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Multiculturalism and Componentialism in Saad Salloum’s Thought: A
Conceptual Clarification
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Executive Summary:

This paper seeks to distinguish between two concepts that are frequently conflated in Iraqi
political discourse: multiculturalism as a framework for managing diversity within society,
and »componentialism« (al-mukawwinatiyya) as a model for distributing power among
politically defined groups. It argues that the divergence between the two does not lie in
the degree of recognition accorded to diversity, but in their respective objects of operation.
Multiculturalism addresses the question of social integration and cultural recognition
within a unified state, whereas componentialism operates on the terrain of power-sharing,
transforming diversity into sovereign units of political representation. The paper tests this
hypothesis through a critical engagement with the writings of Saad Salloum, one of the
leading scholars on pluralism and diversity in Iraq. It acknowledges that Salloum provides a
precise diagnosis of the instrumental character of componentialism, particularly in showing
how it dissolves the individual into a pre-given collective identity, and in expanding the
imagination of Iraq as a culturally composite space. However, his approach remains, at a
certain level, constrained by the very conceptual framework it seeks to critique. When moving
from diagnosis to prescription, Salloum returns to the logic of multiculturalism, proposing
constitutional recognition of »components«, and in doing so, reproduces the structural
dilemma he identifies. As an alternative analytical framework, the paper draws on the
concept of »imagined communities/imagined sects« as developed by Benedict Anderson and
Azmi Bishara. This perspective enables an understanding of the »component« as a complex
socio-political phenomenon situated at the intersection of political practice and the social-
symbolic field. The paper concludes that moving beyond componentialism cannot begin with
adjusting formulas of representation or refining mechanisms of balance; rather, it requires
interrogating the foundational logic that posits the group as prior to and determinative of
politics. Any reform pursued within this logic ultimately reinforces it, even when presented

as an alternative.

Keywords: Multiculturalism, Intercultural Citizenship, Componentialism, Imagined

Communities, Imagined Sects.
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5) Larry Diamond, “Building Democracy After Conflict: Lessons from
Iraq”, Journal of Democracy, Volume 16, Number 1 (2005), p 9-10.

6) Juan Cole, “The United States and Shi’ite Religious Factions in Post-

Ba'thist Iraq.” Middle East Journal, Volume 57, Number 4 (2003) p 555.
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