer force, the current police are principally
comprised of reluctant volunteers who joined simply to escape poverty and who receive little
relevant training, exhibiting many of the exact problems predicted by the literature on conscripted
forces. As such, the direct conscription of the past has eﬀectively been eﬀectively replaced by
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a form of economic conscription, resulting in a police force whose behaviour does little to
distinguish themselves from their Hussein-era counterparts.

Police reform and conscription
Police reconstruction is a key component post-conﬂict state formation (Bayley & Perito, 2010;
Den Heyer, 2010; Bradford, Murphy, & Jackson, 2014; Jackson, Asif, Bradford, & Zakar, 2014).
Democratic policing is essential not only for the provision of security and stability, but for
building public trust in the state and its agents, as “few such agents are more active, numerous,
or potentially intimidating than police oﬃcers” (Wiatrowski & Goldstone, 2010, p. 80). A central
aspect of the literature on police reconstruction is the importance of training and recruitment
(Goldsmith and Dinen 2007; Bayley & Perito, 2010; Ellison & Pino, 2012). Recruits need high
academic standards as well as thorough and applicable training (Neild, 2001), and emphasis in
recruiting and training must be on quality over quantity, as rushing to put out underqualiﬁed
oﬃcers results in corruption, brutality, and police unlikely to maintain democratic order
(Goldsmith & Dinnen, 2007; Wiatrowski & Goldstone, 2010; Bradford et al., 2014).
Yet despite the central importance of attracting well-qualiﬁed recruits, the existing literature on
police recruitment is surprisingly thin (Haarr, 2005), with even those studies which concentrate on
police reconstruction having little to say about the process of attracting and selecting recruits.
However, there is a fairly robust literature on military conscription and the eﬀects such a process has
on the resulting force, much of which can be applied to police reconstruction in post-conﬂict states.
The concept of security personnel who are technically volunteers but much more akin to
conscripted forces is an old one. Writing over a century ago, Connolly (1915) speaks of “economic
conscription,” which he deﬁnes as “the policy of forcing men into the army by depriving them of
a means of earning a livelihood.” That is, for many in economically deprived nations, conditions
of high unemployment and resource shortages “can compel these men to enlist – or starve”
(Connolly, 1915). However, even in advanced industrial nations such as the United States, many
scholars (Lingle, 1989; Tannock, 2005; Galaviz, Palafox, Meiners, & Quinn, 2011; Ossei-Owusu,
2012) argue economic conscription remains the driving force behind those who join the voluntary
armed services.
Indeed, the US military deliberately targets potential recruits from low-income “at-risk”
populations in large urban areas that have little expectation of economic mobility (Pérez, 2006),
where young people are more likely to consider joining the armed forces due to the “push-pull
phenomenon” (Berlowitz, 2000) of poverty against one of the few chances for a decent standard of
living. As Cortright (1975) bluntly puts it, in the context of high-unemployment rates and little
chance at educational advancement, many young people who join the armed forces have little
other chance at legitimate employment, noting “technically, this is called volunteering. While the
overt compulsion of conscription may be absent, economic impressment is not voluntary”
(1975, p. 45).
A central problem with this form of economic conscription is the eﬀect it has on the
qualiﬁcations and abilities of recruits. Conscripted force have signiﬁcantly higher turnover rates,
which are associated with “less training and lower motivation” (Adam, 2012, p. 717) as well as
incentivising corruption and other illicit behaviours (Celador, 2005; Den Heyer, 2010), both
problems currently plaguing Iraqi police (SIGIR., 2013; Kirkpatrick, 2014; Wozniak, 2017b).
This frequent turnover leads to a more costly force, due to having to continually train replacements, the acceptance of poor recruits, and signiﬁcantly underprepared personnel (Cortright,
1975; Lingle, 1989). These problems have the potential to signiﬁcantly slow police reform eﬀorts,
a process which already takes decades, if not generations, to be done successfully. In Iraq, this
problem has been compounded by an early emphasis on force generation, with a quantity-overquality focus which further drove down the level of recruits (Jones, 2007; SIGIR., 2013).
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Finally, in the case of both the US military and Iraqi police, this reliance on economic
conscription must be understood in the context of a neoliberal governing vision which prioritises
the market over the state and advocates for the privatisation of public services (Tannock, 2005;
Klein, 2007). In the United States, federal school funding is directly tied to providing military
recruiters access to schools and students’ personal information (Ossei-Owusu, 2012), and the
provision of welfare and social spending have “in a sense been ‘shrunk back’ into the military”
(Cowen, 2008, p. 19).
Meanwhile, in Iraq, the architects of the invasion and reconstruction subscribed to a vision of
neoliberal policies in which social spending is reduced to a bare minimum and the state exists
almost solely for the purpose of ensuring economic rights (Wozniak, 2017b). From the earliest
moments of the reconstruction, a strong emphasis was placed on the liberalisation of markets
(Yousif, 2006), leaving Iraq with one of the most unregulated economies in the world (Klein, 2007;
Barbara, 2008) as well as a shortage of basic goods and high unemployment rate (Mutitt, 2012). It
is diﬃcult to overstate how signiﬁcantly these changes aﬀected the average Iraqi, as prior to the
ﬁrst Gulf War, the nation had one of the most educated and prosperous populations in the entire
Middle East (Byman, 2003), but that invasion and the decade-plus of crippling economic sanctions which followed destroyed a signiﬁcant amount of the Iraqi economy.
This ironically led to an even greater dependence on the Hussein regime as the Iraqi state
stepped in to partially ﬁll these gaps through state expenditures and employment (Mutitt, 2012).
However, even this interbellum period appears prosperous compared to post-invasion Iraq, as
neoliberal “shock doctrine” (Klein, 2007) dramatically reshaped the nation’s wealth and income
distribution from relatively egalitarian to incredibly top-heavy, a process which “magniﬁed the
sense of gain and loss in society at large, and delegitimized the form process” (Yousif, 2006,
p. 497). The policies of the occupying forces created a new Iraqi state with virtually no public or
social welfare spending, along with signiﬁcant corruption throughout the public and private
sectors (Yousif, 2006; Klein, 2007; Kirkpatrick, 2014; Wozniak, 2017b).
One signiﬁcant outcome of this dearth of social spending is how it contributed to Iraq’s
transition from one of the lowest rates of crime in the world pre-invasion to now one of the
highest (ÖZerdem, 2010). The Hussein dictatorship invested heavily in government personnel and
infrastructure, especially in crime control, maintaining a large and highly trained police force to
preserve despotic order. The new neoliberal order, however, has proven unwilling to maintain
anywhere near the same funding or personnel levels, leaving large stretches of the nation without
any meaningful form of security or crime control (Cockburn, 2014; Wozniak, 2017a). Despite
some modest improvements, the force remains plagued by corruption and brutality, as well as
remaining unable to enact meaningful levels of crime control or social order (Smart, 2011;
Kirkpatrick, 2014; Wozniak, 2017a). This study describes one of the central problems with the
police reconstruction eﬀort, which is the movement towards economic conscription.

Data and methods
Data collection took place in the spring of 2011 at the Sulaimaniyah Police Lead Training
Academy, located a few kilometres outside of the city of Sulaimaniyah (Suly, to locals), in the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), the semi-autonomous region of Northern Iraq. Founded
in 2003 by US forces, it is one of six regional training centres in the nation and has trained
roughly one-ﬁfth of all Iraqi police. While originally training was conducted by American
advisors, instruction is now conducted by local police trained by coalition forces.
Although the majority of the KRG’s population are Kurds, there is a sizeable minority of
displaced persons from active conﬂict zones in wider Iraq. Kurds comprise 15–20% of the Iraqi
population but are an ethnic group distinct from the Arab peoples that largely populate the rest of
the nation, and the region has experienced less violence while maintaining a relatively healthy
economy. Although not directly representative of the nation, these factors make the KRG
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essentially a best case scenario for studying the development of policing within the Iraqi state: the
region is relatively safe, stable, welcomes the presence of the United States, and their organised
unity means Kurdish security forces suﬀer little of the sectarian problems facing those throughout
the rest of the nation.
Over 20 weeks of direct observation were conducted, covering the training of two cohorts,
comprised of roughly 150 students. Courses were attended 4 days a week for the entirety of
“theoretical” training each day, usually about 3 hours. In addition to the academy, police were also
observed at major demonstrations occurring daily in Sulaimaniyah for a period of roughly 3
months. Ethnographic observations were supplemented by 48 intensive interviews (37 with staﬀ,
11 with students). Finally, these were buttressed by open-ended opinion surveys; of the 110
students at the academy, 87 participated in the survey for a response rate of 79%. All interviews
and observations were conducted with the assistance of a translator. While I am conversational in
Arabic, for a variety of reasons, most respondents greatly prefer speaking Kurdish. However, this
particular dialect (Sorani) is exclusively spoken in this region, and there are few English-to-Sorani
texts or programmes, thus necessitating the use of translators. To ensure accuracy in translation,
randomly selected audio recordings and written materials were double-checked by a second
translator.

Who police want, who police get
Who should and should not join
Given that many recruits do not meet already-lax oﬃcial qualiﬁcations (SIGIR., 2013; Wozniak,
2017a), one aim of this study was to determine what disqualiﬁes one from joining, as well as
whom trainers and students thought would and would not be suited for police work. By far, the
most common response regarding what makes one unﬁt for police service centred on the moral
standing of the individual. Sirwan,1 a new student at the academy, oﬀers a representative response
in arguing one is not qualiﬁed if they are “without good morals. They are not ﬁt to be police. The
police should have good morals, because police are working in so many diﬀerent oﬃces and so
many people will go to those oﬃces.” What constitutes good morals diﬀered, but most based their
judgement on reputation or criminal history. Hardi, a trainer, gives a few examples of those
morally unﬁt for policing, such as “those who are always ﬁghting, maybe they will have a bad
reputation among people. And those who are having bad friends.”
Closely following moral defects, physical imperfections were a major source of concern
regarding potential recruits. Hawa, an older trainer, explains police “should not be handicapped.
If he’s the best boxer in the world, but he only has one ﬁnger, he should not be accepted to be
police. He has no right to become police.” Other various physical problems held up as disqualifying conditions include being blind, deaf, missing limbs, or not being big enough to physically
control another person. Many answers also centred on mental illness or disabilities as a major
disqualiﬁer for police; Mahmoud, a trainer, explains, “if he or she has a short cut in their body, or
with mental disease [they should] not be allowed to be police. He or she should be perfect.”
Finally, several students and trainers argued a person’s material wealth should be factored into
consideration, arguing people who already have money should not join and should instead pursue
something more agreeable. This is exempliﬁed by Majid, a student near graduation at the
academy, who felt the only people who should not join the force are “rich people, because they
don’t need this salary. Now that I am police, I have a salary which helps me rent my house and
provide for my living expenses. There’s no reason for rich people to get up and work at 6 in the
morning like me.” Or as one survey respondent replied when asked whether he would recommend policing to others as a career: “No, because those who enjoy good living quality do not ever
need to be a policeman,” while another respondent noted “if the person has a certiﬁcate [degree],
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I will not accept him; but I will help the person who does not have certiﬁcate to get the job,
because the police job is the only thing left for us.”

Who actually does join
Although students and trainers alike gave a clear picture of whom they would like to join the
force, few actually meet these standards (Jones, 2007; SIGIR., 2013; Wozniak, 2017a). Respondents
complained of two central factors leading to unqualiﬁed recruits: those who joined for the wrong
reasons and those without suﬃcient education. As Soran, a member of the academy’s administration, summed it up, “there is no diﬀerence between the one who has a bachelor degree and the
one who does not. Even if you have no degree you can work here.”
When Chamal, a high-ranking trainer, was asked about the biggest problems facing police, he
immediately identiﬁed the low level of education. When asked if he felt most police were not
suﬃciently educated, he replied, “yes, unfortunately. Alas.” Later in the interview, he was asked if
students ever fail the training process, and he noted with some resignation “no one has failed here,
but most of them will not understand or be learned.” Another trainer, Daban, similarly lamented
the lack of education among Iraqi police, explaining, “I will not hide with you, here in our system
there are many wrongs in establishing police, because they are going to establish someone who is
uneducated, so maybe that person will not treat people perfectly, like the educated person.”
Jalal, a student, explains police should have “a good level of education and literacy. That’s not
the case 100%.” When asked about whether there was a need for more police in the region,
Nwenar, a high-raking trainer, felt it to be a quality and not quantity problem, arguing that
increasing the numbers of police
may not be logical in some situations. [Instead] make them educated, make them learn every rule of every
human rights article . . . For example, to send ten police to arrest one person, if they are not fully educated and
not aware of the human rights articles, they are going to curse them or all of them are going to shoot him or do
something like that.

The lack of education recruits bring with them to the job is especially concerning given the
brief and shallow nature of the training process (Jones, 2007; SIGIR., 2013). As Wozniak (2017a)
demonstrates, the training process for Iraqi police is quite truncated, lasting less than 2 months
and consisting of only a few hours of direct instruction per day. Beyond the short time frame, the
actual instruction received by recruits focuses primarily on self-presentational matters, such as
marching and presenting arms, at the direct expense of legal knowledge and tactics related to the
responsibilities of police in a constitutional democracy.
Contrary to the ideas expressed above that moneyed individuals would make for bad police,
many students felt accepting applicants from the ranks of Iraq’s impoverished and desperate for
work causes problems. In response to a survey question asking students who they feel would make
for bad police oﬃcers, many answered similarly to the student who argued “the person who is
compelled to join the police lines or under the inﬂuence of poverty cannot succeed.” Others
correspondingly argued the police should not accept “people who dislike but are compelled to take
the job” or “the person who is obliged to work, but hates the job.” The idea that those joining the
police out of a need for income would make for poor police likely springs from the experience of
the students themselves, many of whom expressed little interest in joining the force but instead
simply needed to make a living. Indeed, one student’s answer to the question made this connection explicit, arguing the people who should not join the force are “those who are obliged to do
the job just like I am.”
Perfectly illustrating concerns that many sign up for the “wrong” reasons, when asked why they
themselves joined the force, by far the most commonly stated reason was a simple need for
income. A strong majority of those interviewed, both trainers and recruits, had experienced
extended unemployment, pushing them into policing. A trainer, Ali, argues the primary reason
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Iraqis join the force is “because of poverty, or because they do not have any other certiﬁcate to be
employed in any other institution, therefore they are obliged to become police. It is the best
chance to be employed.” For those who had not been unemployed themselves, they were
cognisant of the high level of unemployment and joined to avoid experiencing joblessness
themselves.
Multiple respondents echoed the ﬁndings of previous scholarship (Deﬂem & Sutphin, 2006;
Wiatrowski & Goldstone, 2010; Wozniak, 2017b) in making explicit connection between economic necessities and the lack of commitment and skill demonstrated by many police. One
student at the academy, Majid, argued that when a police oﬃcer joins exclusively for the feeble
salary oﬀered
maybe you do not like to do anything and you hate everything and you are always fed up with everything. If
the salary will be more, there is no need for you to do anything else or pay attention to another job or anything
else. At that time you are going to sacriﬁce yourself and devote your life for protecting people.

Under the cover of anonymity provided by the survey, students were much more loquacious in
explaining how economics pushed them into policing. Several noted they could not ﬁnd work
even with a college degree and turned to policing as a last resort, such as the student who
explained he joined because “when I completed my studies, I could not ﬁnd employment. I was
compelled by life to accept the police job.” Many further noted that beyond feeling forced into
joining the police, they resented the job and wished for most any other form of employment. One
student writes, “I am the son of a martyr and never wanted to be a policeman, but I was obliged to
become a policeman and am looking for the date when I resign.” Another student agreed, noting,
“I hate the police job, but for life support I joined its forces.” Yet another goes even further,
writing, “I ﬁnished institute studies, but because I did not know wasta,2 I could not get employed.
I would have chosen death if I had had any options; I am obliged to choose policing because it is
better than nothing.” Even several who saw policing as a fundamental social good expressed
disappointment at feeling forced into it, such as the student who wrote “though the police job is
sacred, I am never happy with it. I dislike it; poverty and lack of job opportunities in other
directorates motivated me to join the police.”
Students and trainers alike spoke openly about how the general quality of these economically
conscripted recruits aﬀects not only their abilities as police but also how economic desperation
and low salaries contribute to a culture of corruption. Lawk, a trainer of defensive tactics, oﬀers
a representative reply, lamenting “The government is ignoring us . . . and do not support the
police, and this will cause corruption.” Although respondents discussed a variety of forms of
corruption, most centred on the nepotistic hiring and promotion practices described above, as
well as on the existence of “ghost payrolls” (Pianin, 2014) a practice where oﬃcials inﬂate the
numbers of oﬃcers under their command to collect extra salaries.
Beyond the corruption mentioned by respondents, police throughout the nation have regularly
been accused of extortion, bribery, and other illegal activities (Cockburn, 2014; Pianin, 2014), and
a majority of the public views them as corrupt and untrustworthy (SIGIR., 2013). The inadequate
training process further compounds these problems, as when poorly trained and underfunded
police are tasked with responding to insurgent groups who are often better trained and equipped,
it results in a “demoralized force whose members focus on protecting and enriching themselves,
often via corruption and the abuse of civilians” (Wiatrowski & Goldstone, 2010, p. 87).

The more things change . . .
Views on Saddam’s police
In discussing their predecessors, many students and trainers were surprisingly willing to begrudgingly credit Saddam’s police with performing some aspects of the job well, but all clearly pride
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themselves on being a more professional and democratic force. Speciﬁcally, through respecting the
rights of citizens and building a force of volunteers, police hope to replace the image of themselves
as violent thugs with one of a gentler, respectful force.
Despite the brutal legacy of Saddam and his violent campaigns against the Kurds (Byman,
Pollock, and Waxman 1998), respondents reported nuanced positions towards the police of the
previous regime. While those who found positives in Saddam’s police nearly always made sure to
condemn them as well, several noted that not all of them were bad, because so many were forced
into their servitude. Soran, an academy administrator, is a good example of this, saying,
if you are going to say all of them are bad and incorrect, I don’t think so. Because at that time if there was no
police, maybe people would like to commit crimes and steal things. Of course they had done something good.

Kajaw, a trainer, oﬀered another representative qualiﬁed bit of praise, noting, “they attacked and
arrested the criminals and would defend the people in some ways.”
Others oﬀered that the force was at least professionalised, such as Seﬁn who argued, “maybe they
did something well. At that time, there was no nepotism or giving someone higher rank or making
them a higher rank. It’s unlike that here.” Finally, several respondents pointed to the fact that some
of those police are still serving as a sign they were not all corrupt, such as Ramyar, a trainer who
oversees the academy’s security, who argues there were a fair number of police who were
good and excellent to people, especially Kurdish police. They are still working in our government right now,
those police, because they were good and excellent at that time and they do not have any corruption or
disloyalty to our nation.

Surprisingly, a small number of respondents carried a fairly romanticised view of policing under
Saddam, although most of their positivity stemmed from the material experiences of police at that
time, as due to the Hussein’s regimes extensive state spending, police earned a signiﬁcantly better
salary. Nazdar, a trainer, noted one of the biggest diﬀerences between police under Saddam and
police post-invasion was that “at that time, the salary of police under Saddam Hussein was enough
for them. They got a high salary, but it is not enough for us today.” Similarly, Berham, a new
trainer at the academy, complains police now face regular salary shortages, such as not receiving
their overtime pay for the extended hours put in at the demonstrations. Student survey responses
similarly complained of salary levels but focused more on the inﬂuence of wasta and corruption.
One student argued that while in the past it was not diﬃcult to rise the ranks of police, “today you
need a higher certiﬁcate in addition to wasta” to get ahead. Another complains that while
Saddam’s police were “lawful with rights and tasks,” today’s police are run by “wasta, bribery,
and corruption.” Finally, a few complained that in the transition to democracy, police have lost
their powerful and privileged position in society, such as one student who argued “at the time of
Saddam, police got more respect . . . whoever pointed at the police would have his ﬁngers cut oﬀ.
But now, you have to question yourself.”

How they diﬀer from Saddam’s police
While respondents spoke at length about what they feel diﬀerentiates the current force from its
predecessor, the most common diﬀerence cited was respect, for both the public and the law.
Mohammed notes that now “if police are going to arrest a suspect, they are going to practice all
human rights articles, not to violate the criminal’s rights. They consider him a person and
a human being.” Respondents also emphasised an important diﬀerence between themselves and
their predecessors is that they serve all of society under the direction of law, not a portion of it
under the direction of one person. Karzan, an older trainer, explains, “at the time of the Baath
regime, they were extremists, and their purpose was not to keep our country’s or our people’s
rights . . . but now police should serve everybody.”
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Another major point respondents identiﬁed in respecting the citizenry was through listening.
Bedad, a student, feels listening is the biggest diﬀerence, saying, “police at that time were doing
violence against people and would not listen to you . . . But right now police are going to listen to
people or have a discussion with people.” Peywan, an academy instructor, also saw this as the
deﬁning diﬀerence, arguing, “at that time, there was no use for speaking with police. Police would
not speak with you in a calm way . . . But now police are not like that, there is more freedom of
speech now.” Harman, a high-ranking commander, spoke of his own experiences with Saddam’s
police, explaining,
Saddam Hussein was going to punish you without listening to you and without investigation . . . But right
now, us police, we are going to protect the rights of criminals and listen to the criminal carefully . . . You
have to be just when you’re investigating that criminal.

It was clear that for most respondents, a major part of demonstrating the respect they give and
feel they deserve comes from being nonviolent or at least far slower to violence than the previous force. Rubaad, an older student,
remembers “at the time of Saddam Hussein, police were going to answer people with bullets.
But now the police discuss with people.” For many, the point was so obvious it did not require
elaboration. Mohammed simply replied that the biggest diﬀerence between the two is “there is no
hitting people anymore,” while Polan, a trainer, similarly noted “at that time, police were going to
kill more people, but so far here, right now, there is no more killing like that.”
Similarly, many respondents pointed to the fear Saddam’s police evoked in people, arguing the
new force, with its emphasis on respect and human rights, has changed that fear to gratitude. As
Ramyar explains,
at that time, if I was police, then everyone would be afraid of me and everyone would run and hide
themselves from the police. But now, everybody from the young to the old and the ugly to the beautiful are
going to give the police a ﬂower, and it is a sign of peace, you know, and a sign of good and excellent police
here.

There was an anecdote shared regularly by many respondents that demonstrated the fear of the
old regime and the strides the force has made since; according to the story, police under Saddam
were so feared they were used to scare children into complying with their parents’ wishes. Ali
compares it to other nations to show how ludicrous those police were, saying,
in Europe and America, people say when they leave home, they advise their children that when we’re not
present, your second parents are the police. During the Baath regime . . . parents told their children, when
they wanted the children to sleep and they did not sleep, they would say ‘we’re going to call the police on
you’ in order to frighten them.

From conscription of force to economic conscription
The ﬁnal diﬀerence respondents identiﬁed between the two forces is the change from a force of
conscription to a force composed of individuals who freely join. Majid notes, “under Saddam
Hussein’s regime, there was nothing good about being police. Here it is your option to be police,
but at that time, they were obliged to be police. And I pray that situation will never come back.” In
addition to compulsory service, others noted the restrictions on who could become (or be forced
to become) police as incredibly problematic. Kamaran, a student, recalls, “if you were not
a member of the Baath regime, or if you did not side with the Baath regime, then they wouldn’t
accept you to be police.” Faizel, the manager of the teaching department, further clariﬁes these
restrictions, pointing out, “at that time, they were establishing only Sunni people. Not Shi’i, not
Kurd, not Turkmen . . . But now everyone can become police.”
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Several trainers also pointed out that under Saddam, things were not very good for the police
themselves. In addition to conscription, they were forced to carry out the whims and dictates of
Saddam regardless of their own feelings. Hardi explains that now
police will be ordered [by someone] above themselves, for example, to kill someone, it is up to police to kill
them or not. It is his own right to think of the problem and if the order has come to kill that person and that
person is innocent, the police cannot kill that person. But at the time of Saddam Hussein, the police were
going to kill that person even if he or she was innocent. So police now have a right of freedom.

Another trainer, Biwar, similarly notes, “police in the time of Saddam Hussein were always
suppressed by Saddam himself. And he obliged police to do everything. But now police are free
to do everything and are not obliged. . .it’s more optional and democratic.” Perhaps most importantly, the trainer Kajaw explains at that time
that person would be police forever. Police at that time couldn’t resign, it was obligatory. But now I know
that if my salary is not good enough . . . I can resign and no one will be an obstacle for me.

Many arguments as to why the force is better now centred on the freedom of action police feel
they have now compared to police under the previous regime. For instance, Polan, a trainer,
argued that the previous police were “oppressed by Saddam himself. And he obliged them to do
everything. But now police are free to do everything and are not obliged, and it’s more optional
and democratic.” Similarly, many student survey respondents identiﬁed this newfound freedom,
arguing the biggest diﬀerence between the two forces was “the diﬀerence of being compelled to be
a police member and your own choice,” or that “today police members are free to quit whenever
they wish, while the old time police were not free.”
While this move from a force of obligation to one of volunteers should be viewed as a positive
development, given the lived reality of police and their often exclusively monetary reasons for
joining the police (Wozniak, 2017a), one is forced to consider how accurately notions of this shift
reﬂect reality. Similar to the charge that Iraq’s new economy has freed ﬁnancial elites from
political restraints while imposing a signiﬁcant number of economic restraints on the majority
of the population (Bridoux & Gebel, 2012; Richmond & Mitchell, 2011), it seems the freedom
from forced conscription has been replaced by economic conscription. This is borne out by the
fact that Iraqi police are experiencing many of the exact problems – high turnover rates,
acceptance of poor recruits, underprepared personnel, incentivised corruption – predicted by
the literature on economic conscription (Tannock, 2005; Galaviz et al., 2011; Ossei-Owusu, 2012).
As several students noted in their surveys, the diﬀerence between Saddam’s police and the
current force is that “in the past, our people were forced to be police and now, for living expenses,
they are obliged to do so” or “today people join the police for life support, but at Saddam’s time it
was compulsory.” Many student respondents oﬀered similar stories as to why both they and
others joined, such as Haydar, a young trainer, who gave a representative response in noting “the
police ﬁeld is not such an interesting job” and that most sign up because “they are obliged to do
so” for ﬁnancial reasons. Another young trainer, Berham, gave a similar answer in saying, “it’s not
my interest to be police. It’s just for the sake of making a living . . . I do not consider myself
police.” When asked if they would recommend policing to others, many students answered
similarly to Sirwan, who emphatically answered,
No. Never. Never, never. I would never like anyone else to be police. I would like them to prolong their
study and through getting a good certiﬁcate, maybe he or she can provide for their life in a good way.

It is clear that for respondents in this study, both students and trainers alike, their decision to join
the police force was not out of desire to be police, but rather need for some sort of income.
Combined with evidence that Iraqi police grant little legitimacy to the police force as an
institution (Deﬂem & Sutphin, 2006; Pianin, 2014; Wozniak, 2017a), we can see the problems
with economic conscription. The predominant view of policing as simply a stopgap form of
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employment is important because feelings of self-legitimacy are central to good police performance (Johnathan-Zamir and Harpaz 2014). These feelings of self-legitimacy, which stem in large
part from how strongly individual oﬃcers identify with the institution, have a signiﬁcant impact
on oﬃcer behaviour, with those who have a weaker sense of self-legitimacy much more likely to
use force and minimise the rights of suspects, a process that can be witnessed throughout Iraq.

Anti-corruption demonstrations and the police response
The time period of data collection coincided with the Middle East spring, and Iraq was no
exception to the spreading discontent, as cities across the nation experienced mass demonstrations. However, no city in the nation matched Suly in terms of size, intensity, or duration.
Until a violent crackdown ended them, the demonstrations drew thousands of people daily for
a period of 3 months. Importantly, the actions of police and other security forces at the
demonstrations not only directly contradicted their reported ideals of respect for human rights
and restrain in the use of force but bore a distinct resemblance to the behaviour of police
under the Hussein regime.
Demonstrations took place in the centre square of the market, a place physically and
symbolically in the centre of the city. Following the example of Egypt and elsewhere, the
square was rechristened Azadi (آزادی, “freedom”) by demonstrators, who were unarmed and
peaceful, and represented a wide swath of local society. As an indication of the historical
importance of these demonstrations, multiple prominent artists and scholars living abroad
came back to support the cause and were often featured speakers, their impassioned pleas for
change booming from the make-shift public address system, bouncing oﬀ the walls of the
shops throughout the market.
From the beginning, protestors were met by an enormous security presence, and an emergency situation was soon declared. All of the roads leading to Azadi square and much of the
surrounding area were blocked oﬀ by police and military vehicles for the duration of the
demonstrations. In the ﬁrst week of demonstrations, the KRG declared the ﬁrst curfew in the
region since the last issued by Hussein prior to the establishment of the no-ﬂy zone following
the ﬁrst Gulf War (Asaad, 2011).
The ﬁrst few weeks of the demonstrations featured regular clashes with security forces, leaving
hundreds injured and at least ten dead. Security forces regularly opened ﬁre on demonstrators
during this period, and the area of Azadi square behind the speaker’s platform became a sort of
triage centre, as injured demonstrators were rushed there to be treated free from interference by
security forces. The levels of violence used are notable not only as violations of international
human rights law but also because such tactics are banned by Iraqi law. At the academy, the
demonstrations often came up during question and answer sessions, with most questions centring
on whether the response from security forces was proper. According to the trainers, not only
should police have acted with more restraint, it was illegal for security forces to be using slingshots
and marbles on the demonstrators, and shooting at them with guns is completely forbidden.
By the time political leadership decided to end the demonstrations, the security presence in
Azadi square had reached saturation levels. The crackdown began with a proclamation criminalising all unlicensed demonstrations (Hardi, 2011) and was quickly followed by a massive increase
in security forces. Local television reports put the number of security forces at 10,000, and while
there is no way to verify this number, there were so many security personnel on the streets they
ran out of proper equipment, forcing many to be armed with lengths of PVC pipe for batons and
slingshots with marbles in place of the rubber-bullet guns. By the time the square began to thin
out as people headed home in observance of the night-time curfew, the market would be littered
with marbles and spent bullet casings, as well the occasional pool of blood from a demonstrator
struck by marble, baton, PVC pipe, or bullets.
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One of the most notable aspects of the government response to the demonstrations is the deal
brokered between Massoud Barzani, president of the KRG, and the central Government of Iraq
(GOI). In order to quell dissent, Barzani is accused of trading political favours for military and
police reinforcements (Kurd Net., 2011). This is important not only as a demonstration of the
massive security response to the demonstrations but also because of the rocky history between the
Kurds and the rest of Iraq. This was the ﬁrst time GOI security forces were ever voluntarily invited
into the KRG and was seen as incredibly insulting to the majority of Kurds who view the noninterference of the GOI as one of the most tangible beneﬁts of the occupation. This and other
moves to violently end the demonstrations drew widespread criticism from both within Iraq and
international human rights organisations (Smart, 2011).
Ending the demonstrations initially took the form of banning sleeping in Azadi square,
which turned into a ban on being there after sundown. Every night at dusk, scores of military
trucks loaded with security personnel would come streaming into the market, and anyone
unlucky or unwise enough to have not vacated the area could expect arrest, beatings, or both.
This gradually became a ban on any form of gathering at the square, and the thousands of
demonstrators were replaced by hundreds of heavily armed security personnel physically
occupying all available space in the square. By this point, demonstration organisers had either
ﬂed the region or were staying in a constantly rotating set of houses out of fear for their lives
and any group of men that wandered too close to the square could expect a forceful reaction
from the security forces; dozens of men claiming they were only in the market to shop were
beaten and arrested.
Finally, checkpoints were erected around Suly, and police and military oﬃcials were refusing to
allow anyone who did not live in the city to enter, and several military camps were established just
outside the city limits. In one of the most bitter ironies of the demonstrations, police and other
security forces were patrolling the outskirts of town on a large road which encircles Suly. The road
wraps around the entire city, and when occupied by security vehicles, eﬀectively shuts it oﬀ from
the outside world. This road had been speciﬁcally designed by the Hussein regime as a way to
contain the citizens of Suly, known for their ﬁerce resistance to his regime. The idea that Saddam
had been ousted only for the new government to employ his literal avenues of repression was an
irony not lost on demonstrators and was repeatedly referenced throughout speeches and conversations at the demonstrations.
While it may be argued that the demonstrations presented a unique challenge for police,
potentially causing them to act out of character, regular reports of police abuses throughout the
nation (Filkins, 2014; Kirkpatrick, 2014) indicate the response to the demonstrations was not an
outlier. Furthermore, existing literature has repeatedly demonstrated that a militaristic focus is
detrimental to the possibility of successful democratic police reform (Celador, 2005; Deﬂem &
Sutphin, 2006; Bayley & Perito, 2010; Den Heyer, 2010). KRG police forces have long been
a concern of international human rights organisations (Amnesty International, 2009; Smart,
2011; United Nations Committee Against Torture., 2015), and there continue to be widespread
reports of their excessive use of force and even torture long after the demonstrations ended (AFP
2016; Morris, 2015). While this discussion on the police response to the demonstrations is notable
for highlighting the bifurcation of rhetoric and action from police personnel I was able to directly
witness violating their own self-stated standards on the use of force and treatment of suspects,
reports from media and human rights organisations make it clear these issues are not limited to
the heightened atmosphere of demonstrations but constitute a regular aspect of day-to-day
operations for the force.

Conclusion
US and coalition forces have spent a signiﬁcant amount of time and energy on the
reconstruction of the Iraqi police, seeking to develop a force with the ability to impartially
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enforce the new laws of a democratic Iraq. Of the many changes instituted in the new force,
a central development is the movement away from the forced conscription of the Hussein
regime. While the move from a force of obligation to one of volunteers should be viewed as
a positive development, given the lived reality of recruits and trainers and their almostexclusively monetary reasons for joining the police (Wozniak, 2017a), one is forced to
consider how accurately notions of this shift reﬂect reality.
With a force in which most members openly admit they joined solely for the paycheck and are
actively looking for other employment, it appears that direct conscription has been replaced with
an economic conscription in which recruits are forced to join not by the gun but out of ﬁnancial
necessity. While the methods of conscription may have changed, the result are similar – a force
comprised largely of people uninterested in being police, prone to corruption and abuses of
authority, and who do not respect the civil and human rights of the populations they police.
Indeed, the problems currently experienced by the Iraqi police force are almost exactly those
predicted by the literature on economic conscription (Cortright, 1975; Lingle, 1989; Adam, 2012;
Ossei-Owusu, 2012).
While respondents regularly spoke of their respect for the rights of the accused and their high
esteem for human rights, few trainers or students could identify how these concepts should
actually inform practice. The description of a disciplined force slow to use violence is rhetorically
a great development, but as the evidence collected at the demonstrations and general reports of
corruption and brutality attest (Smart, 2011; Filkins, 2014; Kirkpatrick, 2014), it is far from the
lived reality of Iraqi policing. Similarly, police espoused high ideals on the qualities new recruits
should have, yet few were hesitant to note that most joined simply for ﬁnancial reasons, and many
did not approach the already-low educational requirements.
These issues stem from multiple factors; for instance, the police force’s training, which relies
heavily on an inappropriately (Wiatrowski & Goldstone, 2010; Ellison & Pino, 2012) militaristic
focus. The coalition’s own report on the progress of the reconstruction described them as more
akin to counter-insurgent military squads than democratic police (Jones, 2007), despite the fact
that using “oﬃcers as second-tier soldiers works against every principle of democratic policing”
(Wiatrowski & Goldstone, 2010, p. 87). This militaristic orientation creates a signiﬁcantly more
dangerous milieu for the police, making them an even less attractive employment option to those
with the option of most any other form of employment (Wozniak, 2017a).
However, the problems of the reconstruction process cannot be understood outside of the
context of the neoliberal vision guiding the invasion, a view premised on the state as inherently
predatory and something to be strongly limited (Tannock, 2005; Klein, 2007). As such, there is no
safety net for the large numbers of unemployed Iraqis, the standard of living for the majority of
Iraqis has declined precipitously, and little reconstruction money is ﬁnding its way to the average
Iraqi citizen (Yousif, 2006; Mutitt, 2012; Cockburn, 2014). The resultant problems this austerity
has on the reconstruction of police forces is not limited to Iraq; disparate cases across the globe
(Celador, 2005; Den Heyer, 2010; Wilson, 2012) have found that a lack of ﬁnancial support for
police leads to a persistent inability to recruit suﬃcient numbers of oﬃcers “of adequate caliber
and with relevant skills” (Wilson, 2012, p. 82).
Despite the common problem of under-qualiﬁed recruits, the literature on police recruitment
in post-conﬂict scenarios is surprisingly thin (Haarr, 2005). However, the literature on military
conscription contains relevant insights with applicability to police recruitment. Numerous scholars have found that many volunteer military forces are actually stocked with impoverished
persons drawn by a form of economic conscription (Cortright, 1975; Tannock, 2005; Galaviz
et al., 2011; Ossei-Owusu, 2012), and that this economic conscription leads to high turnover rates,
less training, corruption, and the bending of qualiﬁcations to accept poor recruits and underprepared personnel (Adam, 2012), all of which can be observed in the Iraqi police.
Given the incredibly diﬃcult work of reconstructing a police force, it is highly unlikely a force
comprised principally of unwilling and unskilled personnel will be able to handle the necessary
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work of establishing either capacity or legitimacy. Successful reconstruction programmes typically
take many years, but until these skill and motivation deﬁcits are addressed, it is extremely diﬃcult
for the process to begin. This helps explain not only the ongoing problems with the police, but
with the nation as a whole, as police play a central role in the stability of post-conﬂict states
(Wiatrowski & Goldstone, 2010; Jackson et al., 2014) seeing as they are the “key component that
connects the democratic framework to ensure sustainable development, democracy, peace, and
security” (Den Heyer, 2010, p. 214).
Most concerning for the future of the Iraqi state, economic conscription has resulted in a police
force comprised of under-qualiﬁed recruits who joined almost exclusively for a meagre income.
Thus, despite a move to an open force of volunteers, economic reality has had the eﬀect of
reproducing the abuses of the forcibly conscripted Hussein-era police. Even in the KRG, which
bore the brunt of Hussein’s dictatorial rage (Byman et al., 1998), police are strikingly similar to
their dictatorial predecessors. As such, the central precept of diﬀerentiating the new democratic
police force from its violent predecessors (Neild, 2001; Bayley & Perito, 2010; Den Heyer, 2010) is
hampered by the presence of conscription by a diﬀerent name.

Notes
1. All names have been changed to preserve anonymity.
2. Many respondents employed the Arabic term “wasta” (سطة
ْ  )واto explain their circumstances. While the
term has no direct translation, it roughly means gains achieved due to personal connections, best understood as something akin to the kind of advantages (legal and otherwise) accrued by knowing the “right”
people.
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