Humiliation as a Doctrine: Harrowing Testimonies from
Victims of an Iraqi Military Academy

One cadet was forced to continue training while bleeding
from an injury. Officers use violence, brutality, and verbal
abuse as tools to instill their notion of manhood
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One former cadet told Independent Arabia:

"The commander ordered me to insult myself in front of the other cadets after I refused to let him
insult me. I hesitated for a few seconds — he struck my leg and shouted, 'Do you want to
become a woman?' Then he repeatedly beat the same spot on my back with a stick for a week,

until I finally agreed to let him insult me and my parents, just to give him a sense of triumph."

Official directives prohibiting violence and physical abuse during military training have fallen

on deaf ears.

(Independent Arabia — Ali Dabdab)



"Since childhood, I had dreamed of becoming an officer in the Iraqi army. I often imagined
myself standing tall in uniform. I applied to the Fourth Military College in Nasiriyah, southern
Iraq, three consecutive times and was rejected. On my fourth attempt, in 2024, I finally passed —
after clearing all psychological and physical tests. During my interview, one of the officers told
me [ had all the qualities of an officer: presence, education, and poise. At that moment, I felt my

dream was within reach."

"Salam" (a pseudonym used to protect the identity and safety of the interviewees) began
attending classes in the military academy for just one week. Afterward, he was granted a short
leave — cadets are allowed only a single day off — and during that time, disaster struck. On his
way back to the academy, he was involved in a horrific car accident along with four fellow
cadets. He suffered the most severe injuries among them: the left side of his face was shattered,
his collarbone was broken, and he was rushed to the hospital, where he underwent reconstructive

surgery and had his fracture set."

"While I was still in the operating room," Salam recalls, "the military academy sent people in
civilian clothes to verify that I wasn’t faking my injuries. Then they called my father and told
him I had to return to the academy before 5 p.m., or they wouldn’t allow me to enter. My father
explained that I was still bleeding in the operating room. They demanded he send them medical
reports and photographs to prove it — which we did. I was granted only two days of leave,
including the day of the surgery. I was forced to return to the academy with stitches, fractures,

and fresh blood still seeping from my body."
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The majority of cadets live in provinces located hundreds of kilometers away from the

academy.

(Independent Arabia — Ali Dabdab)

"Although he was completely unable to move his broken arm — and was medically prohibited
from doing so — Salam continued with the training without protest, forcing himself to endure
unbearable pain. He was isolated from the other cadets in a separate room so that no one could

assist him. His condition steadily worsened, and he was denied access to any medication."

*"[ lost a great deal of weight," Salam recounts. "My face turned yellow, as if [ had survived a
famine. Psychologically, I was shattered. I no longer felt that I belonged in such an inhumane
place. When I requested a referral to the military hospital to assess the worsening fracture, my
request was denied. In the end, under extreme psychological pressure, I was forced to submit my

resignation — even though I never wanted to quit."



*"When I returned home, I broke down in tears," Salam continues. "I told my family that I didn’t

want to resign — all I wanted was a chance to recover, nothing more."

Officially, Iraq’s military academies outwardly reject the use of violent practices against cadets,
claiming to adhere to the lawful limits of military training under Iraqi and international law. They
publicly distance themselves from complaints regarding certain violent rituals that yield nothing
but disastrous outcomes — most recently, the deaths of two cadets at the Fourth Military College
as a result of dehydration and prolonged exposure to the sun, as well as the injury of more than

50 others.

Overlapping reports indicate that the Fourth Military College in Dhi Qar Governorate has
suffered from a clear shortage of the necessary equipment for military training. New cadets were
exposed to direct sunlight on their very first day — allegedly to assess their physical stamina —
even though such exercises are typically conducted after 45 days of psychological and physical
conditioning for the transition to military life. Instead of ensuring a gradual adjustment from
civilian life to a disciplined military environment, cadets were subjected to extreme physical and

psychological stress from the very start.

The two cadets: Hussein Issam (right) and Radwan Karim (left), who died as a result of

torture, abuse, and dehydration. (Social media)



Member of the Iraqi Parliament’s Security and Defense Committee, Iskandar Watout, stated that
the President of the Military Academy, Lieutenant General Nasser Al-Ghanam, bears direct
responsibility for the incident that led to the deaths of two cadets. According to Watout, Al-
Ghanam ignored the academy commander's request to withdraw the students from training
despite the extreme heat, and instead issued orders to keep them under the sun for hours beyond

the allowed limit, without providing adequate access to water.

What happened was part of a recurring pattern that reflects a deeper institutional failure within
Iraq’s military training system — one that relies on harsh disciplinary methods without regard for

human limits or medical oversight.

Empty Directives

Official guidelines prohibiting violence and physical abuse during military training have largely
fallen on deaf ears — reinforcing a culture of state-sponsored brutality that begins with the
practice of forcing cadets to have their heads stomped under an officer’s boot, accompanied by

frequent insults and verbal abuse, as a twisted rite of passage toward “manhood” in state service.

In July 2024, just one month before the two cadets' deaths, Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammed
Shia' al-Sudani issued an official directive requiring the Ministries of Defense and Interior, as
well as security agencies, to prevent violence and physical abuse during training in military
colleges and institutions. The directive also emphasized the need for “proper treatment of

trainees” and called for monitoring cases where officers used excessive force.

Yet the gap between official directives and actual practice continues to widen, as the number of
victims grows. Some officers persist in using violence and cruelty as a means of instilling their
concept of manhood — valuing endurance through severe abuse over any legitimate measure of

capability or resilience.



The gap between official directives and real-world practice continues to widen as more cadets
fall victim to officers who view violence and cruelty as tools for shaping notions of manhood —

measuring resilience and capability through sustained abuse.

One form of unlawful psychological abuse involves granting cadets less than 24 hours of leave
per week. The majority of cadets come from provinces located hundreds of kilometers away
from the academy, making travel nearly impossible under such conditions. One cadet explains:
“In the past, leave used to be granted for both Thursday and Friday. Now, it is less than 24 hours

— a cadet must travel to his province, see his family, and return to Nasiriyah all within that

limited time.”

A complaint from cadet Salam (a pseudonym), who was forced to resign and was denied the
chance to pursue his dream of becoming an officer.

(Independent Arabia)



There are no official figures or statistics regarding annual dropout or resignation rates from Iraq’s
military colleges. Nor is there public data on the number of formal complaints filed against
college administrations or individual officers, the number of medical staff available per college,
the ratio of students to medical personnel, or the number of training hours conducted under
extreme weather conditions compared to global medical or military standards. Likewise, there is
no transparency about the cost of equipping each cadet, or whether the equipment provided

matches the funds allocated for it.

Everything surrounding military life in Iraq remains opaque. Officials refuse to speak on the
record, avoid certain questions entirely, and treat such inquiries as off-limits and non-negotiable.
The reporter attempted for over three weeks to secure an interview with a senior military official

— without success. Key details remain shrouded in secrecy and out of reach of the public.

The Iraqi government allocated a defense budget of $21.6 billion for 2024 — a slight decrease
from the previous year’s $22 billion. The Ministry of Defense currently employs 429,219

personnel.



The military code of conduct is meant, from the very first days of cadet training, to instill self-

respect and confidence.

(Independent Arabia — Ali Dabdab)

Humiliation as a Method of Training

One former cadet told Independent Arabia: “My commander ordered me to insult myself in front
of the other cadets after I refused to let him insult me. I stayed silent for a few seconds — he hit
me on the leg and shouted, ‘Do you want to become a woman?’ Then, for a week, he kept
beating the same spot on my back with a stick, trying to force me to accept his insults — even

insults toward my parents — just to give him a sense of satisfaction.”

The cadet said he couldn’t understand the link between such degrading verbal abuse and the

supposed qualities of an officer or a man in the field. “They manipulated my sense of manhood



with words like: ‘If you can’t be a man, don’t stay here. Leave it to someone more of a man than
you. What’s the problem if you insult yourself or let others insult you?’” In the end, under that

pressure, the cadet signed his resignation.

Member of Parliament Mustafa Sanad previously stated that certain parties deliberately subject
cadets to excessive sun exposure and extreme physical exhaustion in order to push them to resign
— making room for individuals affiliated with influential groups. He noted that these practices

are well-known, yet often overlooked.

Iraqi Prime Minister Al-Sudani’s decision to ban violence, which was ignored—itwo cadets
died just one month after the directive.

(Independent Arabia)

A Legacy of Military Violence

The roots of violent military training in Iraq trace back to earlier periods, particularly under

Saddam Hussein. Training under his regime emphasized intimidation and blind obedience, with



little regard for the psychological or human needs of cadets. These practices intensified as the
Ba’ath Party tightened its grip on power. The duration of military college education and training
was shortened, and a second military college was established in Zakho, in the Kurdistan region
of Iraq, to graduate officers tied to the ruling party, family, and tribe. This led to a decline in the

quality of officer and soldier training on the ground, and most opportunities for external military

education were suspended, except for security-related purposes.

There are no official figures or statistics on the number of resignations or withdrawals from
Iraq’s military colleges each year, due to the heavy veil of secrecy, the pressure on officers to
remain silent, and the complete lack of credibility or transparency in disclosing such
information.

(Independent Arabia — Ali Dabdab)



Rejection of Support and Communication

Mohammed (a pseudonym) never imagined that his first days at military college would so
quickly turn into his last. A young man in his early twenties, he arrived carrying his father’s

lifelong dream of seeing his son in uniform. But that dream lasted only two weeks.

During the first nine days, there was no contact with family. Phones were strictly forbidden, and
even in cases of emergency, cadets were not allowed to make calls or send messages. Then, one
day, the family received an unexpected call from an officer: ““Your son has decided to resign and

withdraw.”

The family pleaded for a chance to speak with him, hoping to change his mind. After much
insistence, the officer opened the microphone. But Mohammed spoke clearly: “Let me resign.

I’ve made up my mind.”

When the officer returned and gave him the phone again, Mohammed spoke with a relative — a
fellow officer with the rank of lieutenant. He broke down in tears. Speaking to Independent
Arabia, he recalls:

"The officer opened the mic, and I could hear them trying to convince me to stay strong, to
endure. I didn’t answer. I couldn’t bring myself to tell them that I couldn’t even stand. My leg
had become a burden. I lost control — I cried and told them everything. I said, trembling from
the pain, that I couldn’t move my leg, couldn’t walk. And every time they realized I couldn’t put
weight on it, they would hit it even more. They added insult to injury, calling me a coward and a

liar, saying there was nothing wrong with me."

Mohammed wasn’t forced to stay by the academy — but by his family, who had no idea his leg
was bleeding internally and that he was suffocating from the pain. All they were told by the

officers was that their son was “feeling a little down, but he would get used to it.”

All Mohammed asked was to be taken to the medical unit — but no one responded.



No one offered Mohammed any treatment, even as the pain in his injured leg worsened. He had a
visible injury and repeatedly begged for care or even basic bandaging — only to be met with

more beatings in response.

Mohammed’s family tried to intervene. His father decided to travel to Nasiriyah himself, only to
find the academy completely closed off to visitors. “No visits allowed — even if the cadet is

dying,” he was told.

The father stood for hours at the academy’s gate, pleading with officers to let him see or hear his
son — away from supervision — or at least allow him access to medical care. But he was told

that “only the military clinic has the authority to approve treatment.”

Instead of sending Mohammed to rest or to the hospital, he was given an empty promise: that he

would have a full day off to recover. But he remained confined to his post, still in pain.

The doctor who examined Mohammed after his withdrawal diagnosed a “crushing injury to the
leg muscles” and advised complete rest — no movement whatsoever, not even driving. A
subsequent consultation in Baghdad revealed severe muscle damage and tearing in his leg, and
doctors recommended that he permanently refrain from physical activity. Since then, Mohammed

has been on regular medication and lives with a chronic injury caused during training.

After his resignation, he returned to his hometown exhausted, unable to walk or sleep. He was
not given a medical report by the academy. No one offered him medical aid, and no officer or
official ever responded to explain what had happened to him. He left the academy's gate carried

on the shoulder of a friend, who helped him reach a car parked on the main road.

At night, he would scream in pain, waking up in a panic while clutching his leg. He barely spoke

after returning home, retreating into his room, his memories, and his silence.

"What I experienced wasn’t military training," Mohammed says bitterly. "It had nothing to do
with service or the nation. It was humiliation — serving only to inflate the ego of the officer in

charge.”



According to Article 31 of the Military College Student Disciplinary Code, any breach of order
or failure to participate in training is considered a disciplinary offense. The law outlines a
graduated scale of penalties — from warnings, reprimands, and grade deductions, to denial of
leave, and in extreme cases, brief detention (such as in incidents involving serious assaults on a
commander). Nowhere, however, does the law state that a cadet’s personal injury should be

punished with violence, torture, or academic penalties.
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""Many of the punishments issued against cadets in this college are considered internationally
prohibited."”
(Independent Arabia — Ali Dabdab)



When an Institution Is Built on Humiliation

Military officer conduct codes — from the earliest days of a cadet’s training — are designed to
promote dignity and self-confidence. These values are intended to shape how officers are
perceived and respected, both as commanders within their units and as individuals in society. The
goal is to build public trust in the military profession, despite its inherent risks, and to encourage

officers to remain steadfast in battle, without abandoning their duties or fellow soldiers.

However, this behavioral framework never aligned with the ideological military structure
Saddam Hussein sought to impose. He personally insulted and physically assaulted senior
commanders in front of their subordinates — sometimes for mere "misunderstandings" or
misjudgments. These officers, in turn, internalized his behavior and began mimicking it against
those of lower rank. Thus, the culture of humiliation and violence spread through the military

ranks like mold creeping through old walls.

With the repetition of this behavior — and through a psychological mechanism of imitation —
degradation flowed from the top down. Public insults and verbal abuse from superior officers
became normalized, eventually infecting the military colleges themselves. Officers began

channeling intimidation and verbal aggression toward cadets as part of their "training."

Brigadier General (ret.) Falah al-Muhamdaoui told Independent Arabia:

"The Iraqi soldier — especially the cadet, as the lowest in the hierarchy — became synonymous
with humiliation. Their focus shifted to avoiding harm, even if it meant sacrificing their unit or
the nation. Intimidation became a fixed policy, and punishment a tool of formation. Under
Saddam, punishment aimed to create a mechanical, instinct-driven soldier. Execution was a
penalty that could be triggered by an unintentional absence — which is why some officers today

justify insults and torture as the 'lesser evil'."

Al-Muhamdaoui explains that this environment has produced psychologically broken officers —

angry men who release their pain only onto those beneath them in rank or authority. This



dynamic later manifested as aggressive behavior toward cadets and conscripts, especially among

those appointed without proper oversight after 2003, much like during Saddam’s era.

The Fourth Military College

"The Pregnant Class" — a nickname that reflects the stigma associated with cadets of the Fourth
Military College in Nasiriyah. It refers to the nine-month training period they undergo before

earning their first star.

An officer who asked to remain anonymous told Independent Arabia:
"Some graduates of the First Military College — which requires three years of study and only
accepts high school graduates — feel threatened by incoming cadets who already hold university

or technical degrees. The sense of rivalry and status insecurity runs deep."

He says, “In a different era, the military college carried Iraq’s name abroad. In 1964, its sports
team participated in the Tokyo Olympics, with the college commander leading the delegation. In

fact, that delegation confidently admitted 50 additional students during its time there.”

He concluded, “The college used to hold annual sports festivals, equestrian competitions, and
graduate officers—not victims of chaotic training camps. But what happens today goes far
beyond that. Some of the punishments include denying a cadet their leave simply for blinking—
an actual statement proudly made by the commander of the Fourth Military College, Nasser Al-

Ghanam, in a public interview.”



	Empty Directives
	Humiliation as a Method of Training
	A Legacy of Military Violence
	Rejection of Support and Communication
	When an Institution Is Built on Humiliation

