
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fsst20

Security Studies

ISSN: 0963-6412 (Print) 1556-1852 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fsst20

Nationalism, Threat, and Support for External
Intervention: Evidence from Iraq

Karl C. Kaltenthaler, Daniel M. Silverman & Munqith M. Dagher

To cite this article: Karl C. Kaltenthaler, Daniel M. Silverman & Munqith M. Dagher (2020):
Nationalism, Threat, and Support for External Intervention: Evidence from Iraq, Security Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451

View supplementary material 

Published online: 13 May 2020.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fsst20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fsst20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fsst20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fsst20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-05-13
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09636412.2020.1763451&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-05-13


Nationalism, Threat, and Support for External
Intervention: Evidence from Iraq

Karl C. Kaltenthaler, Daniel M. Silverman, and Munqith M. Dagher

ABSTRACT
What drives citizens’ attitudes toward external military inter-
vention in a society experiencing armed conflict? From colo-
nial Algeria to contemporary Afghanistan, conventional
wisdom holds that nationalism is a critical source of oppos-
ition and resistance to such intervention. In contrast, we argue
that the impact of nationalism on views of external interven-
tion hinges on the strategic context facing the target nation.
When the country’s principal threat is from the intervener
itself, nationalism will indeed reduce support for outside inter-
vention. But when the threat comes from elsewhere, national-
ism will actually boost support for external intervention to
defeat it. To investigate these dynamics, we use public opin-
ion data from a unique survey fielded across Iraq in 2016 that
includes questions about the military interventions against
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant by both the US-led coali-
tion and Iran, as well as a potential military intervention by
Russia. The results are broadly consistent with our argument,
showing that, unlike other factors such as sectarianism,
nationalism pushes Iraqis to seek foreign military help from
any quarter when deemed necessary for national survival.

Iraq is a country that has, in many ways, been torn between multiple for-
eign interventions on its soil since 2003. On the one hand, the American-
led coalition invaded Iraq in March of that year and has been deeply
engaged in Iraqi politics ever since. While the US-led intervention has gone
through several different periods, from the initial occupation to the ensuing
transition to the “surge” and the subsequent withdrawal of 2011, Western
forces have remained heavily involved in the fighting to stabilize post-
Saddam Iraq. Recently, this intervention has escalated again, with the Iraqi
government inviting the United States and its Allies to help fight the
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). On the other hand, the fall of
Saddam Hussein and the subsequent rise to power of Iraq’s Shi’a Arab
majority also brought far more Iranian intervention into the country, with
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powerful Iranian-backed militias and proxies often playing a leading role in
Iraq’s politics. Now officially invited to help fight ISIL as well, Iran’s role
has grown substantially since 2014. In this sense, the rise of ISIL only deep-
ened the military intervention of both the United States and Iran in Iraq.
So, too, has the ISIL threat increased the prospect of other key regional
powers like Russia and Turkey becoming involved militarily in Iraq.
What shapes the Iraqi population’s support for these foreign military

interventions? Are Iraqis willing to accept help against ISIL from any quar-
ter, or only from their preferred patron? More broadly, what drives public
support for external intervention in an ongoing civil conflict? From Yemen
to Afghanistan and Somalia to Ukraine, these questions are of critical
importance. For foreign interveners, local public support such as collabor-
ation with local military forces, information from local civilian commun-
ities, and backing from the nation’s political elite provides clear benefits
that help them achieve their goals.1 In contrast, public alienation can push
these actors to ignore or even actively resist the intervening power.
Moreover, in cases of multiple rival interventions, alienation from one
intervener can push the society into the arms of a rival, with serious polit-
ical consequences for the target state. For example, if public opinion in
Iraq tilts toward the “orbit” of Iran or Russia, it may lead to a very differ-
ent internal security policy and power-sharing arrangement in the country
than if it tilts toward the United States
Perhaps the most pervasive argument in the literature about what fuels

popular opposition to foreign military occupation and intervention is it
being the product of nationalism.2 From the anticolonial struggles in the
mid-twentieth century to contemporary resistance campaigns in countries
like Iraq or Afghanistan, nationalism is seen as a force that promotes resist-
ance and opposition to foreign forces on one’s soil. Building on work on
the pragmatic nature of nationalism in other arenas of world politics, how-
ever, we argue that this image is often inaccurate. In fact, we contend that
when the nation is perceived as facing a dire security threat, people who
have a strong national identity will be more supportive of foreign military
help to defeat it. Moreover, under such conditions nationalists will be flex-
ible about who provides that help. While strong subnational identifiers will
only support intervention from their group’s preferred champion, national-
ists will accept help from any quarter if required. In this sense, nationalism

1Jason Lyall, “Are Co-Ethnics More Effective Counterinsurgents? Evidence from the Second Chechen War,”
American Political Science Review 104, no. 1 (February 2010): 1–20; Robert A. Pape “When Duty Calls: A
Pragmatic Standard of Humanitarian Intervention,” International Security 37, no. 1 (Summer 2012): 41–80.
2Robert A. Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism (New York: Random House, 2005);
Mansoor Moaddel, Mark Tessler, and Ronald Inglehart, “Foreign Occupation and National Pride: The Case of
Iraq,” Public Opinion Quarterly 72, no. 4 (Winter 2008): 677–705.
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is not always about xenophobia and antiforeign resistance; sometimes it
means simply putting the nation above other parochial interests.
To investigate these issues, we examine public opinion data from a

unique survey fielded by Iraqi polling firm IIACSS in late 2016 across gov-
ernment-controlled areas of Iraq. Fielded amid intense fighting to wrest
parts of northern and western Iraq back from ISIL control, the survey
asked civilians about their support for coalition and Iranian—as well as
possible Russian—intervention against the group while also including ques-
tions about their group identities, political ideologies, perceptions of the
security situation, and demographic profiles. Overall, the results are broadly
consistent with our key propositions: whereas sectarian identities push
Iraqis to back their preferred foreign patron—with Sunni Arabs and Kurds
supporting intervention by the coalition, and Shi’a Arabs supporting the
involvement of Iran and Russia—national attachment promotes greater
support for intervention from all three sources. Moreover, these effects
mainly occur among citizens whose sectarian identities would otherwise
clash with the intervener, with nationalism pushing Shi’a Arabs toward the
coalition and Sunni Arabs toward Iran and Russia. Ultimately, these results
challenge the simplistic view that nationalism only produces opposition to
foreign military interventions on one’s soil; it can often do just the oppos-
ite, depending on the circumstances facing the country.

Existing Literature on Nationalism and External Intervention

Before discussing how nationalism can impact public views toward foreign
intervention, it is crucial to define the term. There are various specific defi-
nitions of nationalism in the literature, and scholars tend to use one or
another depending on their theoretical or empirical focus. But most widely
used definitions of nationalism stress it is the idea that the national and
political unit should be the same.3 Thus, nationalists think that national
identity—belonging to a particular nation-state—should be paramount over
other kinds of identity.4 Nations may be defined by a number of different
characteristics, such as shared ethnicity, language, religion, culture, or com-
mon sense of history. What is most important is that individuals within
the nation share the same concept of what the nation is and define them-
selves accordingly.5

We use the concept of nationalism in the same manner addressed above:
the idea that national identity—identifying with the nation-state—should
supersede identification with other types of characteristics or attributes.

3Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983).
4Michael Ignatieff, Blood and Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism (New York: Farrar, Strauss, &
Giroux, 1993).
5Gellner, Nations and Nationalism.
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Meanwhile, scholars also sometimes conflate nationalism with a sense of
national superiority, or what is sometimes called “ultra-nationalism.” This
has fueled some conceptual confusion as to what nationalism constitutes at
a basic level. In this study, we treat nationalism not as a sense of national
superiority or chauvinism but follow literature in political science and eco-
nomics that treats it as the idea that national identity trumps subnational
or extranational attachments.6

The notion that nationalism prompts resistance to foreign military troops
or activities on one’s soil comes primarily from two literatures. The first is
that on foreign occupation. The basic logic is nationalism becomes particu-
larly potent during foreign occupations because they violate key norms of
national sovereignty or self-determination, mobilizing target populations to
defend their own institutions, practices, and values. At its core, foreign
occupation is “incongruous with the goals of a national group to govern
itself.”7 Indeed, from Algeria to East Timor, resistance movements against
foreign occupation have often framed their appeals, and even named their
movements, in terms of nationalism and the liberation of their national
homelands.8 Moreover, there is micro-level evidence to support this claim
as well; Mansoor Moaddel, Mark Tessler, and Ronald Inglehart found that,
while its impact varies across subnational blocs, national pride was among
the strongest predictors of public opposition to US military occupation in a
2004 survey of Iraqis.9

The second relevant literature from which this idea flows is research on
civilian loyalties in conflicts. Recent contributions to this literature treat
civilian populations as “ethnic partisans” whose wartime attitudes and
behaviors are strongly shaped by preexisting in-group versus out-group
attachments.10 In this view, civilians distinguish between the “home team”
whose behavior is perceived more favorably and whose abuses are more
easily forgiven, and the “away team” whose behavior is seen in a more hos-
tile and cynical light.11 This framework is important for our purpose
because foreign belligerents—as a clear away team—are particularly likely
to provoke backlash among target populations. Indeed, empirical evidence

6Leonie Huddy and Nadia Khatib, “American Patriotism, National Identity, and Political Involvement,” American
Journal of Political Science 51, no. 1 (January 2007): 63–77; Amanda Lea Robinson, “Nationalism and Ethnic-
Based Trust: Evidence from an African Border Region,” Comparative Political Studies 49, no. 14 (2016): 1819–54.

7David M. Edelstein, “Occupational Hazards: Why Military Occupations Succeed or Fail,” International Security 29,
no. 1 (Summer 2004): 49–91.
8Simon Collard-Wexler, “Understanding Resistance to Foreign Occupation” (PhD diss., Columbia University,
2013), 35.
9Moaddel, Tessler, and Inglehart, “Foreign Occupation and National Pride.”

10Lyall, “Are Co-ethnics More Effective Counterinsurgents?”; Jason Lyall, Graeme Blair, Kosuke Imai, “Explaining
Support for Combatants during Wartime: A Survey Experiment in Afghanistan,” American Political Science
Review 107, no. 4 (November 2013): 679–705.

11Lyall, Blair, and Imai, “Explaining Support for Combatants in Wartime.”
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exists showing civilians are more likely to react hostilely to violence by for-
eign (as opposed to domestic) counterinsurgent force.12 These dynamics
are often aggravated because foreign combatants tend to resort to more
indiscriminate tactics due to their limited intelligence and experience in the
targeted areas.13

In sum, based on extant conflict research, there is substantial reason to
view nationalism as a force that generates public opposition to external
military intervention in an armed conflict. While other variables have been
identified as important in shaping attitudes toward intervention as well,
nationalism has a special place in theoretical models of what fuels oppos-
ition to foreign military presence or activity in a given society.

Theoretical Argument: Nationalism, Threat, and Support for
Intervention

In contrast to this existing literature, we argue that nationalists are not
reflexively against external military interventions on their soil; rather, their
attitudes hinge in important ways on the strategic context facing the coun-
try in question. Indeed, the argument builds on research showing that
nationalism often serves pragmatic and internationalist ends in other arenas
of world politics. For example, in the realm of foreign economic policy,
Stephen Shulman shows how the traditional idea of nationalists as being
fundamentally against globalization and economic integration is errone-
ous.14 Rather, whereas nationalist actors do sometimes support isolationism
and protectionism as a means of economic or cultural control, they also
often have strong incentives for integration as a way to strengthen their
economies and advance the national interest. Shulman illustrates these
dynamics through case studies of the foreign economic policies promoted
by nationalist parties in Qu�ebec, India, and Ukraine, tracing how different
sets of incentives pushed many nationalists to embrace—rather than
eschew—deeper integration into global markets.
Yet, although studies like these have shown nationalists often invite for-

eign influence in the economic or political domains, does this apply to the
military domain as well? In some ways, this is a “hard test” for these argu-
ments.15 Nationalists are heavily invested in the sovereignty and autonomy
of the nation-state,16 something often in sharp tension with the idea of
allowing foreign armies onto one’s soil. Moreover, while foreign influence

12Daniel Silverman, “What Shapes Civilian Beliefs about Violence? Experimental Evidence from Pakistan,” Journal
of Conflict Resolution 63, no. 6 (July 2019): 1460–87.

13Lyall, “Are Co-ethnics More Effective Counterinsurgents?”
14Stephen Shulman, “Nationalist Sources of International Economic Integration,” International Studies Quarterly
44, no. 3 (September 2000): 365–90.

15We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this framing of our contribution.
16See, for example, John Breuilly, Nationalism and the State (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985).
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in the economic or political arenas may simply mean allowing foreign advi-
sors in the halls of power, it is arguably a much more visible affront to
national sovereignty to have foreign troops or forces roaming one’s streets
(or skies) and policing one’s populace. As a poor Confederate recruit stated
simply when some Northern troops asked why he was fighting: “I’m fight-
ing because you’re down here.”17 Indeed, the presence of “outside” forces
in one’s historic homeland might simply be too difficult for many who
identify deeply with it to accept. In sum, there are substantial reasons to
think nationalists may not be as “pragmatic” when it comes to allowing
external military interventions on their soil as they are when thinking
about joining the global economy.
In this article, however, we build on the existing literature and argue that

nationalists are often willing to embrace external interventions on their soil
depending on the strategic situation. In particular, we argue that national-
ism makes citizens more opposed to whatever is seen as the main threat to
the nation. When that threat emanates from the intervener itself, national-
ism will indeed reduce support for outside intervention. However, when it
emanates from another source, nationalism will actually bolster support for
external intervention as a way to defeat it. The logic of this is that, when
the survival or sovereignty of their nation is at risk, nationalists—those
who put the fate of their nation above other interests—will be more likely
to support whatever means are needed to save it. Indeed, the argument is
rooted in the oft-overlooked record of pragmatism on the part of countries
under occupation regarding their security situation. In the words of David
M. Edelstein, “Nothing provides legitimacy to an occupation more than the
provision of security.”18 From the US occupations of West Germany and
Japan post WWII to the Soviet occupation of Armenia in 1920, foreign
troops have often provoked little resistance when target populations have
felt they were the “lesser evil” and helped to deter a powerful invader on
their doorstep.19 Under these conditions, we argue, nationalists will actually
be more supportive of external military intervention to defend the nation.
At the same time, we also recognize that nationalism is not the only

identity that matters; subnational communal identities—such as tribal, eth-
nic, sectarian, or religious affiliations—are likely to play a key role as well.
Indeed, such identities are often highly salient in civil conflicts, and there is
evidence that they can strongly shape civilian views.20 Yet, we argue that
subnational identities operate differently than nationalist ones regarding
foreign intervention. Specifically, subnational communal identities are likely

17Quote from Shelby Foote in Ken Burns et al., The Civil War (Burbank, CA: PBS Home Video, 2004).
18Edelstein, “Occupational Hazards.”
19Collard-Wexler, “Understanding Resistance to Foreign Occupation.”
20Karl Kaltenthaler and William Miller, “Ethnicity, Islam, and Public Opinion toward the Pakistani Taliban,” Studies
in Conflict & Terrorism 38, no. 11 (2015): 938–57.

6 K. C. KALTENTHALER ET AL.



to push citizens to support only the foreign interveners seen as the patrons
of their own subnational identity group. This is because such citizens care
most about the fate of their own subnational identity group, and interven-
ers will not be seen as equally favorable to all such groups.21 In contrast,
nationalism will make citizens more opposed to whatever is viewed as the
primary threat to the nation, rather than to their own subnational commu-
nity. Thus, whereas subnational identities push citizens toward particular
foreign interveners, national ones push them toward any intervener that
can aid the nation when under threat.
How does this theoretical argument apply to popular support for the

coalition and Iranian interventions against ISIL in Iraq? Following the the-
ory, we should first expect to see differences between the three key subna-
tional identity groups in Iraq—Sunni Arabs, Shi’a Arabs, and Kurds—in
terms of their support for the different interventions. To begin, there are
the Shi’a Arabs, the largest of the three groups. While Iraq’s Sunni Arabs
initially harbored the strongest grievances against the United States and its
Allies after the 2003 invasion and elimination of Sunni minoritarian rule,
that status has since passed to the country’s Shi’a Arab majority. This is
because Shi’a Arabs share an important sectarian identity with Iran, which
has pushed to expand their influence in post-Saddam Iraq by backing mili-
tias and parties that pursue Shi’a dominance of the country.22 In contrast,
the United States and its Allies have largely acted as a check on Iranian
and Shi’a Arab supremacy in Iraq by promoting a “power-sharing model”
and pressuring successive Shi’a-led governments in Baghdad—first under
Prime Minister (PM) Nouri Al-Maliki from 2006 to 2014, then PM Haider
Al-Abadi from 2014 to 2018—to share power with the Sunni Arabs (and
Kurds) to foster stability and avoid sectarian strife.23 Thus, for over a dec-
ade, Iraq’s Shi’a Arabs have found their new majority status stifled by the
United States and unshackled by Iran, leading them to be the major sect in
Iraq most opposed to the United States and its Allies and supportive of
Iranian involvement.24 Meanwhile, with Russia positioning itself close to
Iran and Shi’a power in the region (including in its unwavering military

21This is because external military intervention is likely to help some communities in the conflict more than
others, either intentionally (by explicitly intervening on their behalf) or unintentionally (by attempting to stop
the fighting, which will benefit the weaker side and constrain the stronger one).

22Zaid al-Ali, “How Maliki Ruined Iraq,” Foreign Policy, 19 June 2014.
23David L. Phillips, Power-Sharing in Iraq [Council Special Reports 6] (New York: Council on Foreign Relations
Press, 2005); Michael R. Gordon and Anthony Shadid, “U.S. Urges Iraqis to Try New Plan to Share Power,” New
York Times, 9 September 2010.

24Indeed, a public opinion survey in Iraq fielded in 2012 shows Shi’a Arabs are the major identity group most
supportive of increased Iranian involvement in the country, and they are among the most negative toward
greater American involvement. See Tahla K€ose, Mesut €Ozcan, and Ekrem Karakoç, “A Comparative Analysis of
Soft Power in the MENA Region: The Impact of Ethnic, Sectarian, and Religious Identity on Soft Power in Iraq
and Egypt,” Foreign Policy Analysis 12, no. 3 (July 2016): 354–73.
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backing of the Bashar Al-Assad regime in Syria),25 we expect this sectarian
logic to extend there and Iraqi Shi’as to largely support Russian involve-
ment in the country as well. In sum, we thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Shi’a Arabs will be significantly more likely to support the
Iranian and the potential Russian interventions, and to oppose the coalition
intervention.

Due to the nature of sectarian competition in post-Saddam Iraq, Sunni
Arabs are likely to perceive the Allies of Shi’a Arabs as adversaries. In par-
ticular, Iran will be viewed more unfavorably by Sunni Arabs due to its
support for expanded Shi’a Arab influence.26 In contrast, although there is
still substantial lingering hostility toward the United States and its Allies in
the Sunni Arab community, they will generally be seen more favorably as a
counterweight to this Iranian power. Moreover, because the coalition has
used force with more restraint than Iranian-backed militias toward the
Sunni Arab communities under ISIL control, it will receive a more positive
assessment from them. In sum, Sunni Arabs are likely to see Iran as a dire
threat, whereas the coalition is much more likely to be seen as a protector.
Russia, too, due to its close ties with Iran and its support for the oppres-
sion of Sunni Arabs in neighboring Syria, is likely to be opposed by the
country’s Sunni Arab population. This logic yields the hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Sunni Arabs will be significantly more likely to support the
coalition intervention and oppose the Iranian and the potential Russian
interventions.

Iraqi Kurds are an ethnic community that has endured a long history of
mistreatment and oppression in the country. During Saddam’s reign, the
treatment of Kurds bordered on genocide (as during the infamous 1988
Halabja Massacre), and in post-Saddam Iraq relations between the coun-
try’s Kurds on the one hand and the Shi’a and Sunni Arabs on the other
have been severely strained by the Kurds’ desires for more autonomy and
control over their oil wealth. Dating back to at least the first Gulf War, the
United States has actively aided and protected the Iraqi Kurds in one way
or another. This aid continues today, as the United States perceives the
Iraqi Kurds to be essential and powerful Allies against ISIL. In contrast, we
do not have a clear prediction about Iraqi Kurds’ views toward Iranian
intervention, as their relationship with Iran is mixed and dependent on key
factional differences in the Kurdish community. Russia, again due to its
increasingly close affiliation with Iran in the region, is likely to be seen in a

25Dina Esfandiary and Ariane Tabatabai, Triple Axis: Iran’s Relations with Russia and China (London: I. B.
Tauris, 2018).

26K€ose, €Ozcan, and Karakoç, “Comparative Analysis of Soft Power in the MENA Region.”
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similarly mixed way by the nation’s Kurds. In sum, based on the subna-
tional identity logic, we thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1c (H1c). Kurds will be significantly more likely to support the coalition
intervention and will have no clear pattern of support toward the Iranian or Russian
intervention.

While subnational communal identity is vitally important in Iraq, so is
national identity. Iraq has a tradition of nationalism that predates the
founding of the modern state.27 Under Ottoman and British rule, Iraqi
nationalists—people who argued that there was a unique and unifying Iraqi
sense of identity that should result in the creation of a sovereign Iraqi
state—admonished those who lived in modern-day Iraq to forgo old alle-
giances to tribe, clan, territory, sect, religion, or ethnicity and focus on their
emerging national identity as “Iraqi.”28 In the postindependence period,
Iraqi nationalism became the main credo of the Ba’athists, who ruled the
country from 1958 until 2003.29 Under their rule, nationalism was taught
in every school and used liberally in state-controlled media. Of course, as
indicated by the various ethnic and sectarian insurrections that occurred in
Iraq, particularly in the 1980s–90s, this effort at promoting nationalism
never met with complete success. That said, surveys show there is a strong
sense of nationalism and national pride in contemporary Iraq, even in the
face of the country’s recent political turmoil.30

Following our theoretical framework, we contend nationalists care above
all about the sovereignty and integrity of the nation and will oppose what-
ever is viewed as the principal threat to the nation-state, rather than to
their own subnational identity group. In particular, we hypothesize that
given the acute threat to the sovereignty and integrity of Iraq posed by
ISIL’s insurgency after 2014, nationalism will push Iraqis to seek assistance
from any source against it. Indeed, ISIL represented an acute threat to
Iraqi nationalists as a transnational Islamist insurgency across both Iraq
and Syria (among other nations), with a stated desire to erase the borders
of the Levant and establish a transnational Islamic caliphate and an organ-
izational structure composed in no small part of foreign fighters hailing
from beyond Iraq. With the group achieving a string of victories in 2014
and threatening to make this aspiration a political reality, then, Iraqis who

27Peter Wien, Iraqi Arab Nationalism: Authoritarianism, Totalitarianism, and Pro-Fascist Inclinations, 1932–1941
(London: Routledge, 2008).

28Michael Eppel, “The Elite, the Effendiyya, and the Growth of Nationalism and Pan-Arabism in Hashemite Iraq,
1921–1958,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 30, no. 2 (May 1998): 227–50.

29Adeed Dawisha, “‘Identity’ and Political Survival in Saddam’s Iraq,” Middle East Journal 53, no. 4 (Autumn
1999): 553–67.

30Moaddel, Tessler, and Inglehart, “Foreign Occupation and National Pride.”
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cared deeply about the fate of their country would back intervention from
any source to preserve it. This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Iraqi nationalists will be significantly more likely to support the
coalition, Iranian, and potential Russian interventions against ISIL.

In addition to this, we can also extract some predictions about the
impact of nationalism not just nationally but by subnational identity
group—that is, among Shi’a Arabs, Sunni Arabs, and Kurds. In particular,
when we look by subgroup, we should expect nationalism to have the clear-
est impact in generating support for intervention among those groups that
would otherwise oppose an intervention. In Iraq, for instance, we should
see nationalism pull Sunni Arabs toward Iranian and Russian intervention
and Shi’a Arabs toward coalition intervention. This is because, among
groups already supportive of a specific intervener for sectarian reasons (for
example, Shi’a Arabs toward Iran), being more nationalist should do little
to elevate this already-high level of support. Rather, it is only among com-
munities whose sectarian loyalties “naturally” lean in another direction
where we should see the pragmatic impact of nationalism open them to the
need for an undesirable intervention if circumstances warrant. Indeed, if
we see this pattern in the data, it will offer the strongest evidence in favor
of our thesis, since we will not find that nationalism makes “cosectarians”
more zealous supporters of an intervention, but that it makes “non-
cosectarians”—those who might otherwise oppose it—more sympathetic.
In sum:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Nationalism will have the strongest effect in fueling support
among the Shi’a Arabs in the case of the coalition’s intervention and among the
Sunni Arabs in the case of the Iranian and potential Russian interventions.

Data and Variables

To explore these hypotheses, we use data from a unique nationally repre-
sentative survey of Iraq administered by the Iraqi polling firm IIACSS in
September and October 2016. Fielded amid intense fighting to reclaim parts
of northern and western Iraq from ISIL, the survey was conducted with
multistage stratified probability sampling of the entire adult (ages eighteen
and older) populace of the country, excluding territory under direct ISIL
control (chiefly Mosul). The survey spanned urban and rural areas
throughout the country; the primary sampling units were blocks in urban
areas and villages in rural areas. The interviews were done face-to-face by a
mixed-gender team of veteran Iraqi enumerators, with women interviewing
women and men interviewing men. Ultimately, the survey includes 3,500
respondents, with a 2,500N original sample and a 1,000N “booster sample”

10 K. C. KALTENTHALER ET AL.



of Sunni Arab governorates and internally displaced persons from areas
under ISIL control.
Great care was taken to ensure the safety of all respondents and enumera-

tors. No interviews from ISIL-controlled areas were used in the study. After the
interviews were done, the survey was weighted using demographic information
from the 1997 and 2010 enumeration of all households in Iraq, supplemented
with 2015 projections from the Iraqi Central Organization of Statistics
(COSIT). To probe for falsification of responses, we used the program
Percentmatch and found no evidence that it occurred (Supplementary
Appendix, Figure A1). Analysis of these data has been institutional review
board approved.
Demographically, the sample is 54.2% male, with roughly half of the

respondents under age thirty-five and over half not reaching secondary
school. The ethnic and sectarian distribution of the sample is 12.9% Kurds,
39.0% Sunni Arabs, and 45.4% Shi’a Arabs (the Sunni Arab percentage is
slightly inflated given the intentional oversample). Overall, these demo-
graphics are similar to other high-quality surveys in Iraq, such as the Arab
Barometer. Key demographic characteristics of our sample are compared
with the second and third waves of the Arab Barometer—fielded in Iraq in
2011 and 2013, respectively—as well as recent Iraqi COSIT projections in
more detail in Table A1 in Supplementary Appendix.
Substantively, the survey contained a number of different question bat-

teries, with key modules about citizens’ perceptions of the major challenges
that face Iraq, their levels of support for the political leaders and groups in
the country, their means of acquiring political information, their views of
sectarian and ethnic tensions in the country, and their attitudes toward
ISIL and its opponents (including external interveners) in the ongoing con-
flict. We also collected a wealth of demographic information about each
person, notably their socioeconomic profile, experiences in the conflict, and
ethnic and sectarian affiliation. Overall, these data afford a unique oppor-
tunity to examine the sources of public support for—and opposition to—
multiple external interventions in a country engulfed in armed conflict.
Within this context, our central focus is Iraqi public support for the mili-

tary interventions against ISIL by the US-led coalition and Iran and the
potential military intervention against the group by Russia. The question
on support for the coalition’s intervention is: “As you may know, a coali-
tion of Arab and Western countries have been engaging in military air-
strikes against the group known as the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant
(ISIL). Do you support or oppose these airstrikes?” Possible responses ran
along a four-point scale ranging from oppose strongly (1) to support
strongly (4).
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Figure 1 shows the breakdown of support for the coalition airstrikes
among the primary ethnic and sectarian groups in the country. As can be
seen, there is a strong ethnic and sectarian divergence in attitudes toward
the campaign. In particular, Sunni Arabs are the most supportive of the
coalition’s airstrikes, with a vast majority (82%) in favor of the operations,
followed by a solid majority (67%) of the Kurds and only a minority (36%)
of Shi’a Arabs, with other smaller minority groups in between. Overall, this
is broadly consistent with conventional perceptions of how Iraq’s three key
communal groups view the United States and its Allies’ involvement in the
country. Indeed, although Iraqi Shi’a Arabs had originally been more favor-
able toward the US role in their country following the 2003 invasion that
overthrew Sunni Arab minoritarian rule, many have to come to view the
United States not as an ally but as a biased partner or even direct oppon-
ent. In contrast, whereas Sunni Arabs had initially been quite hostile
toward the United States following the invasion, many have become more
favorable toward the coalition over time as a constraint on Shi’a dominance
and Iranian influence. Meanwhile, the Kurds have generally seen the
United States as an ally due to their close relationship with Washington
dating back several decades.
To capture Iraqi popular support for Iranian military operations against

ISIL, respondents were asked the following question: “Thinking now about
Iran: do you support or oppose Iranian military activities against ISIL in
Iraq?” As before, the potential responses ran along a four-point scale

Figure 1. Iraqi views of coalition military campaign against ISIL. Note: figure shows the percent-
age of respondents who reported they support (strongly or somewhat) versus oppose (strongly
or somewhat) the coalition military campaign against ISIL, among the full sample and sectar-
ian blocs.
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ranging from oppose strongly (1) to support strongly (4). The distribution
of support across groups is shown in Figure 2. Overall, support for Iranian
intervention is not as strong as support for coalition intervention. Yet
when viewed through an ethnic and sectarian lens, the same clear differen-
ces again emerge. In particular, only a small minority of Sunni Arabs back
Iranian military actions against ISIL in their country from 2015 to 2017,
whereas the vast majority of Shi’a Arabs back these actions (Kurds and
other minorities again fall in the middle). These differences reflect the
starkly divergent perceptions of Iran’s influence in Iraq, with most Sunni
Arabs (and some Kurds) seeing an oppressor and threat and most Shi’a
Arabs (and some Kurds) seeing a protector and patron.
For the possibility of Russian intervention against ISIL, we used the fol-

lowing question: “If Russia began military activities in Iraq, would you sup-
port or oppose those activities?” The question was embedded squarely in a
battery of questions about the ongoing conflict with ISIL—right after the
question about Iranian activities to fight ISIL and before one about
Iranian-backed militias fighting it—so the anti-ISIL context was clear. Once
again, possible responses ran along a four-point scale from strongly oppose
(1) to strongly support (4). The distribution of attitudes by group is shown
in Figure 3. Overall, the picture mirrors the Iranian case, with a similar
level of overall support (49.2%) along with a clear Shi’a versus Sunni div-
ide. In particular, the vast majority of Sunni Arabs (74.4%) are against
Russian intervention, while most Shi’a Arabs (63.0%) are in favor (though

Figure 2. Iraqi views of Iranian Military Activities Against ISIL. Note: figure shows the percent-
age of respondents who reported that they support (strongly or somewhat) versus oppose
(strongly or somewhat) Iranian military activities against ISIL, among the full sample and sectar-
ian blocs.
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this Shi’a–Sunni gap is not quite as stark as it was with Iran). Meanwhile,
Kurds are fairly evenly split on the issue, with 46% of Kurdish respondents
supporting Russian military intervention in the country and 54%
being opposed.
To capture subnational identity groups, we simply use respondents’ self-

reported ethnic and sectarian identification. While there are numerous eth-
nic and sectarian communities in Iraq, given the dominant cleavages in
Iraq’s political landscape, we separated Iraqis into Sunni Arabs (n¼ 1,365),
Shi’a Arabs (n¼ 1,589), Kurds (n¼ 451), and other (n¼ 95) (which consists
primarily of smaller minority groups in the country).
To measure Iraqi national identity, we use the following question:

“Which of the following do you consider the most important for giving
you a sense of who you are (identity) as a person?” The potential responses
included “My town/locality/region”; “Shi’a/Sunni/Christian distinction”;
“My tribe”; “My job/occupation”; “My ethnicity (Arab/Kurd/Assyrian/
Turkmen, etc.)”; “Being a citizen of Iraq”; or “Being a citizen of the Iraqi
Kurdistan Region [IKR] (only asked in IKR)”; as well as “don’t know” and
“no response” options. Using this question, nationalists were coded as those
whose primary identity derives from identification with the nation-state
(here, Iraq) as opposed to other (local, regional, tribal, religious, occupa-
tional, etc.) social groupings or categories. Indeed, although there are

Figure 3. Iraqi views of potential Russian military intervention against ISIL. Note: figure shows
the percentage of respondents who reported that they support (strongly or somewhat) versus
oppose (strongly or somewhat) Russian military intervention against ISIL, among the full sample
and sectarian blocs.
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different ways to measure nationalism,31 national identity is perhaps the
most fundamental and nonideological measure available.32 In the United
States, for instance, while a particular set of national symbols, leaders, or
institutions may appeal more to liberals or conservatives, the notion of
identifying as “American” does not depend on one’s political ideology.
In addition, to gauge more material considerations, we use a question

about respondents’ perceptions of the security situation: “Would you say
that the country’s security situation is very good, somewhat good, some-
what poor, or very poor?” While we would ideally use more direct ques-
tions about the consequences of the interventions themselves, these are not
available across all interventions; as a result, we use the perceived national
security situation as a proxy measure in the base model. The basic idea is
that, because the survey was fielded in the midst of substantial ongoing
military interventions against ISIL, and among respondents residing in
areas under government control, the perceived security situation and per-
ceived efficacy of the interventions will be closely linked in their minds.
That is, Iraqis who believe that security is still “very poor” in mid-2016 are
far more likely to see the military interventions against ISIL as failing,
whereas those who see it as “very good” are far more likely to view them
as having been successful.
We also include a measure of Islamist ideological orientations to account

for the role of more values-based considerations on Iraqi attitudes toward
the two foreign interventions. In particular, we use the following item in
the models: “Are the religious views expressed by the Islamic State of Iraq
and the Levant (ISIL) very close to your own views, somewhat close to
your own views, somewhat different from your own views, or very different
from your own views?” Over 17 percent of our sample said something
other than “very different” in response to the question. While at first glance
this question appears to be tapping into attitudes toward ISIL in particular,
closer inspection shows many of these individuals are in fact culturally con-
servative Kurds and Shi’a Arabs who oppose ISIL when asked in a direct
fashion. Thus, this item may be better seen as a general gauge of Salafist
leanings or theocratic religious orientations.
Finally, we include several basic demographic characteristics about the

respondents (age, gender, education, and income) as covariates in our
models, with additional demographic factors added later in the robustness
checks. Table A2 in Supplementary Appendix contains descriptive statistics
for all key variables used in the analysis, and Table A3 presents a variance-
covariance matrix. Because the dependent variables are inherently ordered

31Rui J. Figueiredo Jr. and Zachary Elkins, “Are Patriots Bigots? An Inquiry into the Vices of In-Group Pride,”
American Journal of Political Science 47, no. 1 (January 2003): 171–88.

32Huddy and Khatib, “American Patriotism, National Identity, and Political Involvement.”
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in nature (with four values indicating increasing levels of support), but the
differences between their values may not be equal (that is, the gap from
“oppose strongly” to “oppose somewhat” may not equal that from “oppose
somewhat” to “support somewhat”), we employ ordered probit regressions
to test our hypotheses.33 To ensure our results are not sensitive to model
selection choices, however, we also replicate them with ordinary least
squares and find no substantive change (see Table A8 in
Supplementary Appendix).

Empirical Results

We begin these tests with simple models including only sectarian dummies
as well as our measure of nationalism and then add additional explanatory
factors to account for other sources of support for the two interventions.
The results of these base models are shown in Table 1. Models 1 and 4

predict support for coalition intervention, Models 2 and 5 predict support

Table 1. Base models of Iraqi support for coalition, Iranian, and Russian intervention.
(M1)

Coalition
(M2)
Iran

(M3)
Russia

(M4)
Coalition

(M5)
Iran

(M6)
Russia

Sunni Arab 0.59�� �0.72�� �0.44�� 0.53�� �1.00�� �0.50��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.13) (0.13) (0.13)

Shi’a Arab �0.47�� 0.97�� 0.76�� �0.47�� 0.76�� 0.73��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.13) (0.13)

Kurd 0.60�� 0.06 0.17 0.59�� 0.06 0.27þ
(0.13) (0.13) (0.13) (0.15) (0.15) (0.15)

National identity 0.13�� 0.07þ 0.10� 0.12�� 0.11� 0.09�
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05)

Security situation 0.59�� �0.72�� �0.44��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

Islamist ideology �0.47�� 0.97�� 0.76��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

Age 0.60�� 0.06 0.17
(0.13) (0.13) (0.13)

Gender 0.13�� 0.07þ 0.10�
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Education 0.59�� �0.72�� �0.44��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

Income �0.47�� 0.97�� 0.76��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

1st cutpoint �0.88�� �0.41�� �0.44�� �0.51�� �0.93�� �0.98��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.17) (0.17) (0.17)

2nd cutpoint �0.14 0.31�� 0.28� 0.26 �0.22 �0.27
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.17) (0.17) (0.17)

3rd cutpoint 0.90�� 1.39�� 1.46�� 1.31�� 0.89�� 0.94��
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.17) (0.17) (0.17)

Observations 3,343 3,430 3,348 2,960 3,013 2,948

Note: Results from ordered probit regressions. Standard errors in parentheses.��p < .01, �p < .05, þ p < .1.

33Indeed, if the outcomes were not ordered, a multinomial logit model would likely be most appropriate, and if
the gaps between values were about equal, one might reasonably think of the outcome as continuous and
opt for ordinary least squares. Conventionally, ordinal probit and logit models are also frequently used when
the outcome is ordinal and has more than two and less than five different values, as is the case here.
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for Iranian intervention, and Models 3 and 6 predict support for Russian
involvement. Two key points emerge. First, subnational identity is a strong
predictor of support for intervention, but different identities work in differ-
ent directions. Indeed, being a Sunni Arab significantly predicts support for
the coalition’s campaign and opposition to the Iranian and Russian inter-
ventions. In contrast, being a Shi’a Arab significantly predicts support for
Iranian and Russian involvement, and opposition to the coalition’s cam-
paign. And being an Iraqi Kurd significantly predicts endorsement of the
coalition’s campaign, as well as (to a lesser degree) backing Russia’s (but
not Iran’s) involvement. Overall, these results show that subnational identi-
ties are pushing citizens to support involvement by their preferred patron
(H1). Second, we can see that nationalism is also a significant predictor of
support for intervention but in a more uniform fashion. Specifically,
national identity significantly predicts support for intervention by the coali-
tion (p < .01), Iran (p < .1), and Russia (p < .05) against ISIL (H2). This
offers preliminary evidence that, while subnational identities push Iraqis to
seek help from the sources favorable to their group, nationalism pushes
them to seek aid from any quarter when necessary for the nation.
Other variables have some notable effects as well. In particular, favorable

perceptions of the nation’s security situation significantly boost support for
intervention by the coalition but not Iran or Russia. This may imply, as
suggested earlier, that those who think Iraq is safe believe the coalition’s
activities are an important part of the reason why. Additionally, Islamist
ideology has no influence on support for coalition intervention, but it does
elevate support for Iranian and Russian involvement. Lastly, the demo-
graphic variables exert some influence as well, with lower levels of income
and higher levels of education boosting support for the coalition interven-
tions—and the reverse being true for Iranian and Russian participation.

Subgroup Analysis

Next, we turn to the results by subgroup to dig more deeply into our
hypotheses. Indeed, Figure 4 shows the average level of support for all three
interventions among nationalists and nonnationalists of each group, with
90 percent confidence intervals. The panel on the left displays these levels
of support for the coalition intervention, the one in the middle presents
them for the Iranian intervention, and the one on the right shows them for
the Russian intervention. We focus here on Sunni Arabs and Shi’a Arabs
and exclude the Kurds, both because Kurds have very few (n¼ 15) national
identifiers to investigate, and because, following H3, we concentrate on
groups that tend to be opposed to one of the major interventions to see if
nationalism effectively softens that opposition.
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As can be seen, we find intriguing evidence consistent with our hypothe-
ses. In particular, we see that where a sect already shows strong support for
a particular intervention—notably, Sunni Arabs toward the coalition’s inter-
vention, and Shi’a Arabs toward the Iranian and Russian intervention—
nationalism has little to no impact. In contrast, where a sect is already
rather opposed to a particular intervention, that is, Shi’a Arabs toward the
coalition intervention, and Sunni Arabs toward the Iranian and potential
Russian ones, we see nationalism significantly boost that support (H3). In
this sense, the subgroup results suggest nationalism helps to generate sup-
port for foreign intervention in war-torn societies among those who might
otherwise not “normally” extend it, pushing them to transcend their subna-
tional group allegiances for the good of the nation.

Substantive Effects

We also examine the magnitude of the effects to gauge their substantive
impact. Specifically, we use the Stata program CLARIFY to calculate first
differences based on changing the explanatory variables in the base models
(that is, Models 4–6 in Table 1) from their minimum to maximum values
while holding other factors constant, allowing us to compare their
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Figure 4. Support for each intervention among nationalists and nonnationalists, by sect. Note:
figure shows the mean levels of support for each intervention among those who did and did
not identify chiefly with the nation for both Shi’a and Sunni Arab respondents.
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influence.34 For illustrative purposes, we focus on their impact only on the
chance of respondents expressing the strongest level of support for each
intervention (though the story is similar at other values).
Figure 5 plots these first differences in the case of the coalition, based on

the full model of support for the coalition intervention (Table 1, Model 4).
As is clear, the strongest predictive variable is Kurdish identity. Indeed,
being a Kurd makes one 20.8% more likely to fully back the coalition cam-
paign. The other sectarian identities are also important: being a Sunni Arab
boosts the chance of fully backing coalition anti-ISIL intervention by
18.7%, whereas being a Shi’a Arab diminishes it by 11.6%. Meanwhile,
viewing the national security situation positively boosts the likelihood of
full support by 5%, and identifying primarily with the nation (as an Iraqi)
increases the chance of fully supporting the airstrikes by 3.5%.
The story in the case of the Iranian intervention (Table 1, Model 5) and

potential Russian one (Table 1, Model 6) is relatively similar. We highlight
the first differences for key statistically significant variables in those models
here, and include the full plots in Supplementary Appendix (Figures A2
and A3). In the case of Iran, sectarian identities are again powerful: being a
Shi’a Arab raises the chance of fully supporting the Iranian intervention by
23%, whereas being a Sunni Arab diminishes it by around 13%.
Additionally, viewing the country’s security situation in a positive light
boosts the chance of supporting the Iranian intervention by 3%, and identi-
fying as an Iraqi elevates it by 2.3%. Meanwhile, in the Russian case, being
a Shi’a Arab elevates the chance of full support for involvement from
Russia by 18%; being a Sunni Arab reduces it by 6%. Additionally, positive
perceptions of the country’s security situation decrease the likelihood of
full support by 2%. Identifying chiefly as an Iraqi raises it by 1.3%.
On the one hand, these results suggest—while nationalism matters in all

three cases—sectarianism may be more substantively impactful. To some
extent, this is true. We do not argue that nationalism is the only or even
primary factor shaping attitudes toward outside intervention, only that it is
an important factor whose effects are not fully appreciated. Yet three points
can help us view these results in proper perspective. First, sectarian identi-
ties are the sine qua non of Iraqi politics, so finding that a factor exerts
less influence than them is somewhat expected and akin to finding that
something is less influential than partisanship on public views of major
policy issues in the United States. Second, nationalism’s influence is fairly
comparable to the effects of many key demographic factors included in the

34Gary King, Michael Tomz, and Jason Wittenberg, “Making the Most of Statistical Analyses: Improving
Interpretation and Presentation,” American Journal of Political Science 44, no. 2 (April 2000): 341–55.
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models, such as education and income, which are often seen as key drivers
of attitudes in conflicts.35 Finally, nationalism’s influence is felt more
strongly among some of the specific subgroups shown in Figure 4 above,
where its impact cuts against the grain of sectarian allegiances. For
instance, among Sunni Arabs, national identity reduces the chance of full
opposition to Iranian intervention by 10 percent, a figure roughly as large
as that of anything else included in the model.
In sum, the first difference results shown here broadly support the theor-

etical predictions presented in the article. In a situation like contemporary
Iraq, nationalism does predict increased support for foreign intervention,
no matter the source. While factors like sectarianism in deeply divided
societies like Iraq’s remain among the most important in shaping these atti-
tudes, national attachment can lead to a softening of the “pull” of sectarian
rivalries and loyalties, cultivating a more pragmatic view among citizens
about foreign interventions on their soil when their nation is perceived as
under threat.

Robustness Checks

We conduct several robustness checks to increase our confidence in these
results. First, since one of the main findings is nationalism in this context
boosts support for external military intervention, we replicate the primary
models with an additional measure of nationalism. Indeed, recognizing that
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35See, for example, Graeme Blair et al., “Poverty and Support for Militant Politics: Evidence from Pakistan,”
American Journal of Political Science 57, no. 1 (January 2013): 30–48.
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nationalism is a complex and multilayered concept that has been under-
stood in many ways,36 we use the following question as an alternative
measure: “Despite our differences, in the end there is more that unites
Iraqis than divides us.” The response options ran along a four-point scale
ranging from “Agree Strongly” to “Disagree Strongly.” In contrast to the
primary measure, which is a more general question about national identity,
this question is a measure of cognitive national identification37—that is, of
how homogeneous people perceive the national group to be. With this new
variable, we proceed to replicate the full models for all three foreign inter-
ventions. The results of this test are substantively unchanged
(Supplementary Appendix, Table A4). As before, nationalism significantly
elevates support for all three interventions, whereas the subnational identi-
ties have more divisive effects. This robustness check helps bolster confi-
dence in our main findings.
Second, given the challenges of fielding surveys in situations like Iraq,

some individuals may not have answered candidly. To help lessen this con-
cern, we include enumerator observations about the amount of privacy,
comfort, honesty, and comprehension of each individual during their inter-
view. The results of this addition (Supplementary Appendix, Table A5)
reveal the findings are not sensitive to these measures; even when account-
ing for the perceived honesty of the respondents and context of their inter-
views, the core results persist. This militates against the notion that our key
findings are the product of social desirability biases surrounding the will-
ingness of different Iraqis to answer questions about intervention by for-
eign powers in their society.
Third, one core alternative theory on the topic stresses the role of effect-

ive governance in legitimizing foreign occupation.38 Specifically, the theory
holds that occupation or “alien rule” is often tolerated by citizens when it
provides material benefits and operates in a fair and transparent manner.
Unfortunately, there were no questions about the perceived efficacy of the
interventions in our survey that were asked about all three relevant inter-
ventions. However, the survey does contain several additional items on the
perceived efficacy of the coalition campaign in particular. Most notably,
respondents were asked whether they agreed with each of the following
negative statements about the conduct of the coalition’s anti-ISIL bombing
campaign: that (1) “coalition airstrikes mostly help ISIL”; and (2) “coalition
airstrikes are inaccurate and harm civilians.” While these questions were

36Qiong Li and Marilyn B. Brewer, “What Does It Mean to Be an American? Patriotism, Nationalism, and
American Identity after September 11,” Political Psychology 25, no. 5 (October 2004): 727–39; Eldad Davidov,
“Measurement Equivalence of Nationalism and Constructive Patriotism in the ISSP: 34 Countries in a
Comparative Perspective,” Political Analysis 17, no. 1 (Winter 2009): 64–82.

37Robinson, “Nationalism and Ethnic-Based Trust.”
38Michael Hechter, Alien Rule (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
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only asked about one case, they get at the perceived efficacy and selectivity
of the intervention and thus allow us to account for its perceived material
consequences in a much more precise manner. We thus replicate the full
model of public support for the coalition intervention with these interven-
tion-specific covariates included. The results of this model (Supplementary
Appendix, Table A6) produce no substantive change in the principal find-
ings—even when accounting directly for the perceived effects of the inter-
vention, the subnational identities diverge while national identity has a
pro-intervention impact.
Fourth, we add a series of other covariates to ensure the results are

robust to other key drivers of Iraqi conflict attitudes. These include (1) two
items capturing perceptions of the country’s domestic security efforts and
institutions;39 (2) three items capturing other types of Iraqi identities
besides nationalism and sectarianism;40 and (3) three items about Iraqis’
personal experiences in the fighting.41 All three of these variables could
potentially shape Iraqis’ degree of national identity and the their demand
for foreign intervention, thus warranting inclusion and analysis as robust-
ness checks. Yet, as seen in Supplementary Appendix (Table A7), our main
findings are substantively unchanged when including these factors in all
three cases. As before, the subnational identities push in opposing direc-
tions, whereas nationalism again has a more uniform and pro-intervention
impact, boosting support for external intervention from all three parties. In
other words, even when accounting for a number of additional material,
ideational, and experiential factors related to the fighting with ISIL, then,
the key findings about the impact of nationalism on support for external
intervention in the conflict remain.

Discussion

This paper has sought to explain the factors driving support for and oppos-
ition to external military intervention in a civil conflict. We have argued
that individuals’ collective identities—both subnational and national—play
a crucial role in shaping these attitudes. In particular, we argued that sub-
national communal identities push individuals to back intervention from
their preferred patron, while national identities push them to favor

39In particular, these two questions focus on (1) the perceived efficacy of the Iraqi government at combatting
ISIL; and (2) the perceived commitment of the Iraqi army to the country. Perceiving Iraq’s internal security
apparatus as less capable or willing to defend it might lessen nationalism and boost demand for intervention.

40The three additional questions on identity measure whether Iraqis identify mostly as (1) followers of their
faith; (2) members of their ethnicity; and (3) citizens of the IKR. This helps ameliorate concerns that
nationalism is merely proxying for the absence of other major unmeasured communal identities.

41These variables are: (1) experience under ISIL rule; (2) proximity to Coalition airstrikes, as measured by data
from the strike-tracking nongovernmental organization Airwars; and (3) proximity to ISIL violence, as captured
by data from the Global Terrorism Database. These help control for personal victimization in the dispute,
which might also shape one’s feelings toward the nation and support for outside help to end it.
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intervention from any quarter when the survival of the nation is at stake.
We explored this argument in the context of popular support for coalition,
Iranian, and prospective Russian interventions against ISIL in Iraq.
Overall, our analysis provides significant support for the hypotheses

offered in this paper. As predicted, subnational identities had powerful but
sharply divergent effects on Iraqi views of these interventions. In particular,
Kurds and Sunni Arabs were much more supportive of the coalition’ inter-
vention against ISIL, whereas Shi’a Arabs were far more supportive of the
involvement of Iran and Russia. In contrast, national identity had a more
uniform influence, boosting support for intervention against ISIL by all
three of the interveners. The findings persist across a rich set of robustness
tests, including the use of an alternative measure of Iraqi nationalism,
measures of interview quality designed to address concerns about social
desirability bias, and a wide array of attitudinal and demo-
graphic covariates.
These results have some important implications. At the most basic level,

they suggest collective identity factors play a powerful role in shaping sup-
port for external interventions in the target society. In this sense, the find-
ings can be broadly seen as supporting the “ethnic partisans” view on
wartime loyalties;42 whether civilians in a given identity group see foreign
combatants like the US-led coalition, Iran, or Russia as an out-group or
away team strongly shapes the legitimacy of their military campaigns. At
the same time, the analysis shows that determining who is an away team
can be complicated and multilayered for any individual. Civilians often har-
bor several strong in-group identities (for example, Shi’a, Arab, and Iraqi
nationalist) pushing in opposing directions regarding any particular com-
batant (for example, the US-led coalition). In addition, there are often mul-
tiple external interventions in a given dispute, which complicates the use of
a clean insider-versus-outsider distinction. In the case of contemporary
Iraq, for instance, it is likely that many Iraqis view not only the coalition
or Iran but also ISIL (a transnational insurgent group comprised largely of
foreign fighters seeking to control the nation) as a foreign military inter-
vention. Ultimately, such ideas imply that the impact of identity factors on
wartime loyalties may be best understood through an “identity repertoire
model”43 in which civilians have a menu of key social identities whose rela-
tive salience is quite fluid and contested in a conflict. If so, one logical next
step would be conducting survey experiments that prime different identities

42Lyall, “Are Co-ethnics More Effective Counterinsurgents?”; Lyall, Blair, and Imai, “Explaining Support for
Combatants in Wartime.”

43Ian S. Lustick and Dan Miodownik, “Abstractions, Ensembles, and Virtualizations: Simplicity and Complexity in
Agent-Based Modeling,” Comparative Politics 41, no. 2 (January 2009): 223–44.
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or frame different combatants as their champions and exploring whether
their role is in fact highly dynamic.
Second, and most importantly, these results add nuance to our under-

standing of the role of nationalism in external intervention. Steeped in anti-
colonial or anti-imperial imagery, nationalism is often seen as the principal
driver of resistance to any foreign military presence and influence on one’s
soil. While nationalism has sometimes had this idealistic role, it has also
often had a more pragmatic role in galvanizing support for external mili-
tary intervention that might not normally be desired when the nation-state
is under severe attack and threat.44 This article provides micro-level public
opinion evidence for this neglected claim in the literature on occupation,
building on related research in the political and economic arenas.45 Indeed,
such dynamics are not unique to contemporary Iraq—nationalism has
likely had a similar role in the face of other serious internal threats to
national sovereignty, such as bolstering support for Israeli intervention in
the Jordanian Civil War in 1970, UK intervention in the Sierra Leonean
Civil War in 2000, and the US drone strikes in the war in northwest
Pakistan in the late 2000s. Further study in these and other cases may
reveal the generalizability of this argument that—like in negotiations—
nationalism “makes strange bedfellows” in times of conflict.
That said, the analysis has some key limitations that point toward oppor-

tunities for additional research. Most notably, the survey offers a snapshot
of these dynamics at one moment in time, indicating they characterize
Iraqi attitudes toward coalition and Iranian intervention in the early fall of
2016. While this is three years into each of these two foreign interventions
and thus not at the “peak” of the Iraqi sense of threat, nationalism may be
a relatively fickle force and may turn against external interveners once the
threat to national integrity has dissipated—that is, once the “job is done.”
It would be revealing to know whether similar results would emerge now
in the wake of the liberation of Mosul from ISIL’s control and the mass
surrender of much of its remaining forces in Iraq to the Kurds. Yet, a dif-
ferent set of findings would still be very useful—showing how nationalism
generates popular support for “windows of intervention,” but these win-
dows will be brief and limited to the eradication of an immediate threat.
Moreover, given our discussion earlier of how the role of these identities
may be contested and even manipulated, this suggests one way external
interveners might attempt to “extend their stay” is by stressing the severity
or the potential recurrence of the threat to national integrity and their own
role in serving as a buffer against the disintegration of the nation-state.

44Edelstein, “Occupational Hazards.”
45Shulman, “Nationalist Sources of Economic Integration.”
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What are the key practical implications of this research moving forward
for Iraq? As the remnants of ISIL as a fighting force within Iraq have been
eliminated, it is likely Iraqis will perceive the security situation in the soci-
ety as less dire. This will likely diminish public support for foreign inter-
vention within the country in general. Given the country’s sectarian
distribution, with Shi’a Arabs significantly outnumbering Sunni Arabs as
well as Kurds, this could mean the United States will feel greater pressure
than Iran to end its military presence. This might very well tilt politics in
the country in a more Shi’a sectarian direction. Such a scenario would have
some real negative ramifications for Iraq’s long-term security, as Shi’a sect-
arianism at the highest levels of Iraqi government contributed greatly to
the rise of ISIL in Iraq after 2009 in the first place. Thus, the question of
who Iraqis want to help secure their country—shaped largely by which
identities dominate in Iraqi society, nationalism versus sectarianism—could
be a very significant factor in the fate of the country (and the region) mov-
ing forward.
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