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What is 'underperformance'? In this paper I try to explain that concept that is linked to  
certain parts of the Muslim World we have studied. Many reasons had led these countries 
to  a  bad  performance  and  to  the  rise  of  Islamist  movements.  I  will  attempt  this  task 
focusing  in  Iraq,  which,  in  my  opinion,  is  a  country  that  exemplifies  the  best  this 
underperformance.

But first, I will start defining what we understand by 'underperformance'. According to the 
Oxford  Dictionary  (http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/underperform), 
underperform means "perform less well than expected". That means that we have some 
expectations,  based in  different  factors like  population  size,  natural  resources,  ancient 
history, etc., that lead us to think that some country or actor could act better than it  is  
actually doing.

The case of Iraq

I  have chosen Iraq due to  some different  reasons.  First,  it  has a very  long and rich 
history. Some of the most important ancient civilizations were established in actual Iraq 
territory: Babylon, Mesopotamia, etc. It has also played a great role in the construction of  
Islamic civilization, specially during the Abbasid Caliphate, when Bagdad was founded and 
became the capital of this caliphate. So we can follow a state tradition that exists almost  
3,000 years ago.

Second, I would like to point out the size of its population. Iraq has  35 million people 
approximately, the second largest country in the region after Iran. The rate of literacy is 
over 75% of the population, but is lower among the women.

Third, and important to point out, the great natural resources it counts with. Iraq hast the 
second largest oil reserves proven in the world (http://www.globalpolicy.org/political-issues-
in-iraq/oil-in-iraq.html)  and  it  is  the  third  greatest  oil  producer  after  Saudi  Arabia  and 
Russia.

So, having all these favorable factors, why it could not perform better than it has being 
doing it? We have to look to some reasons that have taken Iraq to where it is today.

First of them is the role of institutions: we know that a state presence is necessary to 
maintain the order and give people a frame where they could live. The British colonial  
system failed to create any strong institutional base, since they governed relying on the 
local ruler, King Faisal. The monarch based his rule on coercion and established a small 
elite that concentrated the wealth. That situation persisted after the Independence, the 
institutional base was shallow and that led to great instability.

Another problem is the importance of the military in Iraqi politics. Since the 50's, there 
are many coups, following different ideologies, but most of them are leftist oriented and 
arab nationalist. It is also important the factor of  the ambitions of these new military 
leaders, especially with the arrival of Saddam Hussein. He managed to maintain himself in 
power until 2003 basing his leadership on repression and the charismatic leadership.

Another factor that makes impossible establishing solid institutions are the many conflicts 
that Iraq has been involved in: a decade of bloody fight against Iran, the invasion of Kuwait 
and the occupation by an international coalition in 1991, and again the invasion by the 
United States in 2003. That has turned the country into chaos, because it didn't replace the 
dictatorial order with a new one, resulting in terrorism and sectarian violence.
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Another reason for this negative performance is the over-reliance on oil revenues that 
difficult the economic rising. Even if the GDP of Iraq is in a middle level, oil revenues could  
be better divided.

And finally, the  increasing demography brings some problems with it. We have now a 
very young population that cannot access to the labor market because there are no job 
opportunities and the state bureaucracy cannot admit them. Unemployment and lack of 
opportunities provokes great resentment between young people (Video 6.6, 5:55). The 
state  is  the  driving  force  in  economic  and social  transformation,  what  shows that  the 
situation cannot change very much. And another problem is the authoritarian bargain, 
the  acceptance of  the  exclusion  from the political  arena in  return  for  the  provision  of 
welfare and jobs, that provokes the absence of political opposition (Video 6.6, 8:15).

So, both delegitimized the socialist and the capitalist model, only left the Islamism. Islamic 
opposition  appeared  in  Iraq  during  the  70's.  It  was  heavily  influenced  by  the  Iranian 
Revolution, because the majority of population in Iraq are shiites. The regime of Hussein 
responded  in  two  manners:  with  repression  to  the  opposition  groups  but  also  with  a 
process of Islamization of the state (Video 6.6, 35:25). After fighting against the Iranian 
shiites, he took the flag of Islam in the 1991 War of the Gulf. The problem is that Hussein 
followed the sunni version of Islam and tried to impose it in a country where two 
thirds of the population are shiites. That has led to sectarian violence after the fall of the 
dictator between the two branches, fed by the presence of many radical islamist or even 
terrorist  movements linked to Al-Qaeda, violence that  cannot be contained by the new 
shiite government. The political repression of secular opposition made it disappear and 
shift the opposition towards the religious field.

Why not following Malaysian or Indonesian model?

Islamist movements have been very rare in these countries until the last decade. This is  
due  to  the  fact  that  during  their  national  struggle  for  Independence,  the  polarization 
occurred along the ethnic lines and not the religious lines. British colonialism had left its 
institutions and also its law. After Independence, the state structures have not changed 
very much and the islamic law and customs had no clear role at the state level, because 
they maintained the british common law as the primary law. The role of Islam was 
limited on the constitution, that considered Islam compatible with secularism as long as 
it recognized the right of following other religions (Video 8.4, 6:10). Islamization programs 
from the state are very shallow and the non-religious homogeneity makes the degree of 
radicalization low.


