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For Anna O’Leary, my daughter

The ones who deserve to be praised are those who, after succumbing to human 
nature by ruling over others, are more just than they have to be in view of 
their strength.

—Thucydides, from the speech of the Athenian ambassadors to Sparta
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Preface

In August 2005, I was just below one of the peaks in the Safeen Mountains 
in Kurdistan. Saddam Hussein’s army had occupied it when the dictator’s 
regime was at the peak of its power. Kurdish soldiers, the Peshmerga, now 
patrolled it, and I had special permission to visit this restricted site. A long 
way beneath stretched the pretty village of Shaqlawa, inhabited by Kurd-
ish Christians and Kurdish Muslims and a small number of Arab tourists. 
Its natural ice-cold springs have made it richly endowed agriculturally and 
a destination for those seeking relief from the parching heat of the plains 
of Erbil.

Shaqlawa was looking slightly burnt in the fierce summer sun. But de-
spite the heat and the glare, no training in generalship was required to un-
derstand the military significance of the Safeen Mountains. They prompt 
flashbacks in anyone with a historical education. Sargon, Cyrus, Alexan-
der, Crassus, Trajan, Suleiman, or their subordinates looked out from 
these commanding heights before they descended to take Mesopotamia, 
or before they ascended into the Zagros Mountains in the vain hopes of 
permanently subduing their long-time inhabitants, the Kurds, known to 
Xenophon and the ancient Greeks as the “Karduchis” and as the “Guti” to 
the inhabitants of ancient Babylon (the Kurds themselves say they are the 
descendants of the ancient Medes).

I was in Kurdistan as a member of an international constitutional advi-
sory team, working for the Kurdistan Regional Government.1 My Kurdish 
friend Khaled Salih was in Baghdad. He had just rung me by cell phone to 
say, “We have a constitution.” “Or rather,” he corrected himself, “Iraq has 
a constitution.” I looked forward to celebrating with Khaled on his return. 
I knew that the final text of the Constitution met all of Kurdistan’s criti-
cal negotiating “red lines,” namely, the recognition of (1) the Kurdistan 
Region’s right to make its own laws on all domestic issues other than the 
management of Iraq’s currency; (2) its Peshmerga, the name of the law-
ful army of Kurdistan, which translates as “Those who face death”2; (3) its 



rights over its unexploited oil and gas resources; and (4) its right to reunify 
with Kirkuk and other “disputed territories,” through either a referendum 
or a lawful process of new boundary demarcation.

Once the Constitution was ratified, I knew that on paper Kurdistan would 
be freer within Iraq than any member state within the European Union. 
After all, each new member state of the European Union has to accept 
nearly 100,000 pages of European law. Kurdistan would have its own flag, 
army, and police. It would have full veto power over changes to Iraq’s Con-
stitution that affected the region’s powers. It would have a proportionate 
share of Iraq’s oil revenues from currently exploited oil fields. It would have 
the right to have international missions and representation within Iraq’s 
embassies on all regional policy questions—that is, most questions in Iraq’s 
decentralized federation. And, not least, by virtue of Iraq’s proportional 
representation electoral law and other provisions in the new Constitution, 
Kurdistan’s parties and leaders would be key players in the Iraqi federal 
government—if they wanted to play that role.

I turned to the Peshmerga with whom I was drinking hot tea, a wise drink 
in hot weather. I asked them what they thought of the constitutional nego-
tiations taking place in Baghdad. I know only a small number of words in 
Kurdish and Arabic and so the conversation took place through a guide, 
whom I will not name because he now works in dangerous places. A small, 
wiry, and rather wizened Peshmerga looked up, smiled, and spoke quietly 
before the others laughed loudly. The translation came next: “We trust 
President Barzani to negotiate on our behalf. We even trust General Tala-
bani for now. But most of all we trust our weapons. We will read the Consti-
tution, but we will polish our weapons.”

This book is not being written to persuade the Peshmerga that they no 
longer need to polish their weapons. They and their leaders need no lessons 
from anyone in geopolitics. They need no reminders of the ruthlessness 
and amoral amnesia that characterize the diplomacy, military interven-
tions, and military withdrawals of the Great Powers. They are taught, truth-
fully, that the British promised them autonomy but failed to deliver it. They 
are taught, accurately, that Presidents Woodrow Wilson, Richard Nixon, 
Gerald Ford, and George H. W. Bush betrayed the Kurds of Iraq when it 
was expedient to do so. They have not forgotten that Saddam’s Baath party 
and an Iraqi army executed genocide and ethnic expulsion against them. 
Just 20 years ago the Anfal campaign was in full operation, gassing Kurds, 
bulldozing 4,000 of their villages, incarcerating them in detention cen-
ters, and separating out the males of all ages for execution.3 Kurds are fully 
aware that substantial American withdrawal from Iraq will happen. They 
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know that self-help and self-reliance remain critical to their survival. They 
will be vigilant. They will polish their weapons but not rely on their weap-
ons alone.

This book is written for those Americans who are willing to listen to a pro-
posal on how to get out of Iraq with integrity. It seeks to define and defend 
the limits to feasible withdrawal. With integrity means with honesty. There 
is no reason why America’s withdrawal from Iraq should be as dishonest as 
its intervention has been judged to be. But many of those who want Amer-
ica to withdraw from Iraq make dishonest arguments, and these arguments 
are confronted here. Integrity also refers to the “integrity” of Iraq. Iraq is 
not a gift or a work of nature. It is a product of British imperialism. And it 
has been a catastrophe for most of its citizens since at least 1968. But that 
does not mean that it would be prudent to partition Iraq into independent 
states. Kurdistan has every moral right to seek independence for its region, 
but its leaders and its citizens appreciate that prudence counsels otherwise. 
They have endorsed Iraq’s federal Constitution in a voluntary union, and 
are trying to make it work in good faith. America’s role should be to assist 
in the implementation of that Constitution rather than to persist in futile 
efforts to reverse it—or ignore it.

The Iraqi Constitution, endorsed by four out of five of Iraq’s voters in 
October 2005, still offers the best framework for stability, democracy, and 
a pluralist federation. But to preserve the territorial integrity of Iraq does 
not mean that any rational person should support a significantly recentral-
ized Iraq. Honesty, realism, and morality point toward the same story: a 
centralized Iraq was a disaster. And it is not coming back. It is not coming 
back because most citizens of Iraq do not want it to come back or are not 
prepared to pay the price of bringing it back. Efforts to recentralize Iraq 
will only reproduce the past repertoire of horrors.

Integrity requires the recognition that the greatest dangers to Iraq after 
a substantial American withdrawal will come from its neighbors: Turkey, 
Iran, and the Sunni Arab-dominated states of Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Ara-
bia. By contrast, the rich minnows of the Gulf pose only positive possibil-
ities. America must have an open military and diplomatic policy in place 
to prevent the dangerous neighboring powers from invading Iraq or from 
provisioning insurgents and terrorists within it. That policy will have to be 
negotiated and maintained with the European Union, which will be vital in 
managing Iraq’s relations with Turkey and Iran.

Iran is the greatest external beneficiary of the U.S. decision to remove 
Saddam’s regime from power. Instead of bemoaning that fact, or seek-
ing to reverse it, American policymakers need to think about how to take 
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advantage of it. The Turkish state is the neighboring country rendered 
most fearful by America’s intervention in Iraq. Some of its fears are foolish, 
ideological, and cloudy. Instead of appeasing these fears, a wise American 
policy will defend Iraq’s Kurdish experiment and facilitate the efforts of a 
fully reformed, liberalized, and democratized Turkey to join the European 
Union. Skeptics should read on.

Recognizing Iraq’s external realities must be matched by a realistic un-
derstanding of its internal realities and a commitment to explain them to 
American and European citizens, as well as to the citizens of Iraq. Whether 
Iraq has a democratic future or not, its Sunni Arab minority will never again 
politically dominate the country from Baghdad. It is dishonest to hold out 
to their leaders the promise of any other vista—one in which America sup-
ports a recentralized Iraq in order “to balance against Iran.” The Sunni 
Arabs’ loss of power within Iraq may be cushioned, but it cannot be recov-
ered. They can and should have a fair share—no more, no less.

Honesty warrants unblinking and unblinkered recognition of the fact 
that the Shia Arabs are the winners from democratization because they are 
a demographic and electoral majority of Iraq’s population. They are a frac-
tured and internally divided majority, but America lacks the resources to 
divide them in order to rule them, and lacks the skill to pursue any such 
Machiavellian policy—as the evidence to date suggests. A thoughtful Amer-
ican administration will work with a Shia Arab-led Iraq, and not against 
it. A thoughtful America will see that the Kurdistan Region is an ally, and 
a resource, useful for American soft and hard power in the Middle East. 
It should act as if the Kurdistan Region were a beneficial resource, and 
not a political embarrassment or moral burden. Considered carefully, the 
Kurdistan Region should be the kernel of a feasible democracy-promotion 
policy.

There are two components to the argument proposed in the title of this 
book: the case for withdrawal, and the case for withdrawal with integrity. 
But before these are considered, it is necessary to evaluate America’s goals 
in its intervention. These goals were articulated by President George W. 
Bush. Congressional leaders sought to modify them. Critics of the interven-
tion, on the political right and on the left, have suggested that the official 
goals were not what drove the intervention. Knowing how to withdraw with 
honesty requires us to know why we are where we are.
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Part I
Evaluating the U.S.-Led 
Intervention in Iraq



In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed. 
(Applause.) And now our coalition is engaged in securing and recon-
structing that country.

—President George W. Bush, May 2, 2003

In the end, how we leave and what we leave behind will be more 
important than how we came.

—Ryan Crocker, U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, April 8, 2008



Before one leaves a place that belongs to others, it is wise to look behind 
carefully. The current orthodoxy holds that the Iraq war is lost, and that it 
was lost some time ago. Depending on the exponent’s view, it was lost when 
the United States and its allies chose to enter Iraq, or when no weapons 
of mass destruction were found after May 2003, or after the tempo of the 
Sunni Arab-dominated insurgency increased in 2004, or after the revelation 
of the shame of American-organized torture at Abu Ghraib, or amid the 
shambles of the governance of the Coalition Provisional Authority, or dur-
ing the mass slaughter and expulsions of 2005–7. But the orthodoxy, what-
ever the chosen definitive moment of loss, shows signs of needing revision. 
Indeed, the dominant trend in informed U.S. public debate is shifting. The 
key argument may soon focus on whether the future U.S. withdrawal from 
Iraq will amount to a substantive victory, or, instead, be deemed the termi-
nation of a series of Pyrrhic victories. The resolution of that argument will 
depend on who successfully defines what constitutes victory.

The United States and its dwindling number of international allies have 
not yet, however, lost the Iraq war: too many commentators have rushed to 
judgment on these matters.1 Indeed, the United States and its allies have 
nearly won one of the Iraq wars, namely, the war against al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
even though that has hardly been quite the war intended.2 And the United 
States may still be able to resolve another war, namely, the war of succes-
sion to Saddam, in favor of the elected federal government of Iraq and 
its ally, the Kurdistan Regional Government. But, it will be strategically 
better to do that as part of a policy of substantive but coherent military  
withdrawal.

When the next U.S. president does withdraw most or all American troops 
from Iraq, it need not be registered as a formal defeat. But an irresponsi-
ble, poorly organized, and hasty withdrawal will certainly be perceived as 
a major military, diplomatic, and political debacle for the world’s super-
power. Humiliation would be added to ignominy. The stunning incompe-
tence of the occupation after the successful six weeks of combat operations 
against Saddam’s armed forces, and the equally badly handled two years 
after the end of the formal occupation of Iraq, would then be theatrically 
matched by the incompetence of a strategy-free exit. This unfolding of 
events must be avoided, in the interests of Iraqis as well as Americans.



Wars, with their bombs and bullets, are bloody instruments, but for the 
moderately rational among us they are means, not ends. They must be 
judged not just by the horrors they inflict, or halt, but by the political goals 
they are supposed to serve. How should we judge the attainment of Ameri-
can goals in its latest involvement in wars in and over Iraq?

There are three ways we might do so. We could judge them, first, by the 
Bush administration’s declared goals at the outset of its intervention; sec-
ond, by the goals of mainstream Republican congressional leaders, such 
as Senator Richard Lugar (the ranking Republican on the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee) and the mainstream Democrats who endorsed the 
findings of the Iraq Study Group (known as the Baker-Hamilton report); 
or, last, by the hidden goals attributed, accurately or otherwise, to the 
Bush administration by its numerous critics, inside and outside the United 
States.
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Chapter 1
The Bush Administration’s  
Formal Goals

Mr. President, it is natural to man to indulge in the illusions of hope. 
We are apt to shut our eyes against a painful truth. . . . For my part, 
whatever anguish of spirit it may cost, I am willing to know the whole 
truth; to know the worst and to provide for it.
—Patrick Henry, Speech to the Virginia Convention, March 23, 1775

At a January 1, 2003, White House press briefing, the Bush administration 
defined its goals for Iraq as follows: “To disarm the country, dismantle the 
terrorist infrastructure, and liberate the Iraqi people.”1 These three objec-
tives would become the official tasks of the U.S. intervention, and measured 
by them the performance of the Bush administration has been excoriated, 
often rightly.

Disarming: The Evidence, 2003–7

In the months after the American intervention on March 19, 2003, the 
Baathist regime was officially disarmed. Neither nuclear weapons nor sub-
stantive programs to try to make them were found by U.S. inspection teams, 
to the surprise of very many.2 (It is often conveniently forgotten that in the 
run-up to the war, both the Bush administration and many of its critics pub-
licly shared the premise that Saddam was at least trying to obtain weapons 
of mass destruction.)3 The United Nations weapons inspectors had done a 
far better job than even they supposed.4 Equally, no significant evidence of 
programs to manufacture biological or chemical weapons was found after 
2003.5 There had been such programs, and the regime had used chem-



ical weapons both against Iranian soldiers and Kurdish civilians in the 
1980s; therefore suspicions were amply justified though not confirmed as 
fact. Controversies over the extent to which the Bush administration and 
the government of British Prime Minister Tony Blair manipulated intelli-
gence to make the case for intervention continue to this day; that there was 
media-spinning, no one denies.6

Formally, we may conclude that Iraq no longer possesses weapons of 
mass destruction. Moreover, Iraq’s 2005 Constitution commits the country 
both to its international treaty commitments, which include binding non-
proliferation pledges, and to a non-nuclear defense policy.7 Iraq, in this 
sense, is “disarmed” according to the original war goals of the Bush admin-
istration, though hardly in the manner expected, and at the expense of 
conventional international law, which outlaws preemptive war without UN 
Security Council authorization.8

But, by any other standards of armament, Iraq is now heavily remili
tarized. And it has become the site of one of the bloodiest conflicts of 
this century.9 More than 4,100 U.S. soldiers have been killed in Iraq since 
March 19, 2003, and some 30,000 have been wounded. There is no reliable 
estimate of the numbers of Iraqi combatants, government troops, jihadists, 
or militia killed in action, or seriously injured. On August 5, 2008, the inde-
pendent and careful web site Iraq Body Count reported that between 86,000 
and 94,000 civilians had died violently in Iraq since March 2003.10 The 
median of these figures is 90,000, which means that in an average month 
approximately 1,400 civilians have been killed. Put differently, the civilian 
death toll at present approximates 30 massacres on the scale of New York’s 
9/11. According to these figures, the civilian death toll is still well below 
the lowest estimates of the genocidal massacres carried out by the Baathists 
by more than a factor of three. That, however, is small comfort to the survi-
vors of the victims of the wars since 2003, or to the supporters of the U.S.-
led intervention, who had hoped for a quick closure of conflict after the 
removal of Saddam.

The U.S. intervention got off to a poor start by deploying insufficient 
troops to police post-Saddam Iraq, despite prior and appropriate warnings 
of what was required. General Eric Shinseki, in testimony before the Sen-
ate Armed Services Committee, suggested on February 25, 2003, that sev-
eral hundred thousand soldiers would be required for the intervention and 
occupation, figures which both Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and 
his deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, publicly repudiated two days later. In conse-
quence, Baghdad’s liberation became a riot of looting and criminality. The 
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same happened in many other cities in Arab Iraq, although not within the 
Kurdistan Region. Saddam’s release of ordinary criminals before the U.S. 
intervention added to the chaos and mass criminality that ensued from 
the collapse of the Baathist order in Arab majority provinces. Insufficient 
troops and aircraft also left Iraq’s borders open to fleeing Baathists and to 
arriving Salafi jihadists and Iranian agents.

The key institutions of the genocidal regime, the organizations that exe-
cuted state terrorism against its citizens, were outlawed by the U.S. occu-
pation government: the Baath party itself, and the military, police, and 
intelligence organizations that supported its tenure. But the disarmament 
of these institutions was disastrously ill-managed. Simplistic critics blame 
the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), established as Iraq’s occupation 
authority in 2003, for disbanding Iraq’s army and for excluding Baathists 
from public life. They thereby hold the CPA—known even to many of its 
own officials as “Can’t Provide Anything”—responsible for fueling a Sunni 
Arab-dominated insurgency. It would be more accurate to say that man-
aging the dissolved army, which had never formally surrendered and had 
simply walked away from its posts, was mishandled—with insufficient incen-
tives offered to soldiers and officers to demobilize in an organized manner, 
through monitored surrendering of weapons and materiel in return for 
substantive benefits.11

Disbanding rather than reconstructing an army that had committed 
genocide against Kurds in the north and Shia Arabs in the south was essen-
tial if the new Iraq was to have the support of a majority of its population. 
But the chosen process, especially in the absence of sufficient Coalition 
forces, was thoughtless. It left numerous skilled Iraqi officers available to 
organize the insurgency and even more numerous and unpaid soldiers 
available for bloody retaliation. The reconstruction of the police, equally, 
might have been better organized, although a moral cleansing was certainly 
required. Likewise, de-Baathification should have been handled with more 
forethought. Dissolving the Baath party, which had become a totalitarian 
party, and a crucial component of Saddam’s regime of mass destruction, 
was absolutely necessary for any humane reconstruction of Iraq. Kurds, 
Shia Arabs, and others were rightly fearful of its bloodthirsty record. In 
January 2005, Muhammed Abdullah al-Shawani, the first director of the 
new Iraqi National Intelligence Agency, maintained that the Baathists were 
the dominant force in the insurgency. The party once had 2 million mem-
bers, and “if 20 percent still remain, that is a substantial number to lead 
the insurgency.”12 A better policy would have found means to avoid alien-
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ating the entirety of the party’s active cadres (many of whom had joined 
as the sole means to achieve a professional career), which had reasons 
to be opposed to the new Iraq as well as the United States. Some senior 
Baathists could have been temporarily co-opted, and some junior Baathists 
could have been provided with opportunities to be rehabilitated in public 
life, policies that were eventually adopted under the pressure of the Sunni 
Arab-dominated insurgency.13

Between the fall of 2003 and the fall of 2007, especially in the Sunni 
Arab-dominated center and west of the country,14 in Baghdad, and in some 
of the cities of the Shia Arab-dominated south, major conventional rear-
mament of Iraqis took place outside of any formal government authoriza-
tion. Insurgents and militia organizations proliferated, initially made up 
of former Baathists and former Iraqi soldiers in central and western Iraq. 
The Sunni Arabs fought better once they were “deprived” of the enforced 
leadership of the Hussein family.15 The predominantly Sunni Arab insur-
gents were soon joined in a holy or unholy alliance by foreign jihadists. 
Analysts counted at least 56 organizations and small factions that claimed 
to be involved in organized insurgency, self-defense, or jihad in the new 
Iraq.16 By 2006, “consistent claims of responsibility for operations narrowed 
substantially to about eight groups”: the Islamic Army of Iraq, the Mujahi-
deen Shura Council (which included al-Qaeda in Iraq), Ansar al-Sunna, 
the al-Rashidin Army, the 1920 Revolutionary Brigades of the Islamic Resis-
tance Movement, the Salah al-Din al-Ayoubi Brigades of the Islamic Front 
for Iraqi Resistance, the Mujahideen Army in Iraq, and the General Com-
mand of the Mujahideen of the Armed Forces (Baathists).17

The most infamous would be organized under al-Qaeda in Mesopota-
mia, led by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.18 He would mastermind a deliberate 
strategy of attacking Shia Arab civilians—apostates in his view. His goal was 
to provoke a civil war that would render Iraq ungovernable, and thereby 
prompt an American withdrawal. His most spectacular method was multi-
ple suicide bombings at mosques, marketplaces, bus stations, and any pub-
lic places where Shia Arabs predominated. Processions of peaceful Shia 
pilgrims were frequently targeted. When Zarqawi and his associates orga-
nized the bombing of the sacred Shia mosque in Samarra in February 2006, 
they provoked intercommunal strife on such a scale that only pedants and 
the Bush administration denied that Arab Iraq was in civil war.

By the spring of 2004, Shia Arabs were multiply reorganized with their 
own militias. The long-established Shia parties, whose leaders had been 
in exile in Iran and Western Europe, especially Da‘wa and the Supreme 

�      Chapter 1



Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), reemerged in Iraq with 
significant strength. SCIRI, which later renamed itself the Iraqi Supreme 
Islamic Council, or ISCI, had its own military organization, the Badr Bri-
gades, many of whose leading members subsequently enrolled in the new 
police and army.

Within SCIRI the al-Hakim family is preeminent. It suffered an early 
blow when its leader, Ayatollah Mohammed Bakr al-Hakim, was killed in 
a car bombing in August 2003. His brother Abd al-Aziz al-Hakim imme-
diately replaced him. The Badr Brigades had been launched and trained 
in Iran during the long war between Iraq and Iran that Saddam had ini-
tiated in 1980. They participated in the overthrow of the Baathist regime 
and would later bloodily avenge their Shia brethren, both against known 
or suspected Baathists and in retaliation for the attacks made by Sunni 
insurgents against civilian Shias. They would be renamed the Badr Organi-
zation in 2003 in nominal compliance with the U.S. wish to disband party  
militias.

The biggest surprise to external analysts was the emergence of the Sadr 
movement and its paramilitary wing, the Jaish al-Mahdi (or the Mahdi 
Army), centered on Muqtada al-Sadr, the surviving son of the Grand Aya-
tollah Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr (known as Sadr II), who had been mur-
dered along with his other sons by Saddam’s regime in 1999.19 The young 
Muqtada would prove an effective communal leader who became idolized 
by the poorer urban Shia population. The Mahdi Army fought running 
battles with the U.S. Army in April 2004, after an ill-judged effort by L. 
Paul Bremer to close the Sadrist newspaper, Al-Hawza al Natiqa (roughly 
The Voice of the Islamic University), and to arrest Muqtada on charges of orga-
nizing the murder of a leading Shia cleric, just when the U.S. Marines were 
intent on retaking and pacifying the Sunni city of Fallujah with extreme 
force. Bremer’s decisions led to Sunni and Shia Arabs’ briefly attacking 
U.S. forces on two fronts. The episode culminated in a siege in the holy city 
of Najaf. After mediation Muqtada emerged unscathed and uncharged, a 
hero to many Shia for standing up to the Americans.20

The Sadrists and numerous other local Shia militia groups, some of 
which were tribal, entrenched themselves in numerous cities in the south, 
as well as in what had been Saddam City in the Baghdad metropolis but 
is now renamed Sadr City.21 Without strongly centralized leadership, 
the Sadrists, who were Iraqi nationalists as well as Shia communal con-
tenders, intermittently attacked U.S. and British forces. They also spear-
headed revenge killings by Shia after the bombing of the Samarra Mosque 
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and played a major role in sectarian killings and expulsions in Baghdad  
during 2006–7.

The failure to establish a monopoly of publicly organized force by legit-
imate authorities meant that large swathes of Iraq entered a Hobbesian 
state of nature. Some remain there. But Hobbes was not quite right. When 
the state collapses, a war of all against all, or of person against person, does 
not ensue. Rather, when a repressive state collapses, people seek security 
through more traditional organizations—through their religious, ethnic, 
or tribal institutions. Criminals and thugs may also exploit these identifi-
cations. Today there are still heavily armed Sunni Arab insurgents intent 
on overthrowing the federal Iraqi government as well as forcing the Ameri-
cans to withdraw. And there are armed Shia communal contenders battling 
for influence within the Shia majority bloc, and in Iraq as a whole. The 
major rival sectarian militias have killed one another’s respective civilians 
in huge numbers. In short, a fragmented Arab Iraq has undergone a major 
communal civil war, pitting the formerly dominant minority of Sunni Arabs 
against the newly ascendant majority of Shia Arabs. Some of the blame for 
this must be attached to the poor administration of the American occupa-
tion, especially the failure to supply sufficient troops and police to main-
tain order while organizing regime replacement. It failed in its moral and 
legal duties—as an internationally recognized occupation authority until 
June 2004—to protect Iraqi lives and limbs.

It is true that the Baathist regime and its precursors, through deliber-
ately discriminatory policies, had created the huge gulf between Sunni and 
Shia Arabs in Iraq, building upon centuries of manifest and latent religious 
antagonism and upon the privileged position carved out by Sunni Arab 
elites during the British imperial occupation and its aftermath. It is also 
true that any termination of the “psychotic” rule of the Hussein family22 
and the Tikriti clan at the head of the Baath party would likely eventually 
have led to some explosion of tensions between Sunni and Shia Arabs. But 
to say that not all the blame for the Iraqi civil war lies with the Bush admin-
istration is all that can be said in its favor.

By contrast with Arab Iraq, the Kurdistan Region is under the control 
of its lawfully elected government and the trained Peshmerga forces who 
make up the constitutionally authorized army of the region. The U.S. inter-
vention in Iraq has had the opposite effect in Kurdistan to that in Arab 
Iraq. It prompted the major Kurdish parties to form a pan-national alli-
ance, to unify what had become separate administrations, and to heal the 
civil war that its parties had fought in the mid-1990s. It should be the goal 
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of a responsible American administration to help make the rest of Iraq 
resemble the Kurdistan Region, “the other Iraq,” which has had no sig-
nificant U.S. military presence since 2003 (except in the form of soldiers 
on vacation).

Demolishing or Breeding  
Terrorist Infrastructures?

The second formal war goal of the Bush administration was to destroy ter-
rorist infrastructures. The efforts of the Bush administration to link Saddam 
Hussein directly to al-Qaeda, and thereby directly to the events of 9/11, 
are not now accepted by any authoritative researcher, intelligence analyst, 
or public commentator. (The links were, however, successfully established 
in American public opinion polls before and after the American interven-
tion in Iraq, and therefore served the administration’s purposes.) A stan-
dard criticism of the Bush administration is that it fought the wrong war 
(against Saddam, instead of making a greater commitment to reconstruc-
tion in Afghanistan) and that it fought it with perverse results. Al-Qaeda 
came to thrive in Iraq. Iraq became a magnet for foreign Salafi terrorists, 
and the place where terrorists, defined as organized groups that deliber-
ately kill civilians for political purposes, killed more people than anywhere 
else on the planet. This movement inspired self-starting al-Qaeda cells in 
Western Europe, leading to greater numbers of terrorist attacks in estab-
lished democracies.23 The global war on terror (GWOT) became a global 
exercise in remarkably crazy crusading (GERCC).

More temperate analysis that avoids the partisan political debate in the 
United States is possible.24 Saddam Hussein’s regime was state terrorist—
it killed civilians, unlawfully, for political purposes, on a mass scale. It also 
supported and was linked to organizations that used terrorist methods. It 
was a champion of pan-Arab and anti-Israeli causes, including violent Pales-
tinian organizations. The regime paid rewards to the families of Palestinian 
suicide bombers in a deliberate riposte to Israeli collective punishments 
of such families. The regime indirectly supported Kurdish Islamists, nota-
bly those organized in Ansar al-Islam. They did so because Ansar al-Islam 
attacked the major secular Kurdish nationalist parties, the Kurdistan Dem-
ocratic Party, and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan. Ansar al-Islam included 
veterans of the Afghan jihad and therefore had personnel linkages to 
Osama bin Laden, and it would welcome Zarqawi and others to Kurdistan 
when they fled Afghanistan. These linkages illustrated mutual convergence 
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of interests between Islamists and Baathists against nationalist Kurdish 
interests. But from Saddam’s point of view such links were maintained from 
an Iraqi perspective. He resented loss of control over Kurdistan; he was not 
supporting any global jihad.

Therefore there were indirect links between Saddam and al-Qaeda, but 
they were not as portrayed by the Bush administration, and it was never 
accurate to link Saddam to 9/11, although he was foolish not to condemn 
the massacres of that day. “He openly mocked America’s grief, taunted its 
power,” maintains the Arab-American intellectual Fouad Ajami, who has 
also argued that “a war of deterrence had to be waged against Arab rad-
icalism. Baghdad was the proper return address . . . notice was served on 
the purveyors of terror that a price would be paid by those who aid and 
abet it.”25

It would be presumptuous to claim it possible to provide an accurate 
assessment of the state of organizations prepared to use terrorism in Iraq 
today. But it seems clear that a significant number of Sunni Arab insur-
gents, especially in Anbar province, turned on al-Qaeda in Iraq, especially 
in 2007. The Anbar Awakening Council, composed of Sunni Arab tribal 
leaders and former insurgents, preferred to make a bargain with the Amer-
ican government and go on its payroll—both to weaken al-Qaeda, which 
had destroyed its own reputation by its form of local government over the 
Sunnis, and to avoid a complete victory for the Shia-led Baghdad govern-
ment and the Shia militias in Iraq’s civil wars. The Sunni insurgents may 
therefore be counted as down, but not out, and, of these, al-Qaeda is now 
looking like a spent force.26 Shia militias are another matter. The Mahdi 
Army, which is under the control of a bevy of local commanders and in 
some cases indistinguishable from extortion rackets, is also down, but not 
out. Officially it has recognized a cease-fire since October 2007, rather than 
being engaged in decommissioning its weapons and disbanding. But the 
Shia of Iraq have never been international terrorists. They are not Salafists 
—the latter are a Sunni phenomenon, and they treat Shia as apostates, 
deserving of death. The Shia may be much closer to Iran than the United 
States wants, but that was an almost inevitable outcome of replacing the 
Baath regime.

The U.S. objective of defeating al-Qaeda in Iraq is formally on the way to 
being met. This goal was met not through good planning and execution—
except for the extinction of Ansar al-Islam by the Kurds and U.S. forces, 
and the belatedly more sensitive counterinsurgency policies in Sunni Arab 
Iraq. Arguably, the U.S. intervention temporarily attracted and radically 
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increased the numbers willing to join al-Qaeda in Iraq, but that does not 
gainsay that it has now been effectively repressed by fellow Sunni Arabs.

Liberation Through Bloody Luck?

The liberation of the Iraqi people was the third goal proclaimed by the 
Bush administration. It certainly removed the regime quickly. The defeat 
of the Baath government in formal war took just six weeks, and contrary 
to many expectations and subsequent claims, involved significant care to 
avoid lethal or serious damage to civilians, a welcome contrast to the first 
Gulf War. Traveling around Kurdistan and northern Iraq in 2003 and 2004, 
I saw with my own eyes that U.S. smart bombs had successfully targeted the 
regime’s key institutions—military targets, police barracks, and Baath party 
and intelligence centers. But, infamously, the Bush administration had no 
settled postwar plan. It had been good at regime removal but would prove 
utterly disorganized and ineffective at regime transformation, admittedly a 
more difficult task.

The State Department and the Defense Department were engaged in 
deeply personalized turf wars, with the latter temporarily in the ascen-
dancy. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld wanted a rapid military with-
drawal after the rapid formal military victory, and failed to recognize the 
development of an insurgency in the summer of 2003, treating it merely as 
the activity of regime “dead-enders.” General Jay Garner, who had done so 
much to organize relief for Kurdish refugees in Operation Iraqi Comfort in 
1991–92, was appointed to head the Office of Reconstruction and Humani-
tarian Affairs on a ninety-day contract. But he was soon replaced by L. Paul 
Bremer III, of Kissinger Associates, and a former U.S. Ambassador to the 
Netherlands, who headed a UN-recognized occupation under the Coali-
tion Provisional Authority. Instead of a rapid hand-over to a transitional 
Iraqi-led government, there would be a formal occupation. Bremer and his 
associates went through multiple plans for organizing regime transforma-
tion while appointing an Iraqi Governing Council, which was granted no 
significant powers. His complex plans to organize an indirect (s)election of 
Iraqis to draft a transitional constitution (to be crafted by American lawyers 
and advisors) and to head a potential transitional government were halted 
in their tracks.

Liberated Shia Arabs, who made up a majority of the country’s popu-
lation, took novel political steps to thwart Bremer. They had initially wel-
comed Saddam’s removal but had been very cautious in their responses to 
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the American occupation. Seared in their recent memories was the recol-
lection that President George H. W. Bush had averted his eyes during Sad-
dam’s repression of the Shia intifada of 1991 after the Gulf War. He did so 
on the advice of James Baker, then Secretary of State, Brent Scowcroft, then 
National Security Advisor, and Dick Cheney, then Defense Secretary. The 
first president Bush even denied that he had called upon the Shia to rebel. 
Many Shia Arabs also blamed the Americans for their hardships during the 
UN-authorized sanctions against Saddam’s regime. Most were, however, 
utterly delighted at the removal of the Baathist regime, apart from collab-
orators and informers whose lives were now in danger from the relatives 
of their victims. Aside from the secular Shia, who rallied to Iyad Allawi’s 
Iraqi National Accord and to Ahmed Chalabi’s Iraqi National Congress, it 
was soon apparent that there were stronger and more popular sources of 
authority among the Shia, all of them religiously based. There were, first, 
the long-established Shia religious parties, Da‘wa and SCIRI, whose level 
of commitment to Iranian styles of governance was initially unknown, but 
it would soon become clear that they were not committed to a Khomein-
ist theocracy of Islamic jurists. Then there was the Sadrist movement, led 
by the junior cleric Muqtada. It was clear it was populist, Iraqi national-
ist, and a voice for the poor segment of the Shia. Its rabid sectarianism 
would become more obvious. The Sadr movement opposed the U.S. occu-
pation but it was not at all clear whether it was democratic, and some of its 
members had been co-opted by the Bathists. The Fadila Islamist Shia party 
would also emerge in the south as an intermittent partner of the Sadrists. 
And last, there were the senior ayatollahs and the Shia clerical institution, 
the Hawza al-Marja‘iyya. The most distinguished and most widely regarded 
cleric was the Iranian-born Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani.27

Despite being a quietist by disposition, Sistani put the Shia behind the 
banner of immediate democratization. He was also, formally, remarkably 
solicitous of the interests and rights of minority religions and nationalities. 
He rejected all of Bremer’s plans to have either a constitution, transitional 
or permanent, or an Iraqi government, transitional or otherwise, without 
Iraqis voting to decide the matter. He refused to meet directly with Bremer 
and resisted entreaties to endorse the government of what he called the 
“guests.” Soon most Shia, secular or religious, rallied behind Sistani’s opin-
ions or fatwas in late 2003 and early 2004. Understanding democracy as a 
system of majority rule, the Shia appreciated that rapid democratization 
would not only put Iraqis in charge of their own fate, but also put the Shia 
themselves in charge, and end the hated tyranny of the formerly dominant 
minority of Sunni Arabs. Rallying behind Sistani, the Shia successfully used 
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demonstrations and solicitations to force Bremer to concede that a per-
manent Iraqi constitution would be drafted by an elected Iraqi parliament 
and obliged him to bring in the United Nations to advise on the prospects 
for holding elections in Iraq. The democratization of Iraq, problematic as 
it has been, therefore owes more to Sistani and Shia pressure than to the 
Bush administration’s planning. Had Bremer and his colleagues had their 
way, there would have been a much longer and controlled transitional gov-
ernment, and a constitution without any legitimacy before the first federa-
tion-wide elections.

What happened during the constitution-making process in post-Saddam 
Iraq? The Iraqi Governing Council—composed of thirteen Shia Arabs, 
five Sunni Arabs, five Kurds, one Turkoman, and one Christian—under 
Bremer’s supervision and direction, negotiated the Law of Administration 
for the State of Iraq for the Transitional Period (the Transitional Adminis-
trative Law, or TAL) in February and March of 2004.28 Initially intended as 
an interim constitution,29 the first drafts showed the Coalition Provisional 
Authority advisors’ ambitions for Iraq. They wanted a centralized feder-
ation, based on the eighteen governorates (provinces) established under 
Saddam’s Iraq (see Map 1), and they plainly thought of Iraq as an Arab 
nation and composed of just one nation. But the final text was not what 
Bremer’s advisors had in mind. The text of the TAL was modified signifi-
cantly by Shia pressure for immediate democratization, which also meant 
recognizing Islam’s constitutional status in a way that Sistani and others 
could accept. A liberal recognition of Islam’s status acceptable to all the 
negotiators was achieved.30 The Shia negotiators, especially in SCIRI, also 
expressed interest in being able to aggregate the southern governorates 
into larger regions. Provision was made for that, though no more than 
three governorates were to be allowed to aggregate, and Kirkuk and Bagh-
dad were excluded. Democratization also meant that the United Nations 
would be entrusted with consulting and subsequently advising on an elec-
toral and party law, advice that Bremer accepted.

The TAL was also significantly affected by Kurdistan’s negotiators. They 
insisted that Iraq be a democratic federation and that it should recognize 
the existing Kurdistan Region within its current borders (see Map 2) with 
very significant autonomy, and that it should provide a fair process for 
resolving the status of Kirkuk and other disputed territories. The de facto 
powers and de jure laws of the Kurdistan Region and Kurdistan National 
Assembly respectively exercised after 1992 were recognized. Kurdish was 
to be treated as an official language along with Arabic. Kurds successfully 
insisted that Iraq should be proclaimed a pluralist federation composed of 
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multiple nationalities. Bremer refused Kurdistan’s demand to control its 
own natural resources and sought to centralize all security arrangements in 
Iraq. Kurds, however, successfully won the right to control internal security 
within the Kurdistan Region.

The major point of controversy in the making of the TAL arose over the 
procedures for making and ratifying the permanent Constitution. The Shia 
Arabs preferred majority decision making within the elected convention, 
and ratification by a simple majority of Iraqi votes in a referendum. Kurd-
istan sought a separate right of ratification—that is, to establish a federal 
method of ratifying the Constitution. A compromise was reached. The draft 
Constitution would require the support of a majority in the new National 
Assembly, but the Constitution was to be ratified by a qualified majority. 
Ratification would require a simple majority of Iraqi voters in favor but it 

Map 1.  The eighteen governorates (provinces) of Iraq in 2003.
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was also specified that no three provinces would vote against the Constitu-
tion by a two-thirds majority. Since the existing Kurdistan Region encapsu-
lated most of three governorates (Dohuk, Erbil, and Sulaimania), it had 
won a de facto separate right of ratification. But the text of the TAL did 
not require the governorates to be contiguous, which was deliberate. The 
de facto veto was also intended to protect Sunni Arabs. It was presumed 
that Sunni Arabs, especially if they made any alliances, might have a simi-
lar capacity to block any draft constitution that they did not approve. They 
appeared to have such prospects in four governorates: Anbar, Ninevah, 
Salahaddin, and Diyala. (But at this time many Sunni Arabs suffered from 
demographic delusions of grandeur, believing that they were the demo-
graphic majority not simply the historically dominant group in Iraq.) This 
compromise, eventually accepted by Shia Arabs, would eventually give 

Map 2.  Existing borders of the Kurdistan Region.
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Kurdistan’s negotiators a pivotal role in the making of the permanent Con-
stitution in 2005.31 Therefore neither Bremer nor his liberal Arab counsel-
ors were directly responsible for enabling Iraqis to remake their country as 
a pluralist federation.

The United States and the United Kingdom dissolved the Coalition Pro-
visional Authority at the end of June 2004. The United Nations recognized 
the restoration of Iraq’s sovereignty. The multinational forces under U.S. 
command are to remain, under a treaty with the transitional government 
and under UN Charter Section 7, until 2009. The expanding and eventu-
ally huge new U.S. Embassy in Baghdad took on many of the staff, mind-
sets, and legacies of the discredited CPA. Bremer appointed Iyad Allawi, a 
secular Shia, former Baathist, former Western intelligence asset, and head 
of the Iraqi National Accord to be the transitional prime minister. He also 
appointed a Sunni Arab of the Shammar tribe, Ghazi al-Yawar, as presi-
dent. The Kurds were outraged that a Kurd had not been selected for one 
of the top two positions and by Allawi’s refusal to legislate to make the TAL 
the interim law of the land (the United Nations had remained silent on 
the TAL, implicitly suggesting a constitution made under occupation was 
legally void). Allawi eventually agreed to comply with the timetable and the 
constitution-making protocols laid down in the TAL, and the Kurds then 
agreed to support the transitional government.

During the fall of 2004, Sunni Arab-led insurgents increased their attacks 
on U.S. forces, new Iraqi security forces, and the transitional government. 
The insurgents thought Iraq was still under occupation, and the transi-
tional government was merely an American puppet. For similar reasons, 
many Sunni Arab organizations and parties, including the Association of 
Muslim Scholars, urged a boycott of Iraq’s forthcoming free and fair uni-
versal suffrage elections supervised by an independent Electoral Commis-
sion and the United Nations Electoral Assistance Unit. The elections were 
held at the end of January 2005. They were boycotted by a very high pro-
portion of Sunni Arabs, but Kurds, Shia Arabs, and others turned out in 
extraordinarily high numbers, and the United Nations judged the contest 
free and fair.

The electoral system was an Iraq-wide proportional representation list. 
Iraqis in exile, disproportionally Shia Arabs and Kurds, were entitled to 
vote. The Shia voted overwhelmingly for a coalition of religious parties, the 
United Iraqi Alliance, blessed by Ayatollah Sistani. It took 48 percent of the 
vote and 140 of the 275 of the seats in the Iraqi National Assembly, which 
was authorized to write the Constitution. The Kurds voted even more over-
whelmingly for the Kurdistan Alliance, taking 26 percent of the vote and 
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75 seats. Outgoing Prime Minister Iyad Allawi’s secular Iraqi list, supported 
by middle-class Sunni and Shia, trailed in third place with 14 percent of the 
vote, and 40 seats. Ghazi al-Yawar’s “The Iraqis” was the sole Sunni Arab list 
to achieve significant representation, albeit with less than 2 percent of the 
vote and five seats.

The citizens of Iraq had had their first taste of meaningful formal democ-
ratization since the removal of the Baathists. They had voted out of office 
the American chosen and backed prime minister and his party. They had 
also demonstrated that there were no significant Iraq-wide parties. Kurds 
had voted as nationalists for the Kurdistan Alliance; the Shia had voted for 
their coalition of religious parties throughout the south and center of Arab 
Iraq; and the Sunni Arabs (and some Turkomen) had mostly boycotted the 
elections in central, western, and northwestern Iraq.32 Allawi’s grouping 
had some cross-sectarian support among Arabs, and among Christians.

The election ensured that the transitional elected Iraqi government that 
would control the drafting of the Constitution would be dominated by Sad-
dam’s principal victims, namely, the Shia Arabs and the Kurds. The new 
Prime Minister Ibrahim al-Ja‘afari of Da‘wa was nominated by the United 
Iraqi Alliance after Jalal Talabani of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan had 
been elected President. Despite Ja‘afari’s allocation of eight cabinet minis-
tries to Sunni Arabs (one more than was allocated to Kurds), Sunni Arabs 
were determined to be alienated. Rich or poor, many of them remained 
racial and religious supremacists toward Kurds and Shia Arabs. “For them, 
de-Baathification was synonymous with de-Sunnification.”33 Their postures, 
truculence, and general unreasonableness, aggravated by the threats posed 
to their security by extremist insurgents within their own ranks, would cost 
Sunni Arabs dearly in the negotiation of the Constitution in the summer 
of 2005. Some of their leaders claimed to be intent on meaningful negoti-
ations, but many more hoped to derail the Constitution-making timetable 
through obstructionist tactics and to have fresh Iraq-wide elections if the 
Constitution failed to be drafted on time or to vote down any draft com-
posed by the Shia Arabs and the Kurds.

The Kurdish and Shia Arab party leaders surprised many by successfully 
negotiating a constitutional text to near completion in August 2005. Sub-
sequent emendations and modifications to allay what were treated as legit-
imate Sunni Arab anxieties continued up until just before the date for 
the referendum to validate the Constitution, October 15, 2005. The Con-
stitution of Iraq of 2005 provides for a highly decentralized and pluralist 
federation, which recognizes Iraq as a land of many nationalities and reli-
gions. The Kurdistan Region’s autonomy, previously established in the TAL, 
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was not only confirmed but extended. The Kurdistan National Assembly 
obtained powers over currently unexploited natural resources, the recogni-
tion of the Peshmerga as the lawful security forces of the region, the right 
to veto the application of any federal legislation outside of the very limited 
exclusive competencies of the federal government, the ability to veto any 
future constitutional amendments, and the right to diplomatic representa-
tion in all of Iraq’s embassies and missions on all matters within its jurisdic-
tion.34 Vitally, it obtained regional legal supremacy on all matters not within 
the exclusive powers of the federal government.

In the TAL the Kurdistan Region had been exceptional. In the per-
manent Constitution, by contrast, all governorates (except Baghdad and 
Kirkuk) could unify to create regions with powers as extensive as those of 
Kurdistan. They could also choose to opt for fewer powers or to remain 
as governorates. The text was a radical victory for a decentralized federa-
tion precisely because the exclusive powers of the federal government were 
so few and so limited. They did not even include the independent power 
to tax where a region existed. The provisions on natural resources, which 
many later falsely held to be ambiguous, did not define, unlike the TAL, 
oil and gas resources to be an exclusive purview of the federal government. 
Therefore, where regions would form, they would have legal supremacy 
over such resources. The Constitution also declared that the revenues from 
all currently exploited fields would be distributed across Iraq as a whole 
provided that provisions were made to rectify historical and deliberate 
underspending in some regions and to aid regions that had suffered at the 
hands of the Baathists.35

The Constitution provided a similar status for Islam to that agreed to in 
the TAL. It provided for a federal parliament, headed by a prime minis-
ter and council of ministers. It made provision for the subsequent creation 
of a federal second chamber and of a federal supreme court—the enact-
ment of both would require the support of two-thirds of the representatives 
in parliament to be valid. It also made provision for a transitional Presi-
dency Council that would enable a Shia Arab, a Sunni Arab, and a Kurd 
to share power and jointly exercise a partial legislative veto without requir-
ing quotas.

The Constitution, like the TAL, was not what the Bush administration’s 
officials had sought. They had wanted a more centralized Iraq, for their 
own geopolitical reasons. They had wanted a Constitution more appealing 
to the absent Sunnis, who had boycotted the National Assembly elections. 
They had also wanted a reduction in the severity of the de-Baathification 
law but merely won the constitutional possibility of such changes.
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The Kurdish and Shia Arab negotiators proved to be representative of 
their voters: four out of five Iraqi voters endorsed the Constitution, and the 
independent Electoral Commission and the United Nations endorsed the 
results. Sunni Arab Iraq overwhelmingly voted “no,” this time deciding that 
turning out was in their interests. A majority of “no” votes was delivered in 
three governorates, but only two had the two-thirds of the total required to 
restart the constitutional negotiations.

Shortly after, in December 2005, fresh elections to the new Council of 
Representatives were held. Because the Sunni Arabs participated, the num-
ber of seats held by the United Iraqi Alliance was cut back to 128 out of 
the 275 in the new Council of Representatives. The Kurdistan Alliance’s 
share of seats fell to fifty-three (five seats were won by the Kurdistan Islamic 
Union after it ran on an independent platform).36 The Iraqi Consensus 
Front, a coalition of Sunni religious and tribal alliances, won forty-four 
seats, and the secular neo-Baathists in the Iraqi National Dialogue won 
eleven seats. Talabani was reelected president, but Ja‘afari’s reelection was 
unacceptable to Kurds and Sunni Arabs.37 A new prime minister, again 
from Da‘wa, Nouri al-Malaki, emerged. Thus in two elections, spanning 
just a year, Iraqis had voted for assemblies that changed the incumbent 
prime minister and in which their votes decided the general composition 
of the federal executive.

Iraq at the federal level thus meets many standard minimal definitions of 
democracy: competitive elections and consecutive turnovers in the office of 
chief executive. Provincial elections were held in January 2005, and debate 
now focuses on when the next set will be. There is therefore a decent pros-
pect of the routinization of democracy in Iraq. That is not to suggest that 
the rule of law, civil rights, human rights, and clean government are the 
hallmarks of the new Baghdad government or of all its provincial govern-
ments. That would be absurd. The embers of civil war are still burning. 
There are still militias in Arab Iraq without legal authorization. Foreign 
forces remain on Iraqi soil, assisting the federal government to restore 
basic order in Arab Iraq. But a decisive regime shift has taken place, and it 
is reasonable to suggest that the new regime is being stabilized. There has 
been a liberation of Iraqis—albeit one soaked in blood, occasioned by the 
old regime’s die-hards and new religious communal contenders as well as 
by the new security forces and the U.S.-led Coalition forces and by med-
dling by Iraq’s neighbors.

Let me complete this rapid survey of controversial and contestable evi-
dence to set against the original war goals of the Bush administration. If 
it is broadly correct, it necessitates a more nuanced assessment than has 
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been typical in global and American mass media commentary. In the sum-
mer of 2008, the formal goals of the Bush administration in Iraq are closer 
to being met than at any time since May 1, 2003, when President Bush 
announced that major combat operations in Iraq had ceased. That does 
not mean the administration merits much praise. This has mostly been no 
thanks to intentional American policy and management, with the debat-
able exception of “the surge” that started in 2007 and that will be exam-
ined in due course. But the broad picture needs to be appreciated.

�Iraq poses no immediate threat of becoming a state that uses weapons 
of mass destruction, either against its regional neighbors or its own citi-
zens. By the standard of the Bush administration’s original goal, Iraq is 
disarmed. The new Iraq has no nuclear, chemical, or biological weap-
ons, and it is constitutionally mandated to remain that way.
�Iraq’s new federal government, despite its extremely shaky and chaotic 
beginnings, is restoring order in Arab Iraq. Together with the United 
States, Iraqi forces have dismantled much of the new terrorist infra-
structure created by the Sunni Arab insurgents, and they are on the 
verge of compelling the Sadrists to choose between constitutional pol-
itics or being outlawed. The Kurdistan Region is free of bases run by 
Ansar al-Islam and its successors. The depleted numbers of Arab, Kurd-
ish, and Turkomen Sunni jihadists are now concentrated in Arab Mosul, 
Diyala, and in the border region where Iran meets Kurdistan. Progress 
overall is, of course, fragile. The United States has in effect placed the 
Sunni tribes of Anbar and elsewhere on its payroll, and their formal 
incorporation into Iraqi security structures has not been resolved.
�Iraq since October 2005 has had a new Constitution, ratified by its voters 
and underpinned by overwhelming endorsement by the major commu-
nal victims of Saddam, namely, Shia Arabs and Kurds. It has democratic 
institutions that determine who holds power at federal, regional, and 
provincial levels. After fierce but eventually ineffective resistance, Sunni 
Arabs, however truculently, are negotiating their inclusion within the 
institutions of the new Constitution. They want the constitutional order 
modified but, so far, most are working to change it within its rules. If the 
Constitution holds and even roughly describes the rules within which 
politicians operate in the future, then Iraqis will have been liberated 
both from Baathism and from the authoritarian imposition of either 
a Sunni or Shia theocracy. Progress here, of course, is slow and fragile. 
The federal government has not met its obligations to resolve the status 
of the territories disputed between Kurdistan and Arab Iraq, especially 
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in Kirkuk. Sunni Arabs are likely to be disappointed at what constitu-
tional amendments if any are likely to be feasible. Iraqis still contest the 
meanings of the Constitution of 2005 and have not delivered on many 
of their institutional obligations.

Judged by the Bush administration’s formal war goals, the United States 
stands on the verge of a partial success but after horrific and unnecessary 
losses of life and after four years of ill-advised and brutally repressive pol-
icies for which Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and Vice President 
Dick Cheney are rightly held chiefly responsible.38 Such costly success may 
alone be sufficient to suggest that it may be time to go—to declare victory 
and leave. But for success to be complete with respect to these formal war 
goals requires that two currently elusive objectives be met: an Iraqi security 
settlement that will survive a substantive U.S. withdrawal and a matching 
Iraqi political settlement within the framework of the 2005 Constitution in 
which Sunni Arabs can play their role as equal citizens. I will assess these 
prospects in Parts II and III of this book, but I now turn to the goals of 
the mainstream congressional supporters of the war, especially those goals 
which they retrospectively established for the intervention.
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Chapter 2
The Bipartisan  
Congressional Goals for Iraq

In politics, what begins in fear usually ends in folly.
—Attributed to Samuel Taylor Coleridge

The American intervention in Iraq was not just George Bush’s doing. His 
decisions were underpinned by support from both parties and had congres-
sional authorization from both the House and the Senate. American pub-
lic opinion supported the intervention as it began and in its initial phases. 
Moreover, the United States constructed a significant but limited interna-
tional coalition that supported enforcing UN resolutions that called for 
Iraq’s unambiguous disarmament after the first Gulf War.1

Therefore a second way to assess whether U.S. war goals have been met 
is to evaluate them alongside the wishes of major mainstream Republi-
can and Democratic congressional leaders. War aims change shape dur-
ing a conflict—it is rare for any war to be successfully conducted and won 
according to plan—and these aims are not identical to the original public 
goals of the White House that Congress supported. Senator Richard Lugar, 
the senior Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, may be 
taken as a representative figure here. In a widely discussed speech in June 
2007, he identified America as having “four primary objectives” in Iraq:

1. � “Preventing Iraq or any piece of its territory from being used as a safe 
haven or training ground for terrorists or as a repository or assembly 
point for weapons of mass destruction”;

2. � “Preventing the disorder and sectarian violence in Iraq from upset-
ting wider regional stability”;



3. � “Preventing Iranian domination of the region”; and
4. � “Limiting the loss of U.S. credibility.”2

Senator Lugar’s speech foreshadowed the Warner-Lugar amendment 
proposed in July 2007 to the National Defense Authorization Act, which was 
subsequently vetoed by President Bush.3 The four goals cited may be fairly 
described as a coherent distillation of the most rational goals of the Iraq 
Study Group Report of 2006, also known as the Baker-Hamilton Report, 
but without the latter’s manifest contradictions.4 (The Baker-Hamilton 
Report, organized by James Baker, the Secretary of State under the first 
President Bush, may be fairly said to represent the bipartisan consensus of 
congressional critics of the Bush administration’s intervention in Iraq.)

The first goal specified by Senator Lugar is part of the Bush adminis-
tration’s formal agenda. As we saw in Chapter 1, the key question is how 
this goal of preventing Iraq from becoming (or remaining) a terrorist safe 
haven can best be satisfied through a substantive U.S. withdrawal or with-
out one. The other goals, by contrast, are much farther from realization.

Regional Stabilization

The second goal merely aspires toward containment—that is, preventing 
internal conflict within Iraq from destabilizing the wider region. But this 
destabilization has already occurred. In 2007, at the peak of sectarian vio-
lence, there were estimates from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 
António Guterres, that 4 million Iraqis had been displaced: 2 million inter-
nally and 2 million as refugees in foreign countries, mostly in neighboring 
states.5 That is perhaps one in seven Iraqis. Refugees cause instability in the 
places where they go—they are an unexpected burden on local budgets 
and they may generate a nativist reaction. Refugees also occasion instability 
for the places from which they have fled—they may want to return in force, 
and they may finance, support, or join violent diaspora organizations. The 
United States will have to have a long-term commitment to facilitate the 
return of refugees from Iraq.

Iraq’s regional neighborhood, to understate matters, has not always 
sought to stabilize the new government of Iraq, and the conflicting inter-
ests of the neighboring powers render such a helpful convergence very 
difficult. Iran, having been publicly—and misleadingly—defined by the 
United States as part of an “axis of evil” in January 2002, has had signifi-
cant strategic reasons to make life bloodily awkward for America in Iraq. 
Syria’s Baathist government has had equally powerful strategic reasons for 
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fear of the U.S. presence in Iraq, especially when American neoconserva-
tives talked excitedly of making “a left turn” to Damascus after the U.S. 
military took Baghdad. Iraq’s Syrian, Saudi, and Jordanian borders have 
often been porous. Traditional lands of Sunni Arab tribes straddle them 
all. Their governments have not been especially concerned to stop their 
local jihadists from volunteering to fight for Sunni organizations in Iraq. 
They prefer them to cause trouble outside of their own countries, and they 
fear a Shia-dominated Iraq. In these three countries the joke is that their 
governments give militant Islamists a one-way ticket to Iraq—they are not 
allowed to come home.

Senator Lugar, along with former Secretary of State James Baker, Rep-
resentative Lee Hamilton, and bipartisan congressional opinion in gen-
eral, does not want conflict in Iraq to destabilize America’s allies in Iraq’s 
immediate neighborhood, such as Turkey, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
and the Gulf states. But how is that to be achieved? Turkey, for example, 
wants a settlement of the Kurdish question in Iraq that does not destabi-
lize its territory or security. Turkey is unhappy with the Kurdistan Regional 
Government’s management and alleged appeasement of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (known by its Kurdish acronym, PKK). The latter fought a 
major insurgent war of secession against Turkey in the 1990s and it inter-
mittently strikes military and civilian targets in Turkey. According to Turk-
ish authorities, it does so from remote sites within the Kandil Mountains 
inside the Kurdistan Region of Iraq.6 Turkey opposed the federalization 
of Iraq because it did not want a strong Kurdistan Region to emerge. Now 
that it has, Turkey’s officials do not want the Kurdistan Region to expand, 
as it may do lawfully under Article 140 of Iraq’s Constitution, which man-
dates the holding of a referendum—yet to be held—to determine the terri-
torial status of Kirkuk governorate.

Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Syria7 have Sunni Muslim majority popula-
tions, which mostly sympathize with Iraq’s Sunni Muslims. Their govern-
ments opposed the replacement of Saddam’s regime, both because they 
are Arab nationalists, and in the case of Jordan and Saudi Arabia, be-
cause they feared that its removal would strengthen the Shia in Iraq and 
Iranian power. Their regimes, unlike their populations, share a strong in-
terest in the successful defeat of al-Qaeda in Iraq (even though many vol-
unteer jihadists have come from their lands). The smaller Gulf states, such 
as Kuwait, the Arab Emirates, and Bahrain, comprise Sunni Muslim rul-
ers presiding over significant or majority Shia populations. They, too, fear 
a Shia takeover. That is why they supported Saddam Hussein’s Iraq against 
Iran, as the United States did during 1980–88. Their fate must also be con-
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sidered in any rational appraisal of the prospects for regional stabilization, 
with or without a substantive U.S. withdrawal.

Preventing Iranian Domination?

The third goal of mainstream U.S. political leaders is to prevent Iranian 
domination of the region. But it is a bit late for that thought. “Thanks to 
George W. Bush . . . Iraq is now the Arab world’s first Shiite-ruled state.”8 
Since its 1979 revolution Iran has been both a champion of international 
Islam and Shia Islam. After the fall of the Shah of Iran, the enemies of Iran 
had good reason to fear that Ayatollah Khomeini’s revolution might spread 
to the Shia-populated lands that extend from Iran through central and 
southern Iraq, eastern Saudi Arabia, through to Bahrain, that is, the fabled 
Shia demographic crescent that hovers over the world’s largest known oil 
and gas fields. That is one reason why Saddam Hussein went to war against 
Iran and one reason why he was backed by the Reagan administration.

In politics, as in life, the enemy of my enemy may be my friend. The 
Iranian government hated no government more than Saddam’s. It had 
more reason to fear Saddam’s apparent determination to hold or develop 
weapons of mass destruction than anyone apart from the Kurds. When 
the United States defeated Saddam in the first Gulf War, Tehran was de-
lighted. When the United States overthrew the Taliban regime in Afghani-
stan, Iran’s leaders were equally pleased. The Taliban, Sunni extremists par 
excellence, had crushed the Afghan Shia population and murdered Ira-
nian diplomats. Both the first Gulf War and the displacement of the Tal-
iban had shown the enormous capabilities of U.S. power and diplomacy. 
In the fall of 2001, Iran cooperated with the U.S. intervention in Afghani-
stan, shared intelligence on al-Qaeda, and refused admission to fleeing al-
Qaeda and Taliban operatives. Given this pattern, a strategically astute U.S. 
administration would have at least sought Iran’s cooperation in the over-
throw of Iraq’s Baathists. Both the United States and Iran would have stood 
to gain. Iran would not have had any reason to destabilize an Iraq in which 
the Shia majority, whose leaders it had supported in exile, would come to 
power. The United States would have had Iranian cooperation while re-
gime replacement took place in Baghdad.

Instead, the Bush administration did its unintentional best to look like 
the Great Satan of Khomeini’s imagination. In January 2002, in his State 
of the Union address, President Bush condemned an “axis of evil” link-
ing Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. Whatever their shades of evil, these three 
countries were not allies and were not a geometric or geographic axis. Bush 
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was publicly describing them as a coalition of rogue states, equally likely to 
develop and use weapons of mass destruction and to supply such to ter-
rorists. The Iranian government had not had any official diplomatic con-
tact with the United States since the Tehran hostage crisis that had started 
at the end of President’s Carter’s term. The message they received from 
Bush’s speech was unambiguous. After Saddam, Iran’s regime would be the 
next target of American power.

The Iranians responded with much greater strategic astuteness than Sad-
dam. Having witnessed his fall, they supported their allies in Iraq, Da‘wa 
and SCIRI, in their bid for power through the democratization of that coun-
try. But they diversified their political investments. They also supported 
the Sadrists with money, materiel, and advisors from their Revolutionary 
Guards to harass U.S. and UK troops in central and southern Iraq. They 
may have also been sufficiently Machiavellian to assist some of the Sunni 
insurgent groups. Iranians, according to Kurdish intelligence sources, cer-
tainly gave lists of individual Sunni Iraqis to be eliminated by Shia militias 
because of their role in the Iraq-Iran war.

The atmosphere generated by America’s apparently enormous ambi-
tions for the Middle East probably aided the election—or selection if you 
prefer—of hard-line President Mahmoud Ahmadinijad. Iran’s guardians 
decided they would develop their nuclear capabilities—as a rational deter-
rent against American ambition. In January 2006, amid severe U.S. difficul-
ties in Iraq, the Iranian government publicly proclaimed it would enrich 
uranium—the type that can be deployed in nuclear weaponry. The U.S. 
intervention to dismantle Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction has there-
fore encouraged Iran to develop weapons of mass destruction, while the 
U.S. military presence in Iraq exposes U.S. troops to any retaliation Iran 
might consider in the event of a U.S. or U.S.-supported attack on Iranian 
nuclear facilities.

In short, the U.S. intervention in Iraq has, inevitably, made the Irani-
ans far more dominant in the region than they were before 2003. Iraq and 
Iran are formally at peace. The new Iraqi federal government has acknowl-
edged Saddam’s responsibility for starting the Iran-Iraq war. U.S. threats 
have encouraged the Iranians to go nuclear—or to bluff that they are going 
nuclear—faster than they might otherwise have done. Before the U.S. 
intervention, Paul Wolfowitz and others thought that the Shia of Iraq were 
Arabs (or Iraqis) first and Shia second in their identifications. They rea-
soned that as Iraqi nationalists the democratic leadership of the Shia would 
oppose Iran’s theocracy. The Bush administration, however, did little to 
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encourage such a possibility. The formal occupation and the reluctance to 
democratize in 2003–4 suggested that the United States was determined to 
prevent the Shia from winning their democratic ascendancy.

In their public statements, if not always in their conduct, the Shia of 
Iraq, so far, have proved to be more democratic than theocratic, or at least 
to be as democratic as they are theocratic—liberalism and democracy are 
not synonyms. But given the response of Sunni Arabs to their displacement 
from power and the support rendered to Sunni Arab insurgents by states 
with Sunni Arab majority populations, the Shia Arabs have reacted with 
strategic intelligence. They have mostly backed their own religious parties 
and organizations and have sought to have Iran as a friendly ally rather 
than a nationalist enemy. Their mainstream leaders in Da‘wa and ISCI find 
themselves in the stretched position of trying to act as allies of the United 
States and Iran. Their potential role as mediators in U.S.-Iranian relations 
has been completely unexploited.

There are only two obvious ways for the United States to bring an end to 
the Iranian domination of the region brought about by its victory over Sad-
dam. One way is through escalation: to follow up the Iraq wars with armed 
intervention against Iran’s nuclear ambitions. That would be most unwise, 
as I shall argue in Chapter 8. The other way is to back an Iraqi govern-
ment that is anti-Iranian. Since Da‘wa, ISCI, and the Sadrists are not going 
to become vigorously anti-Iranian any time soon, that would require the 
United States to bring back to power an undemocratic Sunni Arab-domi-
nated government. That would not merely be unwise and immoral but an 
incredible about-face. In short, America’s mainstream congressional opin-
ion must look at the world as it is and not as they would like it to be. The 
United States has to adapt to and try to steer Iranian domination of the 
region. Directly trying to end that domination is not feasible and would 
only end in more tears, wasted lives, and lost treasure. It was once U.S. 
policy to support a strong Iran, before 1979. Thirty years later, it may well 
become sensible U.S. policy to build détente with Iran, which is what I shall 
maintain in Chapter 8.

Limiting Losses of U.S. Credibility?

Credibility, unlike currency, cannot be easily measured, but it is like cur-
rency in that it can be inflated or deflated. When mainstream congressio-
nal leaders refer to losses in U.S. credibility since March 2003, it is not 
clear what they have in mind. Guesses are not hazardous. They have in 
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mind America’s conception of itself as the leader of the world’s demo-
cratic states, committed to international law and human rights. They have 
in mind the idea of the United States as a reliable ally, which does what it 
says it will do. They have in mind the idea of the United States as a skilled 
user of all modes of power—diplomatic, financial, organizational, com-
municative, and military. They would like these conceptions to be credi-
ble and widely believed. They think that they were credible before March 
2003. By contrast, they believe that the U.S. intervention in Iraq has cre-
ated an unhelpful image of the United States in international relations. It 
is now seen as a swaggering bully rather than an alliance builder. It is por-
trayed as a hammer that does not recognize when a word would be more 
useful than a blow, as a destroyer rather than an architect, and as a global 
bungler and burglar rather than a global manager and strategist. Ethically 
it is seen as placing an inordinately larger value on American lives than on 
the lives of others.

The Pew Global Attitudes Project tracks international public opinion on 
the United States and on Americans. Between 2002 and 2007, the number 
of people with a favorable view of the United States fell in twenty-six coun-
tries out of the thirty-three where trend data are available. Andrew Kohut 
and Richard Wike of Pew comment: “Ratings of the United States are dis-
turbingly low among many of our longtime European allies, and they have 
dipped in Latin America and other parts of the world as well. The findings 
are especially dismal in Muslim nations.”9 The severe dent in the global 
brand-image of the United States is not entirely a linear function of global 
views on the U.S. intervention in Iraq. Among other sources of resent-
ment are the Bush administration’s general foreign policy, America’s per-
ceived partiality toward Israel, and America’s general global dominance. 
But there is little doubt that the intervention in Iraq has not resonated on 
balance in favor of the standing and prestige of the United States. A well-
organized substantive U.S. withdrawal will therefore restore some of the 
lost U.S. credibility, both among governments and mass publics.

In contrast with the original formal war goals proclaimed by the Bush 
administration, the objectives of mainstream congressional opinion are 
therefore much farther from realization. Al-Qaeda in Iraq is likely defeated, 
but Iraq remains a site of struggle with those who would want to use parts 
of its soil against U.S. personnel and interests. Regional stabilization is 
some way off. Iran’s regional domination probably cannot be avoided with-
out suicidal costs. U.S. global credibility is probably lower than at any time 
since the latter part of the U.S. war against Vietnamese nationalism. Will 
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a well-organized and substantive U.S. withdrawal meet each of these four 
objectives more successfully than existing policy? That is the test we might 
expect the next Congress to pose, and we shall incorporate that test into 
Parts 2 and 3 of this book. But we must now turn to wider and more critical 
conceptions of the U.S. agenda in Iraq.
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Chapter 3
The Imputed Goals of the  
Bush Administration

When people are least sure, they are often most dogmatic.
—John Kenneth Galbraith, The Great Crash

Critics of the Bush administration—a large, vocal, and insistent group—
offer a third perspective through which to view U.S. goals in Iraq. This is 
a very large conglomerate—to which this author belongs—but it is by no 
means a grouping with one voice. Nevertheless, conservative American 
realists and European leftists converge on key matters when appraising the 
ulterior agenda of the Bush administration.

The critics include realists, such as John Mearsheimer of the Univer-
sity of Chicago, who has condemned the Bush administration for idealistic 
over-reach, overcommitting the United States to what he sees as the quix-
otic venture of democratizing Iraq let alone the wider Middle East, and for 
believing that other governments in the world, awed by American military 
power in Iraq, would rush to comply with U.S. wishes.1 The Bush adminis-
tration’s neoconservatives not only underestimated Iraqi nationalism, but 
its actions, in his view, have locked it into a losing occupation and have led 
others to form alliances, tacit and overt, and to take measures to protect 
themselves against the United States. For example, Iran and North Korea’s 
pursuit of nuclear weapons seemingly accelerated when they were named 
as members of an “axis of evil” along with Saddam’s Iraq in 2002.

The realists on the American and European right generally criticize the 
Bush administration for hubris and overweening ambition. The strategist 
Edward Luttwak has suggested that rather than trying to hold the ring in 



Iraq after its intervention, the United States should have stood to one side, 
with a partial disengagement. It should have allowed Iraq to have its civil 
war escalate and burn out as a necessary precursor to future peace.2 (Iron-
ically, some critics maintain that the United States did exactly that, though 
they debate whether it did so deliberately.)

The columnist Daniel Pipes, who is normally outrageous though never 
dull—and who is convinced that Arabs and Muslims are generally culturally 
authoritarian3—has proposed ending U.S. support for the current demo-
cratically elected federal government in Baghdad and backing a strong-
man who would eventually facilitate democratization.4 Nikolas Gvosdev, 
the former editor of the National Interest, and Ray Takeyh of the Council on 
Foreign Relations, by contrast, maintain that the United States should have 
backed the Shia Arabs because they were likely to win the civil war. Gvos-
dev and Takeyh have also argued that “the Iraq war is already over,” with 
the United States defeated not militarily “but in its inability to shape polit-
ical outcomes.”5

West European and North American leftists match their right-wing realist 
counterparts when it comes to criticizing the Bush administration for its hu-
bris and overambition. But they generally see the hard-headed interests of 
American capitalism behind the actions of the Bush administration and gen-
erally treat with contempt the notion that democratizing Iraq, or any other 
part of the Middle East, was ever part of the game plan of the president and 
his neoconservative advisers.6 Prominent leftists writing on Iraq include the 
former student radical and member of the International Marxist Group, 
Tariq Ali, a British citizen of Pakistani origin, who quickly attacked Bush for 
attempting the recolonization of Iraq.7 He unambiguously led the New Left 
Review, the premier journal of the international left in the English language, 
to support the insurgents against the U.S. occupation. A notorious editorial 
written by his partner, Susan Watkins, compared the transitional Iraqi gov-
ernment to France’s Vichy regime.8 The Salafists, Wahhabists, jihadists, and 
Baathists (and the Sadrists), by contrast, were heroically compared to the 
Maquis who fought for the liberation of Algeria from French rule. French 
intellectual Emmanuel Todd spoke for many when he wrote that, “When 
they denounce the evil ones, these people are not speaking about rogue 
states and terrorists, they are talking about themselves. They have after all 
turned the 9/11 tragedy into an opportunity for external aggression; they 
have lied to the world, obviously with a certain amount of relish. . . . We must 
therefore consider the possibility that they are in fact ‘evil.’”9

From the U.S. left, Noam Chomsky has argued that the U.S. adminis-
tration’s current overt agenda—to win “permanent military installations” 
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and “to guarantee U.S. control over the oil-resources of Iraq”—confirms 
what in his estimation were the covert reasons for America’s intervention 
in the first place.10 Canada’s Naomi Klein has a different emphasis. She 
places America’s Iraq policy within her portrait of a new political world in 
which disasters, natural and policy-induced, are used as coercive pretexts 
for free-market transformations that the relevant public would normally  
reject.11

Rashid Khalidi, the holder of the Edward Said Chair in Arab Studies at 
Columbia University, has penned perhaps the most succinct elaboration 
of the hidden agenda imputed to the Bush administration’s intervention 
in Iraq. In Resurrecting Empire: Western Footprints and America’s Perilous Foot-
path in the Middle East, he synthesizes “several, largely unacknowledged, war 
aims.” Each element in this imputed agenda may be found among both 
right-wing and left-wing critics of the U.S. intervention in Iraq, though 
each would individually phrase and emphasize matters differently. Kha
lidi’s theses are, in abbreviated form, that

this was a war fought firstly to demonstrate that it was possible to free the 
United States from subordination to international law or the U.N. Charter, 
. . . and from the constraints of operating within alliances. . . . [I]t was . . . fought 
because its planners wanted to free the greatest power in history from these 
Lilliputian bonds, and saw the tragedy of 9/11 as a golden opportunity to 
achieve this long-cherished goal. . . . [T]his was a war of choice, and Iraq was a 
suitable guinea pig for a new hyperunilateral American approach that would 
“shock and awe” the rest of the world. The Iraq war was fought secondly with 
the aim of establishing long-term military bases in a key country in the heart 
of the Middle East . . . [as] replacements for the increasingly contested bases 
established in Saudi Arabia in the wake of the 1991 Gulf War. It was a war 
fought thirdly to destroy one of the last of the third world dictatorships that 
had at times defied the United States and its allies (notably Israel) . . . creating 
in its place a pliable client regime. It was a war fought finally to reshape along 
the radical free-market lines so dear to the Bush administration’s ideologues, 
the economy of a country with the world’s second-largest proven resources of 
oil. . . . Bush [along with Cheney and Rice] . . . had all been intimately involved 
with the oil business. All these things—the demonstration effect of a unilat-
eral, “preemptive” war, military bases, a client regime, and access to oil—were 
seen as vital to fending off potential twenty-first-century great-power rivals.12

Khalidi’s summary—imperial demonstration; military bases; a client 
state; access to oil and gas—captures the presumptions of many non-Amer-
icans, especially of Middle Easterners and Arabs who opposed the U.S. 
intervention both before and after it took place. There is one major ex-
ception. Arab Iraqis, especially Baathists, are far more likely to emphasize 
Israeli interests than does Khalidi’s nuanced phrasing, in which Israeli in-
terests are a subdued theme.13 Iraqis, especially insurgent Sunni Arabs and 
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Sadrists, are more likely to emphasize the Jewish provenance of many U.S. 
neoconservatives as weighty causes in the U.S. intervention.14

Let us assume for the sake of argument that the imputed agenda out-
lined by Khalidi and the hidden Israeli interests emphasized by others 
provided the real agenda of the Bush administration. If these were its five 
major goals, it makes sense to ask how well they have been met over five 
years since the intervention.

Demonstrating the Enormous Power  
of an Imperial Uncle Sam?

Intervening in Iraq demonstrated that the United States could, with min-
imal help from its allies and without explicit sanction from the United 
Nations, fight a foreign war against a repressive state on the other side of 
the globe with initially commanding effectiveness and with remarkable 
precision, using a range of new technologies that could cripple institu-
tions and their communications. Saddam’s Baathist regime was shocked 
and awed into retreat and collapse. Saddam’s sons and heirs-apparent 
were killed in combat shortly after the intervention and their father sub-
sequently arrested, tried, and executed. Most leading Baathists have been 
killed or incarcerated. The United States proved that it could fight two 
wars—in Iraq and Afghanistan—in two theaters, in rapid succession, with 
initially minimal losses in manpower. The massacres of 9/11 made large 
swathes of Americans willing to sustain significant losses of their soldiers. 
What was soon called the “war on terror” was held to have put the “Viet-
nam syndrome” in the trashbin of history. Most Americans who opposed 
the intervention in Iraq continued to support the war in Afghanistan and 
the hunt for Osama bin Laden.

But there was no wider domino effect, either within the “axis of evil” or 
among other Middle Eastern countries. The Arab countries did not experi-
ence a rerun of the 1989 democratization of Eastern Europe, with one re-
gime tumbling after the other into well-deserved oblivion. The Sunni Arab 
majority states were partially cowed, notably Libya. But many of Iraq’s neigh-
bors—Syria, Saudi Arabia, and even Jordan—did little to help the United 
States, and in some cases turned blind eyes to their own jihadist expedi-
tions to kill U.S. soldiers. Egypt’s government remained disaffected and 
undemocratic—and openly justified itself as an alternative to Western de-
mocracy, which it suggested would only encourage throat-slitting civil war 
and jihadist theocrats. All the Arab majority states berated U.S. partiality 
in the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians. Turkey, another neigh-
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bor and a long-funded U.S. ally during and after the Cold War, was offered 
an enormous bribe to facilitate a northern front in Operation Iraqi Free-
dom. Variously estimated at between $70 and $90 billion, the funds were 
alleged to cover the potential costs of the war to Turkey—although they 
would have been subject to U.S. congressional authorization. But the Turk-
ish Parliament, after complex maneuvers, followed Turkish public opinion 
in saying “no.”

Regimes that opposed the United States may have learned two strategic 
lessons from the Iraq intervention. These lessons have unsettling implica-
tions. First, the fact that the United States, in the end, bypassed the United 
Nations may encourage “rogue states” to go nuclear, precisely to deter the 
United States from organizing a preemptive intervention—the logic which 
many think is being pursued by Iran. Second, regimes that experience an 
armed U.S. intervention should make no effort at formal engagement of 
the enemy on the battlefield in conventional war. Instead, after firing their 
nuclear weapons at their targets, they should prepare exclusively to con-
duct guerrilla and terrorist operations in their cities and in rough terrain—
that is, adopt a scorched earth and societal collapse policy to deter any 
long-term occupation or reconstruction.

The United States, contrary to the now stylized renderings of the Iraq 
intervention, did try to win a UN Security Council authorization to disarm 
Saddam’s regime—at the prompting of both Secretary of State Colin Pow-
ell and British Prime Minister Tony Blair. The United States failed in this 
multilateral effort, partly because it was obviously half-hearted in its public 
relations and diplomatic intensity, partly because Saddam Hussein surpris-
ingly allowed the UN weapons inspectors to return after the passage of UN 
Security Council Resolution 1441 in November 2002, and partly because 
this last surprising move on Saddam’s part enabled the French government 
to argue that there was no imminent threat and therefore no case for a pre-
emptive war.15

The Iraq intervention is perhaps too easily presumed to demonstrate that 
it is more effective and cheaper for the United States to fight foreign wars 
with large-scale multilateral endorsements and that any interventions to 
execute regime changes will likely fare better if they have multilateral sup-
port.16 The difficulty with this conclusion is that it suggests that the inter-
vention in Afghanistan should by now have been a greater success than that 
in Iraq. But that is a very hazardous assumption—even when one allows that 
U.S. resource and troop commitments to Iraq have subtracted from those 
potentially available to Afghanistan. Yet only the last stranded platoons of 
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neoconservatives code the Iraq war as a success for what Khalidi calls “hyper
unilateralism.” Uncle Sam is a more humble power than in 2002.

Military Bases?

The United States now has large-scale military bases in Iraq as a conse-
quence of its intervention, its occupation, and its continuing commitment 
to the new Iraqi government. I have seen some of them. Their social milieu 
is that of the American heartland (all that is missing are the children’s 
amusement arcades of Hershey Park). They are also obviously foreign for-
tresses in Iraqi soil, denials of Iraq’s recovery of full sovereignty. There is 
some evidence that before 2003, a few Pentagon planners and Washington 
think tanks extolled the virtues of bases in Iraq on a permanent basis, espe-
cially to replace those in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, and to be in a 
position to launch attacks against Iran and hot spots in central Asia, includ-
ing Pakistan’s tribal zones.17 But, contra Chomsky, it is not clear that these 
aspirations directly shaped policy immediately before the intervention in 
Iraq. Rather, the bases are best understood as the byproducts of an inter-
vention fought for other reasons.

If, however, for the sake of argument, we concede that the bases were a 
latent war goal of the U.S. administration, then the goal may seem to have 
been met. The bases are not tent cities. U.S. forces currently operate within 
Iraq under a treaty, authorized by the UN, although it expires in 2009. But 
it is equally possible to argue that if bases were a covert goal, then their 
accomplishment is being eroded, and that overtly trying to maintain per-
manent bases will act against long-term U.S. interests. In place of the exist-
ing treaty, the federal government of Iraq, including its Kurdish foreign 
minister, wants a new agreement, not a treaty, that places limitations on the 
operations of American troops within Iraq and that makes clear the tempo-
rary status of any U.S. military bases.

The obtrusive British military and advisor presence in Iraq, both after 
1932 when Iraq obtained its formal independence as a state and after World 
War II, animated intense nationalist and postcolonial resentment, especially 
among Arab Iraqis. What they remembered was a British reentry into Bagh-
dad in 1941—to depose Rashid Ali’s pro-German military government—
and a subsequent occupation. The treaties of 1930 (the Anglo-Iraq Treaty) 
and 1948 (the Portsmouth Treaty) were seen as intrusions on Iraq’s sover-
eignty.18 Resentment of British bases and neocolonial control contributed 
to Iraq’s decisive tilt away from the Western powers after 1958. Informed 
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U.S. policymakers know that formal efforts to entrench permanent military 
bases will undermine the legitimacy of any Iraqi government on which they 
are enforced. Without such legitimacy, the bases and their personnel will 
be political and terrorist targets—exactly analogous to the situation Penta-
gon planners found themselves facing in Saudi Arabia after 1991. The vol-
untary retention of a limited number of bases with training personnel to 
aid those of Iraq’s governments that have security powers—that is, federal 
and regional governments—is the absolute limit of America’s intervention 
and is only likely to be welcomed in the Kurdistan Region.

Client Regime?

Among the expressions typically and repeatedly trotted out to characterize 
the new federal government in Baghdad by critics of the U.S. intervention 
are that it is a client regime, a vassal state, a dependency, or a protectorate. 
The Kurds and their leaders are also treated as needy servants in these eval-
uations. It is equally typical in critical commentary to treat the new political 
leadership in Iraq as a government of American-backed former exiles—
an observation that ignores the Kurds (who are, after all, supposed to be 
Iraqis). How accurate are these portraits?

The Baathist regime in Arab Iraq was removed almost entirely by Amer-
ican efforts; that is true. SCIRI’s Badr Organization and Ahmed Chalabi’s 
Iraqi National Congress made limited military contributions in the south. 
In the north, however, the Kurds made decisive contributions to the defeat 
of Saddam’s front lines in Kirkuk and Mosul in 2003. Many Peshmerga lost 
their lives and Mas‘ud Barzani’s brother was severely injured.

The seven person Iraqi Leadership Council (ILC) and the Iraqi Gov-
erning Council (IGC) were respectively recognized and appointed by Paul 
Bremer, the head of the U.S. and UK occupation administration. The ILC 
had been elected in December 2002 by Iraqi opposition parties in a con-
ference held in London. In 2005 in the two Iraq-wide elections, the parties 
of the ILC won 90 percent and then 75 percent of the votes (the differ-
ence is accounted for by the Sunni Arab boycott in January and the Sunni 
Arab turnout in December).19 No better proof of the representativeness of 
the so-called exiles can be found than their overwhelming endorsement by 
the electorate. Bremer created the IGC: he appointed representatives from 
the parties on the ILC to it, but he asked them to expand its membership 
beyond their ranks. They deliberately failed to act. They knew they rep-
resented Iraqi public opinion better than Bremer. Bremer then unilater-
ally added eighteen representatives to the original members of the ILC to 
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create the Governing Council—without meaningful governmental powers. 
These eighteen appointees won less than 3 percent of the vote in January 
and even less in December 2005. The point is that the ILC and the parties 
embedded in it have genuine support within Iraq and had such support in 
2003. They were not U.S. lackeys or out-of-touch exiles.

In the course of winding down the CPA, Bremer appointed Iyad Allawi 
as the interim Iraqi prime minister—and supported him vigorously as a 
strongman. Being seen as America’s puppet, together with his own incli-
nations toward ill-targeted repression, doomed Allawi’s prospects of suc-
cess as his party trailed third behind the coalition of Shia religious parties 
and the coalition of Kurdish nationalists. Iraqis, not Americans, chose the 
next two prime ministers.20 Within the Kurdistan Region, the January 2005 
elections put in power an alliance led by the two major nationalist parties, 
the Kurdistan Democratic Party and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, with 
a mandate of nearly 95 percent of the vote. These leaders were freely cho-
sen; they were not U.S. clients.

The most talked-about Iraqi exile in the Anglosphere, Ahmed Chal-
abi, who was invariably described as the Pentagon’s favorite Iraqi, was nei-
ther imposed on Iraqis as prime minister nor did he remain regarded as 
a loyal ally. Threatened with arrest by the United States, he decamped to 
Iran before returning to Iraq as a temporary ally of the Sadrists. America 
therefore lost whatever controls it might have hoped to exert in shaping 
Iraqi leadership selection—as, of course, is appropriate in a democratic 
and sovereign state. But the Iraqi federal government has remained highly 
dependent militarily upon the U.S.-led Coalition for support. As the Kurd-
istan extraregional affairs Minister Mohammed Ihsan put it to me, “When 
I quarreled with the Prime Minister [of Iraq] I would remind him that for 
now he was the Mayor of the Green Zone; he was not even the Mayor of 
Baghdad.”21 It is also true that the Iraqi federal government has been heav-
ily dependent upon American help in its limited reconstruction efforts.

There are signs, however, that both Iraq’s military and economic depen-
dencies are drawing to an end. Iraqi cabinet leaders are negotiating with 
the intent to achieve a dated withdrawal of U.S. combat troops and reject-
ing permanent military bases. The Iraqi Treasury is accumulating huge 
unspent balances from rising oil prices. There will shortly be a simple test 
of whether the new regime in Baghdad is a client or a self-standing entity: 
if and when its elected leaders request the United States to withdraw its 
military and civilian commitment to Iraq by a specified date. It is my judg-
ment that the request will be made and that any such request will be met. 
America has two unexpected alliances in contemporary Baghdad—a uni-
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fied Kurdish nationalist leadership and Shia religious parties historically 
succored in Iran. It does not have subservient clients.

For Oil and Gas?

Oil and gas should be consumed and discussed with sobriety. During 2002–4, 
materialistic explanations abounded of the American intervention against 
Saddam. Michael Moore’s film Fahrenheit 9/11 even suggested that George 
W. Bush was a front for the interests of the Houston oil capitalists and their 
chief clients, the Saudi royal family. The evidence is a bit more complicated. 
Conspiracy theories about the House of Saud and the House of Bush do not 
tell us all we need to know.

Former U.S. Secretary of State James Baker III is close to the Saudis and 
played a major role in the elections of both Presidents Bush and in the 
court battles that culminated in Bush v. Gore in 2000. But Baker had op-
posed extending Gulf War 1 to remove Saddam and also rejected a regime 
change in 2002–3. He later coauthored the Baker-Hamilton Report of No-
vember 2006, which condemned Bush the son’s policy in Iraq. Baker’s 
stance lent credence to a diametrically opposed theory, expressed in 2002 
by a former British Labour Minister, Dr. Marjorie Mowlam: “The real goal 
is the seizure of Saudi oil. Iraq is no threat. Bush wants war to keep U.S. 
control of the region. . . . Under cover of the war on terrorism, the war to se-
cure oil supplies [is to be] waged.”22 Mowlam speculated that the planned 
removal of Saddam was a deliberate distraction. It would cause mayhem, 
the unreliable House of Saud would fall to its Arab street, but the United 
States would have what it wanted: its armies deployed to seize the Arabian 
oil fields.

No one doubts that Iraq’s oil fields made its territory and Saddam’s 
regime geopolitically pivotal. In 2002 Iraq had 11 percent of the world’s 
proven oil reserves and one quarter of the world’s oil supplies came from 
the Persian Gulf region. Oil-fueled revenue growth had enabled a massive 
expansion of the Iraqi state under the Baath regime. It had also financed 
the huge expansion of the Iraqi military after 1968. The Iraqi rentier state 
was soon rich enough to co-opt significant numbers of Shia Arabs and some 
Kurds with extensive government patronage. When Saddam formally came 
to power in 1979, he directed a prosperous Iraq toward aggressive expan-
sion. He went to war against Iran in 1980, in part to seize prime oil and gas 
fields near the Iraq border. The Reagan administration tilted toward him in 
that eight-year war because Ayatollah Khomeini’s Iran was judged a greater 
threat to U.S. energy security interests in the Persian Gulf. In 1990 the dic-
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tator from Tikrit accused the Kuwaitis of stealing from Iraq’s reservoirs 
through their drilling positions. That became a pretext for conquest. He 
also maintained that Kuwait was Iraq’s “lost 19th province,” although Iraq 
had not had eighteen provinces when British imperialists created Kuwait. 
Saddam’s attempted conquest was motivated both by the prize of Kuwait’s 
oil wealth and the need to pay off Iraq’s crippling debts from the war with 
Iran. The prospect of Saddam controlling Iraqi and Kuwaiti oil supplies 
and the Gulf of Hormuz could not be tolerated by the Western powers. The 
United Nations agreed that conquest should not be part of normal inter-
national relations, so the first Gulf War was nominally fought to protect the 
territorial integrity of Kuwait. Primarily, however, it was fought to prevent 
any monopoly or strategic choke point being established over American 
and European oil imports.

Critics and supporters of the Bush administration can agree on the above 
historical analysis. It is much more difficult to identify the oil-based motiva-
tions behind the U.S. intervention of 2003, or to trace the impact of such 
alleged motivations on formal occupation policy, and on policy outcomes. 
Was it a U.S. policy goal to control the Iraq oil fields, denationalize them, 
and hand over ownership and control to U.S. corporations? There were 
policy papers floated to that effect, notably by Ariel Cohen of the Heritage 
Foundation,23 which argued that increased oil production by Iraqi private 
owners could break OPEC and the power of Saudi Arabia. But Bremer’s 
CPA neither dismantled nor privatized Iraq’s nationalized oil corporation. 
The preference of the U.S. president and vice president, judging by policy 
decisions and some papers that sketched similar proposals from the James 
A. Baker III Institute and the Council on Foreign Relations, was to main-
tain an Iraqi state oil company that could make agreements with interna-
tional oil companies and that would operate within OPEC rather than try 
to destroy it. A French critic of the Bush administration also points out that 
“the oil giants were noncommittal before the intervention . . . [whereas] 
the service companies and the civil engineering sector . . . were very much 
for it.”24

It has consistently been U.S. policy since 2003, as I shall later elaborate, 
to try to recreate a centralized Iraq, in which a strong Baghdad government 
owns and directs Iraq’s oil resources. That is one reason why Bremer, dur-
ing the making of the Transitional Administrative Law, blocked Kurdistan’s 
proposals for regional ownership of natural resources. It is also why U.S. 
Ambassador to Iraq Zalmay Khalilzad tried to resist proposals along the 
same lines during the negotiation of Iraq’s Constitution in 2005 and why 
subsequent American ambassadors have consistently supported a federal 
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hydrocarbons law that would give preeminence to the Iraqi federal gov-
ernment in licensing, exploration, management, marketing, and pricing 
policies. In short, U.S. policymakers have allowed their geopolitical secu-
rity preference (for a recentralized Iraq) to prevail over other policies on 
oil and natural gas that might have been more in keeping with a right-wing 
capitalist agenda, such as promoting large-scale privatization or encour-
aging regional ownership and control that would have enabled American 
companies to have profitable relations with Shia in the south and Kurds in 
the north.

The United States did secure Iraq’s Oil Ministry in Baghdad in April 
2003, but it had no intention of outright seizure of Iraq’s oil fields and 
transferring them to U.S. corporations. The Bush administration’s pre-
ferred global energy policy emphasized freedom of the market. In 2002–3, 
obtaining lower prices for oil on world markets was not a major U.S. pri-
ority—and the war to remove Saddam threatened to send prices higher 
(because of the anticipated damage to Iraq’s oil wells in combat or though 
a possible scorched earth policy, modeled on Saddam’s exit from Kuwait). 
Iraqi production was significantly less than 3 million barrels a day before 
the intervention. That output would be halved in the worst moments of 
intercommunal conflict in 2006–7.

The Iraq wars since 2004 have had no obviously dramatic effect on the 
globalized oil and gas market. That is partly because in Saddam’s last 
phase in power, during the UN-authorized sanctions, Iraq’s share of global 
exports fell to marginal importance, the result of underinvestment, iso-
lation following sanctions, and Saddam’s own decisions. (Kurds and Shia 
Arabs suspect that Saddam deliberately did not develop the promising sites 
in Kurdistan and the south to prevent these regions from developing at the 
expense of the Sunni Arab heartlands in western and northwestern Iraq).

The tightening of the global oil market after 2003 owed little to Iraqi sup-
ply failures (or to insurgents’ attacks) and much more to the increases in 
demand from newly industrialized countries like China. Saddam’s regime 
had eroded the caliber of Iraq’s extraction infrastructure—a fact known 
to the world before March 2003.25 Any prospective enhancement of Iraq’s 
production under a new government was therefore known to be likely to 
be gradual at best. It would take even more time before any major impact 
on global exports could materialize.26 In 2008 Iraqi oil revenues began 
to benefit dramatically from increased global oil prices, but this outcome 
was not the result of major increases in production or of deliberate policy 
in Iraq by either the United States or the Iraqi government. The surge in 
Iraqi oil revenues that Paul Wolfowitz had expected would ensure that the 
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reconstruction of Iraq self-financing has come too late for the fulfillment 
of his hopes.

A grander materialist explanation of America’s intervention in Iraq 
would seek to portray it as a far-sighted endeavor, intended to diversify the 
number of countries and friendly regimes from which American and Euro-
pean oil supplies could be secured. This may be called the Greenspan pre-
sumption, and it goes beyond Khalidi’s analysis. In 2007, Alan Greenspan, 
the former chairman of the U.S. Federal Reserve Board, argued in The Age 
of Turbulence that he was “saddened that it is politically inconvenient to 
acknowledge what everyone knows: the Iraq war is largely about oil.”27 This 
typically oracular statement provides no causal account of decision mak-
ing to support what we all allegedly know. The Greenspan presumption fits 
poorly with the overwhelming evidence that the toppling of Saddam was a 
hastily improvised decision taken in the aftermath of the tragedy of 9/11. 
It embedded many goals and fantasies. Calculated reflection on the man-
agement of America’s needs for black gold does not seem to have been one 
of them. It is true that an Iraq that is friendly toward the United States will 
secure and diversify the sources of western and American energy supplies, 
but it is not clear that this consideration was a central part of the Bush 
administration’s decision making.

Israeli Interests?

We have now appraised the key elements in Khalidi’s account of the ulte-
rior agenda of the Bush administration. A minor place in Khalidi’s account 
was given to Israeli interests. Others have expanded on this theme to a 
much greater extent. In a famous article published in the London Review of 
Books in 2006, John Mearsheimer of the University of Chicago joined with 
Harvard University’s Stephen Walt to launch another argument about the 
U.S. intervention in Iraq, one grounded in a larger thesis: that the Israeli 
lobby in the United States is so powerful that it has caused successive U.S. 
presidents and Congresses to advance the interests of another state at the 
expense of America’s national interests.28 The article documented the 
power of the American-Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) as well as 
a range of other pro-Israeli interest groups, think tanks, intellectuals, and 
policies influential in the shaping of U.S. foreign policy. They claimed that 
“pressure from Israel and the lobby was not the only factor behind the de-
cision to attack Iraq in March 2003, but it was critical . . . the war was mo-
tivated in good part by a desire to make Israel more secure.” They also 
maintained that “apart from Kuwait, which Saddam invaded in 1990, Israel 
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was the only country in the world where both politicians and the public 
both favored war,” and that “within the U.S., the main driving force behind 
the war was a small band of neoconservatives, many with ties to Likud,” the 
rightist Israeli party. It was, they argued, wrong, however, to blame the war 
in Iraq on “Jewish influence” because American Jews were less supportive 
of the Iraq war than other Americans.

For the sake of argument, let us accept the entirety of Mearsheimer and 
Walt’s arguments. The relevant question for our purposes is whether Israeli 
interests have been met by the U.S. intervention in Iraq. Saddam’s regime 
was anti-Israeli, pro-Palestinian, had attacked Israel during the first Gulf 
War with missiles, and Israelis feared its potential to develop weapons of 
mass destruction. To that extent Israel’s strategic interests have been met 
by the regime replacement. But the newly democratic Iraq is in general a 
pro-Palestinian Iraq. Both Sunni and Shia Arabs generally favor Palestinian 
as opposed to Israeli interests—Sunni Arabs strongly so. Kurds and Shia 
Arabs are more ambiguous, partly because Saddam employed Palestinians 
in his repressive security institutions. Kurds have observed how Arabs sup-
port Palestinian rights to self-determination but rarely those of the Kurds. 
For that reason there are reservoirs of empathy for Israel in Kurdistan, 
partly on the principle that they have a common foe in aggressive Arab 
nationalism and partly in recollection of Israel’s support for the elder Bar-
zani against the Baathists. (Arabs also tend to portray Kurdistan as a second 
Israel in “Arab lands.”) The newly democratic Iraq may also attract U.S. 
materiel support for many years to come, thereby potentially lessening the 
resources available to Israel, and it will certainly oblige the United States to 
choose between its democratic allies in the region in the future.29

Regionally, the U.S. intervention in Iraq has made Iran into the strongest 
power in the Persian Gulf. It is now apparently wholly determined to obtain 
nuclear weapons and achieve the same nuclear status as Israel. The survival 
of the new Iraq restrains U.S. policy toward Iran; it also puts constraints on 
Israel’s independent ability to carry out an offensive policy toward Iran.

Tehran’s potential ability to make southern Iraq ungovernable is matched 
by its ability to support Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza and the 
West Bank. Iran has been able to make life difficult for Israel through these 
organizations, which are not its simple proxies, but which it can strongly in-
fluence.30 The U.S. intervention has certainly not led, as yet, to the democ-
ratization and reform of the wider Middle East, earnestly hoped for both 
by U.S. neoconservatives and the Israeli intellectual and former Soviet dissi-
dent Natan Sharansky.31 Israel is now more isolated in the Middle East than 
ever and yet must unavoidably address its Palestinian questions. U.S. offi-
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cials can no longer claim the road to Jerusalem (peace) lies through Bagh-
dad (regime change). The U.S. intervention in Iraq has arguably provided 
an instructive lesson to Washington policymakers. Unconditional support 
for Israel handicaps the U.S. ability to be flexible and to win alliances in 
the wider Arab world. So, even if the Iraq intervention served some policy
makers’ conceptions of Israeli interests, it may not have met them.

The agenda imputed to the Bush administration, both by its right-wing 
and left-wing critics, obliges us to address considerations wider than those 
glossed over in the official goals of the administration and the objectives of 
mainstream congressional leaders. The United States is no longer the same 
colossus it was after the end of the Cold War. It is certainly weaker in inter-
national public opinion, at least where reliable polls can be held, than it 
was in 2003. To date it has lost both the public diplomacy and the public 
relations battle over Iraq globally. Its prestige, honor, and self-assessment 
are dented by the Iraq experience. Whether there will be bases in Iraq, and 
on what terms, will shortly be decided, appropriately, by Iraqis rather than 
Americans. America does not have a client-government in the new Iraq but 
rather faces an emergent power eager to demonstrate its independence—
through visiting Iran or condemning Israeli actions. Iraq has no completed 
federal hydrocarbons law that dramatically improves U.S. energy supplies, 
although Iraqis and Americans stand to gain from a rational settlement, as I 
shall argue. Israel, like the Kurds, Shia Arabs, non-Baathist Iraqis, and Iran, 
has benefited from the end of Saddam’s regime. But whether Israel accrues 
long-term net gains remains to be seen. It also remains to be seen what the 
net long-term gains are for the United States once it withdraws from a Sad-
dam-free Iraq. It is with that question in mind that we turn now to the argu-
ments for an American withdrawal from Iraq—bearing in mind the goals 
of the Bush administration, mainstream congressional leaders, and those 
suggested by the right- and left-wing critics of the U.S. intervention.
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Part II
The Case for a 
Substantive Withdrawal



And yet it is not nightfall that has descended on Iraq, but a savage and 
uncertain dawn.

—Fouad Ajami, April 2007



What might an American withdrawal from Iraq mean? The air is thick with 
efforts to condition how we will subsequently think. For a patriotic Iraqi it 
will mark the restoration of sovereignty. For a Kurd it might arouse intense 
anxiety. For a patriotic U.S. Marine it might suggest an ignominious martial 
defeat.1 For a jihadist it may be seen as a glorious victory over the infidel, 
the retaking of the land between two rivers won by Mohammed’s imme-
diate successors, the rightly guided caliphs, as well as the defeat of Amer-
ica’s effort “to guarantee security for its Israeli protégé.”2 For a Western 
leftist3 or an Iraqi nationalist of Baathist disposition, it will be celebrated 
as an enforced decolonization after a failed conquest—or as a defeat for 
the “new military humanism,” the discourse in which recent American and 
British interventions have been justified.4 For a French-European liberal it 
may suggest that America’s failed “menacing unilateral behavior has accel-
erated the integration of Europe and moved the rapprochement between 
Europe and Russia irreversibly forward.”5 Withdrawal from Iraq would con-
firm for some the thesis that “there will be no such thing as an American 
Empire in the future” and that “the invasion of Iraq” was an irrational “war 
of aggression,” conducted without the requisite economic, military, or ide-
ological resources, “a stupid and bloody war . . . that produced only negative 
effects in terms of American power.”6

Andrew Greeley, the liberal Irish-American Catholic priest and multital-
ented intellectual, has already made up his mind on the meaning of what 
he, too, calls “a stupid” but also an unjust and criminal war:

The ultimate mistake of the Bush administration was not reliance on slanted 
intelligence, not the failure to consider postwar problems in Iraq, not the 
incompetents chosen to administer postwar Iraq, not ignorance of the reli-
gious conflicts in the country, not the pretense that the situation was improv-
ing when it was not, not the naiveté about the ability of the American armed 
forces to win the war. The most fundamental failure was the adoption of the 
theory of preemptive war, a failure both moral and strategic.7

More cautious estimations than these are possible, and they may eventu-
ally prove more judicious. A well-organized and substantive U.S. withdrawal, 
executed by a new U.S. administration with a fresh electoral mandate, may 
temper the credibility of most of the foregoing claims. That is partly be-
cause it may shortly be possible to proclaim a preliminary but extremely 



costly victory based on some of the original war aims, both real and im-
puted. Fantasies of a rapid democratic revolution throughout the Arab 
majority world or the wider Middle East have not been realized, but a de-
mocratizing and constitutionalized Iraq may have been won after too much 
spilling of blood. Al-Qaeda in Iraq will likely be defeated in its last hold-
out positions in the city of Mosul and the province of Diyala. Iraq is and 
will remain Muslim, but it may not become Islamist—though constitutional 
Islamists, both Sunni and Shia, and religious parties will be key players in 
its politics. A withdrawal of most U.S. combat troops to their bases, followed 
by the withdrawal of most of those bases from Iraq, will replace the vestiges 
of occupation by a free alliance between Iraq and the United States. (In-
deed, the United States may be able to sustain two new strategic allies, the 
federal government of Iraq and the government of the Kurdistan Region.) 
Any U.S. military bases that remain in Iraq should be there because the 
federal government of Iraq, and its regions, and a majority of their voters 
want them. Those in the Bush administration who favored installing a new 
client government did not succeed in shaping policy. For that reason the 
new Iraq is not a neocolonial vassal state, although it nearly became a failed 
state. Iraq’s oil and gas reserves may soon be developed under a federal 
power-sharing agreement in a manner that benefits all Iraqis first instead 
of the elite of a fascistic and sectarian regime or outside powers.

The wider and long-term consequences of the intervention in Iraq may 
soon be left for subsequent consideration and evaluation. The reestab-
lished consensus may indeed be, as Greeley hopes, to condemn the doc-
trine of preemptive war and unilateral interventions. But we might also 
learn to recognize that genocidal regimes are and should remain interna-
tional outlaws. They should not be protected by international law on the 
grounds that they are not at present committing genocide. A law of peo-
ples that allows governments to destroy peoples as long as they get away 
with it is not a law worthy of the name.
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Chapter 4
Costs, Sunk Costs,  
and Potential Benefits

The cost of liberty is less than the price of repression.
—W. E. B. Du Bois, John Brown (1909)

The case for a U.S. withdrawal from Iraq must rest both on calculations 
of presumed benefits and costs for Americans and Iraqis and on sincere 
efforts to establish the considered preferences of Americans and Iraqis. 
Although I first examine the costs and benefits of withdrawal from an 
American perspective, Iraqis of all nationalities, religions, and sects (and 
none) have every right to insist that their interests and preferences should 
count first, both morally and politically. It is their federation.

The Human Costs

Let us begin with lost lives. These are, as economists call them, sunk costs—
that is, they cannot be recovered.1 Over 4,100 U.S. military personnel have 
been killed in combat in Iraq, and at least 30,000 have been wounded.2 
Returned soldiers are showing significant incidence of post-traumatic stress 
disorder. The additional psychological and material damage to the families 
and friends of the dead and injured veterans cannot intelligibly be put in 
indices or dollars.

Whether America stays in Iraq or withdraws, lost lives cannot be recov-
ered. Injured limbs, bodies, and brains can only be partly rehabilitated. To 
argue against any substantive withdrawal because these deaths and inju-
ries will be rendered worthless rests on hidden assumptions. One might 



be that no substantive withdrawal in the near future can meet original U.S. 
war goals. Yet some of the arguments advanced in Part I of this book sug-
gest otherwise. A second assumption might be that “staying the course” will 
make the existing losses of soldiers more bearable or meaningful. Perhaps 
that is what President Bush meant in 2005 when he declared in Salt Lake 
City at the national convention of the Veterans of Foreign Wars that “We 
will finish the task that they gave their lives for. We will honor their sacrifice 
by staying on the offensive against the terrorists.”3 That makes sense only 
if “staying on the offensive” is better on balance for living Americans (and 
Iraqis) than a well-organized withdrawal from Iraq. Otherwise, it suggests 
that no commander-in-chief or officer should ever order a retreat to fight 
better later or on another day. A third premise might be that only the pres-
ident or U.S. military commanders in the field can make such a decision, 
and can only do so if they render soldiers’ sacrifices worthwhile, both for 
their own sake and for future American wars. The president and Congress 
are the joint constitutional authorities to make such decisions for Ameri-
cans. They should make them bearing in mind the future morale of the 
American military, which matters for American security and that of Amer-
ica’s allies. But it would be futile to waste additional lives and resources 
just to render earlier sacrifices somehow “nobler.” The dead cannot speak, 
and the surviving injured rarely favor adding more to the stock of violent 
deaths to improve how they feel about their disabled bodies.

Iraqis, minimally, must be treated as full partners on the pace and scale of a 
U.S. withdrawal. The Iraqi government should have the final say on whether 
there is an American presence in Iraq beyond that of normal diplomatic 
and commercial ties. Since 2003 Iraqis have suffered by several orders of 
magnitude more deaths and physical and psychological damage than have 
American soldiers. The web site Iraq Body Count, www.iraqbodycount.org 
(cited earlier and discussed further in Appendix 1), suggests that upwards 
of 100,000 Iraqi civilians have died violently in criminal and political kill-
ings since the U.S. intervention. The injured most likely number in the 
vicinity of 1 million. The human costs of regime replacement have there-
fore been enormous in Arab Iraq (the Kurdistan Region bore its worst losses  
earlier).

It should, however, be kept in mind that the Baathists under Saddam are 
estimated to have killed, at a minimum, 300,000 people in internal geno-
cidal acts and repression between 1979 and 2003.4 These estimates exclude 
those killed in wars between the Baathists and Kurdish insurgents before 
1979 and those killed in Saddam’s wars with Iran and Kuwait, which led to 
at least 1 million dead (soldiers and civilians). Peter Sluglett, a historian 
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of contemporary Iraq, estimates that up to 300,000 people may have been 
killed in Saddam’s counterattack against Kurdish rebels and in the Shia inti-
fada in the spring of 1991.5 The Kurdistan Regional Government officially 
estimates 182,000 deaths from Saddam’s “Anfal campaign” of 1987–88—
so-named after a verse in the Quran in which Mohammed commends the 
spoliation of unbelievers.6 Baathist genocidal killings because of people’s 
presumed racial, ethnic, or religious origins continued after 2003. They 
were resisting the loss of their regime and animated by resentment at the 
lost preeminence of Sunni Arabs. There are, however, no existing reliable 
estimates of the killings we can directly attribute to Baathists after 2003.

Since the U.S. intervention, Iraqis have also borne huge costs in human 
displacement—although some of this may be reversible. But at least such 
displacement has not been either U.S. or Iraqi government policy. By con-
trast, large-scale ethnic and sectarian expulsions were part of the Baathist 
regime’s practices. In its early stages of consolidation the regime expelled 
Kurds (and Turkomen) from the city of Kirkuk and other territories that 
were in dispute between Kurdish autonomists and the Baathists, creating 
as many as 200,000 internally displaced persons after 1976. In the regime’s 
last stages the Baathists drained the habitat of the Shia Marsh Arabs, again 
causing huge internal displacements. A favored tactic was to blow up vil-
lages and then sow mines in the water before the villagers left. The ecosys-
tem completely collapsed, turning millennia-old wetlands into a wasteland 
of dried-out and salinated earth. Military conquest and repression of Kurd-
ish and Shia Arab rebellions led millions of Iraqis to flee, before and after 
1991, and to seek refugee status in neighboring countries and beyond.7

After the U.S. intervention, Christians fled from Baghdad in large num-
bers after suffering intimidation by Sunni Arabs. Baghdad became the 
major site of intercommunal provocations, largely but not exclusively initi-
ated by Sunni Arabs from Zarqawi’s al-Qaeda. These provocations eventu-
ally led to massive retaliation by Shia Arabs and horrific sectarian expulsions 
of both Sunni and Shia Arabs. These expulsions occurred especially in the 
mixed districts of central Iraqi cities. Peak estimates suggest there are now 
2 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 2 million refugees from 
Iraq—although it is not possible reliably to separate the numbers of IDPs 
created before and after 2003. But the trend line is definitely down. The 
Brookings Institution’s Iraq Index of July 31, 2008, reported that newly dis-
placed persons fell below 10,000 per month from January 2008 by compari-
son with estimates of 90,000 a month in the first quarter of 2007.8

The quantitative estimates of violent deaths in Iraq, both before and after 
2003, are neither clear nor uncontested. The same applies to estimates of 
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the numbers of IDPs and refugees. However, despite all the horrors, the 
March 2003 intervention and the war over the succession to Saddam have 
still cost far fewer lives than the Baathists took while seizing, consolidat-
ing, and losing power.9 We should all agree that whatever their exact scale, 
the postintervention violent deaths, injuries, and expulsions suffered by 
Iraqis have been enormous and unnecessarily so. As the formal occupa-
tion power until June 28, 2004, the United States bore a trustee’s respon-
sibility to protect Iraqi lives. As the primary agent of regime replacement, 
it was responsible for upholding order with better planning and greater 
resource commitments. There was extensive knowledge of what Saddam’s 
Baath party had done to Iraqis—through atomization, retribalization, and 
deliberate manipulation of ethnic and sectarian antagonisms. Saddam’s 
legacy meant that large-scale disorder was likely after the fall of the regime, 
even if the Sunni Arab-led insurgency had been avoided. Qubad Talabani, 
the Kurdistan Regional Government’s representative in the United States, 
was not joking when he told me just after the intervention that Iraq did 
not simply require more troops to establish order and prevent looting but 
thousands of psychiatrists to deal with the sick society created by Saddam. 
His father, now the first elected president of Iraq, Jalal Talabani, presciently 
warned Americans of the dangers of looting but, sadly, to no avail.

Who is responsible for the violence that Iraq has experienced since 
March 2003? At least seven groups can be identified as the dominant ini-
tiators and users of violence and force, although amid the mayhem it 
has been extraordinarily difficult to assess their individual as well as total 
responsibility for causing deaths and injuries. First, Sunni Arab-dominated 
insurgent organizations have attacked Coalition troops, Iraqi soldiers, and 
police, and their alleged civilian collaborators. They have deliberately tar-
geted (mostly Shia Arab) civilians or shown callous disregard for those 
killed as byproducts of their actions. Second, Coalition and Iraqi forces 
have attacked Sunni Arab insurgents and Shia Arab militias. These attacks 
have led to significant numbers of civilian casualties caused both as “collat-
eral damage” and through brutal lack of restraint on the part of the troops 
and police before more measured counterinsurgency strategies came into 
full effect in 2007. Third, Shia Arab militias have also attacked Coalition 
forces and Sunni Arab civilians. They have been prime agents of sectar-
ian cleansing, admittedly often in response to provocations. They have less 
often engaged in direct combat with new Iraqi security forces. Fourth, mili-
tias that have penetrated the new state organizations (mostly, it appears, 
Shia Arab) have deliberately engaged in “representative killings” of young 
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men, either in retaliation or in deliberate acts of provocation.10 Fifth, for-
eign jihadists, especially al-Qaeda in Iraq, have deliberately targeted Shia 
Arab civilians to provoke mayhem and encourage a U.S. withdrawal. They 
have been the primary deployers of suicide bombers against civilians and 
Coalition and Iraqi forces. Sixth, there have been numerous intrafactional 
disputes leading to deaths, injuries, and flight among the Sunni Arab insur-
gents (and their foreign allies) and among the Shia militias. Last, criminals 
have killed and kidnapped for profit on a large scale, confident that the 
police are otherwise preoccupied.

I have had in-depth conversations with Kurds, mostly from the major 
nationalist parties, and with Shia Arabs, mostly SCIRI (now ISCI) represen-
tatives.11 They generally say that Saddam’s repression was worse in magni-
tude and longevity than the recent anarchic chaos and civil wars and still 
judge his violent removal as both necessary and worth the costs, although 
they unanimously lament it was not done better—and earlier. They agree 
with a widely cited Iraqi woman, Dr. Lina Ziyad, who said that under Sad-
dam everyone lived in a big prison, and though they now they live in a 
wilderness, she prefers that wilderness. Or they would consent to the assess-
ment made by the current Iraqi ambassador to Canada, Howar Ziad, who 
maintains that a messy democracy is preferable to the stability of tyrants. 
“When asked if, despite the absence of weapons of mass destruction, the 
persistence of the terrorist insurgency and the resulting death and instabil-
ity, the campaign to topple Saddam Hussein was justified, Ziad’s answer is 
categorical and emphatic. ‘Absolutely. To put this question to the average 
Iraqi is ridiculous and probably insulting. That regime enslaved people and 
caused genocide, wars, and breached every human right.’”12 Sunni Arabs 
and Turkomen, many of whom voted for the neo-Baathist Iraqi National 
Dialogue that won 11 of the 275 seats in Iraq’s December 2005 parliamen-
tary elections, are the least likely to accept this judgment. But some of their 
public representatives whom I met in Kirkuk in 2004 and 2005 were as 
likely to blame fellow Iraqis, especially Shia Arabs and Kurds, for violence 
in postintervention Iraq as they were to blame the Americans.

The eventual judgment of historical demographers on the absolute num-
bers of dead before and after 2003 and the precise assignments of respon-
sibility for violent deaths after 2003 remain to be definitively made. What 
matters immediately for current Iraqi and U.S. policymakers is whether the 
human losses of Iraqis and Americans will be made worse or better by the 
organized withdrawal of U.S. combat forces. That will depend on whether a 
stable security settlement is emerging, which is discussed in the next chap-
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ter, and whether it is underpinned by a stable political settlement, also dis-
cussed in the following chapter.

The Financial and Economic Costs

With The Three Trillion Dollar War, the Nobel-prize winning economist Jo-
seph Stiglitz and his coauthor, Linda Bilmes, have established a figure for 
what the subtitle of their book calls The True Costs of the Iraq Conflict.13 That 
is their estimate of the costs to Americans.14 They speculate that the total 
costs to the rest of the world—including Iraq and the United Kingdom—
will be approximately double that: $6 trillion.

Stiglitz and Bilmes base their calculation of the financial costs to the 
United States by adding together the “socio-economic costs” and the “bud-
getary costs” of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. It is not always clear how 
they separate out the two. The socioeconomic costs are roughly those that 
the federal government does not pay—for example, the economic costs 
of lost soldiers’ lives (net of death payments), injuries, familial, medical, 
and societal expenses (less standard disability benefits), and other social 
costs. The budgetary costs are those borne by taxpayers, past and projected 
operational military costs, future veterans’ costs, and other military costs 
and adjustments. They estimate the budgetary costs to lie between $1.7 and 
$2.7 trillion in today’s dollars, without counting interest costs. The socio-
economic costs they estimate in the range of $300 to $400 billion. They 
claim that in the best-case scenario, the total direct costs to the United 
States will be $2 trillion but reckon that $3 trillion is more realistic.

They should, however, have called their book The Four Trillion Dollar War, 
because they also calculate the cost to the American economy of the pre-
sumed Iraq effect of the cost of higher oil prices and of the macroeco-
nomic budgetary impact of the Iraq intervention. They suggest that these 
items will add another $1 trillion in costs, although the manner in which 
they fuse the macroeconomic costs of the Iraq and Afghan wars makes their 
presentation confusing.15 A trillion here, a trillion there, and pretty soon 
we are talking about serious money.

Some of the claims made by Stiglitz and Bilmes are highly contestable. 
Economic and financial data and calculations are interpretations, not hard 
empirical facts.16 Right-wing critics have suggested that “the military will 
not disappear, even if the Iraq war does. Whether or not we retain forces in 
Iraq, they will have to be equipped, housed, and trained somewhere. Attrib-
uting these costs to the Iraq War is disingenuousness.”17 Moreover, Stiglitz 
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and Bilmes devote no significant attention to the costs of the previous pol-
icy toward Saddam: containment. This policy, which operated between 
1992 and 2003, required the presence of significant U.S. military forces 
in southern Turkey and the Persian Gulf, roughly 30,000 troops, 200 mili-
tary aircraft, and 30 naval vessels. Three University of Chicago economists 
have suggested that these items cost about $14.5 billion per year.18 Absent 
the intervention to remove Saddam, and based on reasonable estimates of 
its likely duration, these economists have estimated the continuing costs of 
containment to an expected present value of 300 billion in 2006 dollars—
on the assumption that the policy would have been effective.

Most of the estimates in The Three Trillion Dollar War appear to depend 
on operational and other direct costs extending through to 2017. In esti-
mating many costs, such as the impact of the Iraq intervention on the 
global price of oil, the authors rely on guesses, or, if you prefer, they dis-
play remarkable confidence in their counterfactual analyses (that is, of 
what would have happened if there had not been a U.S. intervention in 
Iraq).19 Many of these guesses appear vulnerable to present-day shifts in 
events. How quickly, for example, will current increases in Iraqi oil produc-
tion and increases in Iraqi oil revenues upset their assumptions on these 
matters, which, within a year, have come to look pessimistic rather than 
realistic?20 They engage in a lengthy analysis of the presumed costs to the 
American economy of the rise in the price of oil (owed they assume, in sig-
nificant part, to the intervention in Iraq). Yet not once do they consider 
whether higher oil prices might benefit the U.S. economy in the longer 
run through making non-oil-based and more energy-efficient investments 
more worthwhile and urgent and thereby reducing U.S. security exposure 
in the Middle East. They proceed as they do because they presume that 
obtaining a lower oil price (or preventing a rise in the global oil price) was 
a key goal of the Bush administration, which is a moot point. Stiglitz and 
Bilmes are, in the end, more or less determined to deny that the Iraq inter-
vention might have had any significant economic benefits, which makes 
their analysis seem partial.

Their approach to the economics of war is highly contestable.21 John 
Maynard Keynes and Michal Kalecki famously argued that wars could be 
beneficial for the relevant macroeconomy if they raised effective demand, 
especially if war expenditures were largely incurred in the relevant govern-
ment’s domestic economy. Stiglitz and Bilmes claim, however, that “no seri-
ous economist holds the view that war is good for the economy.”22 That 
may mean that they do not regard the most famous neo-Keynesian in the 
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United States, Paul Krugman of Princeton, who publishes regularly in what 
is widely regarded as America’s most authoritative newspaper, as a serious 
economist. In a recent posting Krugman writes,

One thing I get asked fairly often is whether the Iraq war is responsible for our 
economic difficulties. The answer (with slight qualifications) is no. Just to be 
clear: I yield to nobody in my outrage over the way we were lied into a disas-
trous, unnecessary war. But economics isn’t a morality play, in which evil deeds 
are always punished and good deeds rewarded. The fact is that war is, in gen-
eral, expansionary for the economy, at least in the short run. . . . The $10 bil-
lion or so we’re spending each month in Iraq mainly goes to U.S.-produced 
goods and services, which means that the war is actually supporting demand. 
Yes, there would be infinitely better ways to spend the money. But at a time 
when a shortfall of demand is the problem, the Iraq war nonetheless acts [to] 
support . . . employment directly and indirectly. There is one caveat: high oil 
prices are a drag on the economy, and the war has some—but probably not 
too much—responsibility for pricey oil. Mainly high-priced oil is the result 
of rising demand from China and other emerging economies, colliding with 
sluggish supply as the world gradually runs out of the stuff. But Iraq would 
be exporting more oil now if we hadn’t invaded—a million barrels a day?—
and that would have kept prices down somewhat. Overall, though, the story of 
America’s [current] economic difficulties is about the bursting housing bub-
ble, not the war.23

Krugman is entitled to his views on lies and disasters. His economic anal-
ysis is different and more convincing than that of Stiglitz and Bilmes, how-
ever. But like them, he assumes that Iraqi oil production would have been 
higher if not for the U.S. intervention. However. this assumption glosses 
over the decay of the Iraqi infrastructure under Saddam and what might 
have been the impact of continuing or reimposed UN-authorized sanctions 
(which was the most likely alternative to the U.S.-led intervention).

Stiglitz, Bilmes, Krugman, and the right-wing activist Grover Norquist 
agree on one matter. The best way to consider the costs of the Iraq inter-
vention is through an appraisal of its “opportunity costs”—what could oth-
erwise have been done with the expenditures incurred as a result of the 
March 2003 intervention, and, I would add, what could have been achieved 
had resources been better allocated during the intervention. For Stiglitz, 
Bilmes, and Krugman, the resources would have been better allocated to 
universal health care, for Norquist to tax cuts.24 However they may have 
been allocated, these lost resources are now sunk costs.

The intervention in Iraq has had beneficial macroeconomic effects for 
the United States, which its critics have been reluctant to acknowledge; 
however, the idea that monies might be better spent in future no one can 
dispute. The U.S. military will have to “reset” to replace much of its lost 
capital equipment. So although withdrawal will relieve the U.S. military of 
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the direct costs of aiding the new Iraqi authorities in combat operations, 
immediate savings on the defense budget cannot be expected to be huge 
unless it becomes U.S. policy to cut back defense expenditures more gener-
ally. How much U.S. economic resources can be freed from Iraq for other 
civilian as opposed to military uses is unclear. The next president is com-
mitted to high defense expenditures.

We can, however, presume that there will be some budgetary benefits to 
the U.S. taxpayer from a well-organized withdrawal through a reduction in 
government borrowing, a reallocation of fiscal resources and other federal 
expenditures, or tax cuts, that is, if we presume no catastrophic outcome 
from the U.S. withdrawal from Iraq, such as as a renewed and deeper civil 
war with multiple military interventions by the neighboring powers that 
ends up obliterating Iraqi oil production and exports. It is possible to avoid 
that catastrophic outcome, although not cheaply—the United States will 
still have strategic commitments in the general area, which will be costly. 
If a substantive withdrawal incorporates a period in which there are exten-
sive numbers of U.S. military trainers deployed to assist Iraqi security forces 
and extensive U.S. aerial and ground-force deployments to protect Iraq’s 
territorial integrity, then the direct operational costs of the intervention 
will continue to be extensive and budgetary relief will be limited.

What have been the financial and economic costs to Iraqis of the U.S. 
intervention? To answer that question, we need to look at the state of the 
Iraqi economy before the intervention. Under Saddam, Iraq suffered under 
UN-authorized sanctions and heavy government debts (incurred from Sad-
dam’s wars against Iran and Kuwait). Oil revenues did not increase because 
of the country’s decaying oil infrastructure, which restricted its contribu-
tions to the global oil supply. The Kurdistan Region suffered from dou-
ble sanctions. It was hit, as part of Iraq, by the UN-authorized sanctions 
regime and, secondly, was completely cut off from all of Iraq’s oil reve-
nues and public services by Saddam when he abruptly downsized and with-
drew all Iraqi administration and services from the region in the hope of 
bringing the Kurds to heel and dividing their parties. Kurdistan eventually 
became the limited beneficiary of the UN “oil-for-food” program, through 
which it received a less than properly proportional share of permitted Iraqi 
oil sales.

The modification of sanctions took place under international public 
pressure because the regime had passed on the costs of sanctions to its sub-
jects, especially children. Saddam’s calculated responses to the sanctions 
regime led to short- and long-run crises in health-care provision, sanita-
tion, and other public services. Illiteracy and infant mortality rose sharply 
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while Saddam built palaces and encouraged the building of mosques to 
display his newfound Islamic credentials. Corruption and smuggling were 
rife throughout Iraq, partly aggravated by the sanctions regime.

I paint this story quickly to encourage readers to make the right com-
parison. Iraq in 2003 was not the Iraq of 1979, before Saddam, nor was it 
the Iraq of 1990, before the invasion of Kuwait. Saddam’s despotism had 
wasted much of Iraq’s oil-revenue bonanza on losing wars and expensive 
repression. Its nominal Arab socialism oversaw a rentier state. The poten-
tial development of a vigorous mixed economy, underpinned by significant 
increases in education in the years following World War II, was stalled and 
reversed by the regime’s direction after 1979. Stiglitz and Bilmes estimate 
that its gross domestic product in 2001 was a quarter less than in had been 
ten years earlier.25 University of Chicago economists Steven Davis, Kevin 
Murphy, and Robert Topel estimate that real per capita income fell roughly 
by three quarters as a result of Saddam’s misrule.26

After Saddam’s overthrow, the UN-authorized sanctions regime was 
completely dismantled, and the scale of Western and Eastern corruption 
(including that of the United Nations) in the oil-for-food program became 
apparent. The clearest benefits (or cost savings) to Iraqis came from the 
end of sanctions and the end of Saddam’s killings of Iraqis. Davis, Mur-
phy, and Topel estimate that sanctions cost about $13 billion per annum.27 
Updating that suggests that Iraqis have so far saved $65 billion in 2003 dol-
lars (about one year of current oil revenues). They also estimate that Sad-
dam was responsible for an average of 10,000 to 30,000 killings annually, 
which suggests that by 2008, some 50,000 to 150,000 lives have been saved 
by the intervention (to be offset against those lost since the U.S.-led inter-
vention). Under the CPA, the American government was successful in orga-
nizing extensive debt relief for Iraq, which at least lifted the drag on the 
economy created by Saddam’s military aggression. (It is not easy to estab-
lish the exact figure, but it appears to have been of the order of $30 bil-
lion.) It is perhaps the best economic measure the United States has taken 
on behalf of the Iraqis. It also introduced an independent central bank and 
a new currency. The Kurdistan Region, freed from sanctions, responded 
best to the regime shift, largely because it was already autonomous, and its 
institutions did not collapse during the collapse of Baathist Iraq. It used 
its share of Iraqi oil revenues—still below what they should have been on 
a per capita allocation and often received late, either from the CPA or its 
successor governments in Baghdad—to organize large-scale construction 
and infrastructure booms. Having had a decade to adjust to the withdrawal 
of the Baathist control economy, Kurds found it much easier to adapt after 
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2003. Having their own political institutions and security, enhanced by the 
administrative unification of the region in 2006, has put the Kurds of Iraq 
into their most prosperous period, ever. It is not an accident that the Kurd-
istan Region now advertises itself under the heading “The Other Iraq.”

In 2007 the author of this book edited The Kurdistan Region: Invest in the 
Future.28 Editing such a publication for Iraq as a whole in 2007, and espe-
cially for Iraq outside of Kurdistan, would have been an act of a ludicrously 
ambitious “boosterism,” wishful thinking at best. That is because Iraq out-
side of the Kurdistan Region has had a dreadful economic performance 
since March 2003. The program of economic shock therapy administered 
by the CPA was both heartless and deeply damaging in its consequences. 
Heartless, because much of the population had become state-dependent, 
and without security and a well-organized stimulation of Iraq’s private sec-
tor, many ended up unemployed. Deeply damaging, because the seismic 
shift from a controlled to a market economy enhanced the grievances amid 
which Sunni Arab men set forth on their insurgency. Iraq-wide unemploy-
ment rates between January 2004 and November 2004 were never less than 
30 percent and were as high as 45 percent; from November 2005 the lower-
bound estimate has been 25 percent, the higher one 40 percent.29 The 
shock therapy also made most Iraqis outside the Kurdistan Region—Sunni, 
Shia, others, and secular—less enamored of regime replacement, however 
much they were glad to see the back of Saddam.

The shock therapy may not have been motivated by Naomi Klein’s carica-
ture of “disaster capitalism,” but it certainly provides her with multiple an-
ecdotes. An early calculation of the costs of the U.S. intervention to Iraq’s 
gross domestic product was carried out by Colin Rowat of the University of 
Birmingham, who put them at least at $24 billion, a per capita loss of $900 
for each Iraqi in 2005.30 But as he readily acknowledges, his estimates de-
pend on guessing how the Iraqi economy might have performed without 
the U.S. intervention and on assuming that Iraq would have been an unam-
biguous gainer from the rise in the world price of oil after 2003. Davis, Mur-
phy, and Topel of the University of Chicago estimate, by contrast, that “If, 
over the course of a generation, Iraqis recover even half of the economic 
losses they suffered under Saddam Hussein, then they will be significantly 
better off in material terms as a consequence of forcible regime change.”31

Outside of Kurdistan, economic reconstruction after March 2003 is 
universally acknowledged to have been fitful at best. Rebuilding amid an 
insurgency and a civil war, of course, is not easy. Insurgents attacked mili-
tary and economic targets as well as civilians. There have been nearly 500 
attacks counted on Iraqi oil and gas pipelines, installations, and person-
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nel since June 2003—although they have numbered only one a month 
since the summer of 2007.32 Normal investors do not take risks in a war 
zone. Electricity production has only consistently surpassed prewar levels 
since January 2008, and the average daily hours of supply across the coun-
try are still just less than twelve, causing deep difficulties for hospitals, san-
itation, normal business operations, and household comfort (in either 
hot or cold weather).33 Iraqi agriculture has been suffering from a severe 
drought since the summer of 2006. It received only a third of its normal 
rainfall in the winter of 2007–8, leaving families to abandon their farms, 
adding to the stocks of displaced people. Food can be imported with Iraq’s 
improved oil revenues, but the drought leads to halts in the operation of 
hydroelectric plants and adds to sanitation and public health crises.34 The 
U.S. model of replacing direct public administration with contractors was 
also highly problematic. The CPA’s and subsequent U.S. expenditures on 
reconstruction went, following congressional law, largely to American con-
tractors—high-priced compared with their Iraqi counterparts. These con-
tractors often imported cheap non-Iraqi labor rather than face the security 
risks or the higher wage costs associated with hiring Iraqis.

American-directed reconstruction failures have been amplified by those 
of the transitional federal Iraqi governments under Iyad Allawi (late 2004), 
the elected federal governments since 2005, and of many provincial gov-
ernments outside of the Kurdistan Region. The federal government has 
been extraordinarily weak in exercising its formal functions. Vulnerable 
to insurgents and penetration by militias, its officials have been scared, 
inept, and predatory. Iraq has the distinction of being ranked 178th out 
of 180 countries surveyed for their perceived reputation for corruption in 
2007 by Transparency International, and its ranking has fallen each year 
since 2003.35 Assassinations and kidnappings of the technical intelligentsia 
have only aggravated the difficulties in creating a new and effective gov-
ernment. As Iraqi oil revenues improved dramatically from early 2007, it 
became more apparent that the Baghdad ministries were often incapable 
of spending their allocated budgets—causing understandable impatience 
in the provinces, conditioned to being supplied from Baghdad but often 
better at administrative initiatives. These administrative failures extend to 
the federal oil ministry, which somehow manages to spend only a small 
proportion of its investment budget despite the proven necessity of infra-
structure repair following poor and myopic extraction methods under Sad-
dam and by the actions of insurgents since his removal from power. There 
are exceptions to this picture. The Federal Ministry of Water Resources, 
whose minister is Latif Rashid, has designed and implemented a strate-
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gic plan to restore and preserve the southern marshes. A regrowth of the 
Hammar and al-Hawizeh marshes has occurred, and the indigenous inhab-
itants have returned in large numbers.36 But as Rashid told me in the sum-
mer of 2008, “The Garden of Eden will take longer to repair than Saddam 
took to destroy it.”37

The successes of the Water Resources Ministry need to be matched else-
where before one can speak confidently of Baghdad’s new regime. But the 
hike in world oil prices, and in Iraqi oil production is expected to boost 
Iraq’s total oil revenues to $80 billion in 2008. The Council of Represen-
tatives has just been able to grow Iraq’s budget from $48 billion to $70 bil-
lion, but the immediate questions are, “will it be spent?” and “will it be 
well-spent?” Until Baghdad’s governance improves it will not be easy to 
conclude—as I would like to—that Iraqis could hardly do worse than the 
Americans in managing their economy. But that cannot be a decisive con-
sideration, either for Americans or Iraqis. Iraq is formally sovereign again, 
and principled American and Iraqi policy must endeavor to make that 
sovereignty meaningful. That means leaving Iraqis to manage their own 
economy, according to their own Constitution and political institutions. 
Freedom includes the right to make your own mistakes, and freedom to 
make them is what Iraqis seek.

Preferences

America is a democracy; Iraq is becoming one. Public opinion should 
therefore eventually have decisive weight in shaping important policies in 
both countries. The body count and economic damage of the intervention 
in Iraq have not, when compared with the past under Saddam, been apoc-
alyptic. But perceptions do not always converge with admittedly contest-
able facts. It is not surprising given what has happened in Iraq since 2003 
to find a strong convergence of opinion among Americans and Iraqis sur-
veyed in the last two years. Majorities in both countries favor the immedi-
ate, or the phased, or the intended withdrawal of U.S. forces, though there 
are considerable nuances that need to be emphasized while respecting this 
broad convergence.

U.S. Opinion

The American public has made it clear that it wants the United States to 
withdraw from Iraq—subject to certain constraints.38 In July 2008, 63 per-
cent of Americans polled answered “not worth it” to the question, “all in all, 
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considering the costs to the United States versus the benefits to the United 
States, do you think the war with Iraq was worth fighting or not?” In the 
same poll, 60 percent did not think the United States had to win the war 
in Iraq for the broader war on terrorism to be a success, while opinion was 
almost equally divided over whether the United States was making signifi-
cant progress toward restoring civil order in Iraq.39 The previous month a 
poll showed 68 percent opposing and 30 percent favoring “the U.S. war in 
Iraq.”40 In the same June 2008 poll, 64 percent favored the next president’s 
removal of most U.S. troops within a few months of taking office.41

The desire to withdraw is matched by a negative reading of how the war 
is faring and the reasons for intervening. In a different June 2008 survey, 
55 percent of Americans thought the United States had made the “wrong 
decision” in “using military force against Iraq,” in contrast with 39 per-
cent who thought it had made the “right decision”42; and while 44 per-
cent thought the U.S. military effort in Iraq was going fairly or very well, 
52 percent thought to the contrary. In the same survey, 52 percent were in 
favor of bringing home U.S. troops as soon as possible, while 43 percent 
favored keeping troops in Iraq “until the situation has stabilized.” By con-
trast, and of note, 50 percent thought the United States would probably or 
definitely succeed in achieving its goals in Iraq, by comparison with 42 per-
cent who thought it would probably or definitely fail.43 Another poll in the 
same month asked: “Do you believe that the United States should bring 
most of the troops home from Iraq in the next year or two, or should the 
U.S. wait until Iraq is relatively stable, even if it takes four more years or 
more?” Those who thought they should be brought home within the next 
year comprised 56 percent of the sample, whereas 39 percent were pre-
pared to delay four years or more to achieve stability.44 The same respon-
dents were asked whether the United States was right or wrong in going 
to war with Iraq: 57 percent thought it had been wrong, 35 percent that it 
had been right. In a Los Angeles Times/Bloomberg Poll, conducted during 
June 19–23, 2008, respondents were asked “should the United States with-
draw troops right away, or should the U.S. begin to withdraw troops home 
within the next year, or should troops stay in Iraq as long as it takes to win 
the war?” A plurality, 43 percent, favored withdrawal within the next year, 
26 percent favored staying as long as it takes to win the war, while 25 per-
cent favored immediate withdrawal.

These views on the intervention have had repercussions for the public’s 
view of the Bush administration. In one poll conducted in June 2008, dis-
approval of President Bush’s “handling of the situation in Iraq” was at 64 
percent, admittedly an improvement over his 72 percent disapproval rating 
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nearly a year earlier in response to the same question. Those questioned 
were divided between 40 percent who thought the U.S. goal of “achieving 
victory in Iraq” was still possible and 54 percent who thought it was not. 
A more subtle question asked, “When it comes to the war in Iraq, which 
of the following statements comes closer to your point of view? The most 
responsible thing we can do is find a way to withdraw most of our troops 
from Iraq by the beginning of 2009. The most responsible thing we can do 
is to remain in Iraq until the situation in the country is stable.” Those who 
favored staying until stability had been accomplished, 45 percent, were just 
outnumbered by those who favored a rapid withdrawal.45 In late July 2008, 
a Gallup Poll found Americans almost evenly divided between those who 
favored planning a withdrawal without a timetable (50 percent) and those 
who favored a timetable (47 percent).46

As with all polls and surveys, respondents are affected by the way ques-
tions are phrased, but when we take the numerous snapshots of U.S. opin-
ion in June and July 2008, and combine them with data since polling on 
the Iraq intervention began (which are far too numerous for me to report 
here), we can conclude that:

1. � Americans disapprove of President Bush’s handling of the situation 
in Iraq and think the decision to intervene was a mistake, or wrong, 
and they do so in proportions of roughly two to one, which almost 
reverses their attitudes in the late spring of 2003; see, for example, 
Table 4.1.

2. � Americans in general now favor a timetable for withdrawal, especially 
when given an unqualified choice between a timetable or no timeta-
ble (perhaps because some think the “no timetable” option may per-
mit an indefinite commitment), whereas in the immediate aftermath 
of the intervention they were likely to back “staying the course,” or “as 
long as it takes.”

3. � When told that Iraqi leaders favor a withdrawal with a timetable, 
Americans are more likely to endorse both.

4. � Americans are less likely to favor an immediate end to the U.S. mili-
tary presence in Iraq, especially when reminded of its implications for 
instability, than they are to disapprove of the intervention in the first 
place or than they are to disapprove of President Bush’s management 
of the intervention.

The intervention in Iraq is the third American military intervention since 
polling began to generate majority opposition in domestic public opinion. 
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The Korean War was the first. Opposition to the Iraq intervention is now 
nearly as high as those who in 1990 regarded the American war in Vietnam 
to have been a mistake.

American public opinion remains highly malleable. In late August 2008, 
nearly half of those polled were reported as applauding the surge, about 
which the public had been highly skeptical a year earlier; more Americans 
have come to think that the American intervention in Afghanistan is more 
important than that in Iraq; and Iraq’s salience as a political issue likely to 
shape presidential voting decisions appears to be receding.47 Nevertheless, 
the next American president can expect extensive popular backing if he 
organizes a substantive and effective withdrawal, especially if he manages 
to do so while minimizing further instability within Iraq. He will win even 
further approval from Americans if he can appear to do so while seeming 
to have fulfilled some of America’s declared (or imputed) war aims.

Iraqi Opinion

Before summarizing the polling on Iraqi preferences, two important qual-
ifications are in order. First, polls and surveys in Iraq are less reliable than 
those in the United States. This is not just because polling and surveying 
are new freedoms in Iraq. They are less reliable because the war-torn envi-
ronment outside of the Kurdistan Region raises issues about the samples 
(given the absence of reliable census data and large-scale evidence of dis-
placement), of the conduct of the polls and surveys (given that the staff 
employed may be fearful for their security),48 and of the responses (given 
that pollsters and surveyors may be suspected of being spies or police).

Table 4.1 � American Opinion on the Intervention in Iraq, 2003–8

Annual average percentages of Americans polled answering “Yes, a mistake,” to 
the question: “In view of the developments since we first sent our troops to Iraq, 
do you think the United States made a mistake in sending troops to Iraq, or not?” 
(Percentages rounded to one decimal place.)

	 2003	 2004	 2005	 2006	 2007	 2008

Average percentage 
saying that sending troops 
to Iraq was a mistake	 32.3	 45.9	 50.8	 54.1	 57.5	 59.8

Source: See http://www.gallup.com/poll/106783/Opposition-Iraq-War-Reaches-New-High.
aspx.
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Second, as the history of Iraq should by now have taught most Americans, 
“Iraqis” are not in the least socially or politically homogeneous. Iraq’s three 
largest communities should be treated separately in any analysis. Unfortu-
nately, many polls and surveys simply report Iraqi opinion as a whole—and 
their sample sizes by province or regions are sometimes not large enough 
to draw reliable conclusions about opinion within the big three commu-
nities. Iraq has two major languages and two major nationalities: Kurds, 
who speak Kurdish, which is related to Farsi, the language of Persians, 
and Arabs, who speak Arabic. That means there are issues in ensuring that 
everyone is being asked the same question. Then there are numbers: Kurds 
comprise about one-fifth of all Iraqis, and Arabs and Kurds together likely 
make up over 95 percent of Iraq’s population. In instances in which Arabs 
have unified views, these are likely to dramatically outnumber those of 
Kurds if Kurds disagree. Most Iraqis are Muslims, over 95 percent or per-
haps higher, but they are divided between Sunni and Shia Muslims (and 
within each of these major sects). Arab and Arabic-speaking Sunni Muslims 
perhaps constitute one-fifth of Iraqis. Arab and Arabic-speaking Shia Mus-
lims constitute at least fifty and perhaps as much as sixty percent of Iraq’s 
population. Where Shia Arabs are split, then aggregate Iraqi opinion will 
be skewed by whether Sunni Arabs or Kurds are the more unified or hold 
the more intense preferences on the relevant subject. Where I am able to 
report these three major communities’ opinions from very recent polls 
and surveys I do so, but unfortunately, that is not possible on a significant  
scale.

In March 2008, the Oxford Research Bureau (ORB) polled Iraqis for 
the United Kingdom’s Channel 4 television. Seventy percent said that they 
wanted Coalition forces to withdraw, with four-fifths of this group want-
ing them to leave within six months and a slightly higher number within 
a year.49 A little earlier, in February 2008, a survey of Iraqi opinion carried 
out for the BBC, ABC News, ARD, and NHK asked the question, “What is 
the single biggest problem facing your life these days?” Just 5 percent of 
Iraqi respondents named the U.S. occupation or presence.50 When we com-
bine the responses that specified security concerns such as civil war, sectar-
ian violence, and terrorist attacks with those that named political matters 
(instability, weak government, and bad leaders), as well as those supposing 
that the country was breaking apart, a full third of Iraqis cited security or 
political issues without directly blaming the U.S. presence. Moreover, the 
overwhelming majority of respondents named economic or social prob-
lems as their biggest personal concerns—including unemployment (10 
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percent), insufficient electricity supplies (11 percent), and other failures 
in public and social services. By comparison, in a survey with many of the 
same questions, published on March 19, 2007, 48 percent of respondents 
cited security considerations as the biggest single problem in their lives.51 A 
lot of attitudinal change can occur in a year.

Open questions are important in assessing public opinion because they 
enable respondents to make their own selections rather than being cued 
by the surveying organization into fixed options. When asked another vari-
ation on this open question, “Not personally, but in terms of Iraq, what in 
your opinion is the single biggest problem facing Iraq as a whole?,” a mere 
6 percent named the U.S. occupation or presence—that is, half as many as 
named terrorist attacks (12 percent), and just 1 percent more than named 
the presence of al-Qaeda and foreign jihadists. In response to a far more 
strongly structured question, “From today’s perspective and all things con-
sidered, was it absolutely right, somewhat right, somewhat wrong, or abso-
lutely wrong that U.S.-led Coalition forces invaded Iraq in spring 2003?” 
Iraqi opinion was divided: 49 percent thought it had been somewhat or 
absolutely right, whereas 47 percent thought it had been either somewhat 
or absolutely wrong. Table 4.2 shows the responses to the same question 
over time. An important feature of these responses is their comparative 
stability, especially by comparison with U.S. opinion. Iraqi opinion in the 
spring of 2008 broke down more or less to where it was in 2004—though 
there are no more “don’t knows” or “refuseds,” and those believing the 
intervention to have been “somewhat wrong” have risen. Strong opin-
ion in favor of the intervention dipped in August 2007, but it has since 

Table 4.2 � Iraqi Opinion (2004–8) on the U.S. Intervention in 2003

“From today’s perspective and all things considered, was it absolutely right, somewhat 
right, somewhat wrong, or absolutely wrong that U.S.-led coalition forces invaded Iraq 
in spring 2003?” (Figures rounded to whole percentages.)

			   2007	 2007	  
	 2004	 2005	 (Feb.)	 (Aug.)	 2008

Absolutely right	 20	 19	 22	 12	 21
Somewhat right	 29	 28	 25	 25	 28
Somewhat wrong	 13	 17	 19	 28	 23
Absolutely wrong	 26	 33	 34	 35	 27
Refused/don’t know	 13	 4	 —	 —	 —

Source: D3 Systems (Vienna) and KA Research (Istanbul).

68      Chapter 4



recovered. Strong hostility to the intervention has never had less than a 
quarter of the public’s support and has risen to as high as a third before  
dipping.

By contrast, in the same survey Iraqi opinion was much less divided over 
the performance of U.S. and other Coalition forces and on the issue of 
their presence (see Table 4.3). In the spring of 2008, those who thought 
U.S. and Coalition troops were performing their responsibilities quite or 
very badly (70 percent) were over twice as numerous as those who thought 
otherwise (29 percent). And those who somewhat or strongly opposed their 
presence in Iraq (72 percent) outnumbered even more those who thought 
otherwise (26 percent). These assessments were made after the impact of 
the U.S.-led surge had made itself felt—and had moved opinion slightly 
back to more positive dispositions toward the foreign troops.

Table 4.3 � Iraqi Public Opinion 2004–8 on U.S. and Coalition Troops: 
Performance and Presence

Performance: “Since the war, how do you feel about the way in which the United 
States and other Coalition forces have carried out their responsibilities in Iraq? Have 
they done a very good job, quite a good job, quite a bad job, or a very bad job?” 
(Figures rounded to whole percentages.)

			   2007	 2007	  
		  2005	 (Feb.)	 (Aug.)	 2008

A very good job	 10	 6	 3	 6
Quite a good job	 27	 18	 15	 23
Quite a bad job	 19	 30	 32	 35
A very bad job	 40	 46	 48	 35
Refused/don’t know	 5	 —	 1	 1

Presence: “Do you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or 
strongly oppose the presence of Coalition forces in Iraq?” (Figures rounded to whole 
percentages.)

			   2007	 2007	  
	 2004	 2005	 (Feb.)	 (Aug.)	 2008

Strongly support	 13	 13	 6	 5	 7
Somewhat support	 26	 19	 16	 16	 19
Somewhat oppose	 20	 21	 32	 26	 31
Strongly oppose	 31	 44	 46	 53	 41
Refused/don’t know	 10	 3	 —	 —	 1

Source: D3 Systems (Vienna) and KA Research (Istanbul).
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Opinion on these questions has shifted significantly over time. Since 
2004 those strongly supporting the U.S. and Coalition troop presence has 
halved to 7 percent, and those somewhat supporting their presence has 
fallen by a quarter, to 19 percent. The bare majority that opposed their 
presence in 2004 (51 percent) has now become a supermajority of 72 per-
cent. This pattern has been strongly evident since 2006.52

Surveys have shown that half of all Iraqis supported the removal of Sad-
dam’s regime by foreigners, and another quarter have thought it somewhat 
wrong (presumably because of doubts about the motivations of the inter-
ventionists and the consequences) but not flat out wrong. But, by contrast, 
there has always been a majority opposed to the long-term presence of for-
eign troops, and that has increased over time. At the peak of intercommu-
nal violence between 2005 and 2007, three-quarters to four-fifths of Iraqis 
in these surveys thought foreign troops were doing a bad or very bad job. 
While there was and remains strong and winnable support for the removal 
of Saddam’s regime, there has always been at least as much skepticism and 
outright hostility toward the longer-term presence and performance of for-
eign troops. Such hostility appears to have peaked in the two surveys con-
ducted in 2007 by the same teams. They found majorities (of 51 and 57 
percent in February and August, respectively) who considered attacks on 
Coalition forces “acceptable” by comparison with the nearly four-fifths who 
considered them “not acceptable” in 2004.53

Like American opinion, Iraqi opinion is more nuanced on when, and 
according to what standards, there should be a withdrawal of U.S. troops 
(see Table 4.4), especially when provided with cues for their consideration. 
Those who favor an immediate withdrawal have increased since 2005, peak-
ing at 47 percent in surveys taken in the summer of 2007 (see Tables 4.4 
and 4.5). But those who want to place conditions on foreign troop with-
drawal have so far always outnumbered them in these surveys. Most pre-
fer a simple (but ambiguous) standard, namely, until the restoration of 
security, whereas others would prefer their withdrawal to be conditional 
on improvements in the capacities of the Iraqi government or Iraqi secu-
rity forces. The same survey I have focused on here also asked a simpler 
question in 2008 focused just on American troops: “If the American forces 
left the country entirely, do you think the security situation in Iraq overall 
would become better, become worse, or remain the same?” A plurality of 
respondents, 46 percent, thought it would get better, 23 percent thought it 
would remain about the same, whereas 29 percent thought it would become 
worse. In August 2007, the same survey organizers put a hypothetical sce-

70      Chapter 4



nario to Iraqi respondents, at a moment when there was a peak in support 
for the immediate withdrawal of U.S. and Coalition troops (as we can see 
from Tables 4.3 and 4.4). The question was, “Suppose the United States 
withdraws from Iraq before civil order is fully restored. Do you think U.S. 
withdrawal would make each item I read more likely, make it less likely, or 
U.S. withdrawal will not make much difference in whether that happens?” 
Respondents were presented with four possibilities—a full-scale civil war 
in Iraq, parts of Iraq becoming a base of operations for international ter-
rorists, Iran taking control of parts of Iraq, and increased violence in the 
Kurdish areas. The responses are provided in Table 4.5. In no case did out-
right majorities of respondents affirm the worst-case scenarios predicted in 

Table 4.4 � Iraqi Public Opinion 2005–8 on U.S. and Coalition Troop Withdrawal 
(Percentages)

			   2007	 2007	  
		  2005	 (Feb.)	 (Aug.)	 2008

Leave now	 26	 35	 47	 38
Remain until security is restored	 31	 38	 34	 35
Remain until Iraqi government  
  is stronger 	 19	 14	 10	 14
Remain until the Iraqi security 
  forces can operate independently	 16	 11	 7	 10
Remain longer but leave eventually	 3	 2	 2	 3
Never leave	 1	 1	 —	 1
Refused/don’t know	 4	 —	 —	 —

Figures rounded to whole percentages. 
Source: D3 Systems (Vienna) and KA Research (Istanbul).

Table 4.5 � Iraqi Public Opinion in August 2007 on a Hypothetical Withdrawal of 
U.S. Troops Before Restoration of Civil Order (Percentages)

		  More	 Less	 Have No	 Don’t 
		  Likely	 Likely	 Effect	 Know

Full-scale civil war in Iraq	 35	 46	 19	 —
Parts of Iraq becoming base of 
  operations for international  
  terrorists	 46	 40	 14	 —
Iran taking control of parts of Iraq 	 46	 29	 24	 —
Increased violence in Kurdish areas	 9	 45	 44	 —

Figures rounded to whole percentages. 
Source: D3 Systems (Vienna) and KA Research (Istanbul).
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much U.S. public commentary, although pluralities believed that the like-
lihood of increased international terrorist bases and Iranian control would 
rise after such a U.S. withdrawal.

These D3-KA polls are not always reported with community breakdowns, 
and that is true of the 2008 survey analyzed here. We can surmise that Sunni 
Arabs (on average) have been the most opposed to the initial U.S. interven-
tion and the presence of U.S. and Coalition forces, the most hostile toward 
their performance, and, until recently, the most supportive of their imme-
diate withdrawal. We can also surmise (on average) that Kurds have been 
the most supportive of the original U.S. intervention and the presence of 
U.S. and Coalition forces, and the least hostile toward their performance 
(partly because Coalition forces have scarcely been present in the Kurdis-
tan Region). The average attitudes of Shia Arabs lie somewhere between 
those of Sunni Arabs and Kurds. Published data from the August 2007 D3 
and KA surveys support these suppositions with regard to Sunni and Shia 
Arabs. For example, 93 percent of Sunni Arabs regarded attacks on Coali-
tion forces as acceptable; 70 percent of Sunni Arabs thought the U.S. inter-
vention absolutely wrong, and another 27 percent somewhat wrong; 73 
percent of Sunni Arabs strongly opposed the continuing presence of Coali-
tion forces, and another 25 percent were somewhat opposed; and 72 per-
cent of Sunni Arabs favored the immediate withdrawal of Coalition forces 
(by comparison with 44 percent of Shia Arabs).

A March 2007 survey conducted for BBC’s Newsnight and other news 
organizations, which sampled some 2,200 people, reported that more than 
eight in ten Shia (as well as 97 percent of Sunni Arabs) opposed the pres-
ence of U.S. and other forces in their country, while more than seven in 
ten Shia Arabs and nearly all Sunni Arabs thought the presence of U.S. 
forces in Iraq was making the security situation worse.54 In contrast, three 
quarters of Kurdish respondents supported the U.S. presence, and in all 
surveys overwhelming numbers of Kurds have thought attacks on Coalition 
forces to be unacceptable.

Drawing on the survey data discussed here and on other polling data 
from 2003, we can draw four conclusions about Iraqi public opinion that 
will play a decisive role in the period ahead.55

1. � Most Iraqis, especially Arab Iraqis, want to see an end to the pres-
ence of Coalition troops as soon as possible. This preference is much 
higher among Arabs than Kurds and has been consistently exception-
ally high among Sunni Arabs.
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2. � Most Iraqis, but not Kurds, do not think the security situation will be 
worsened by a U.S. military withdrawal, and significant numbers of 
Iraqis (sometimes majorities) appear to believe that intergroup rela-
tions within Iraq will improve after a withdrawal of U.S. and Coalition 
troops. Kurds are more fearful of the negative consequences of a U.S. 
military disengagement.

3. � Relatedly, and consistently, most Iraqis favor the visible affirmation of 
Iraqi sovereignty on the presence of foreign troops—their departure 
from Iraq should be subject to Iraqi preferences, and their presence 
in Iraq should be regulated under Iraqi policies and laws.

4. � Polls and surveys, nevertheless, show some interesting nuances. High 
numbers of Iraqis appear to favor continued U.S. support (in train-
ing and materiel) to the Iraqi security forces. As many as eight in ten 
favor U.S. participation in operations against al-Qaeda and other for-
eign jihadists within Iraq (which is not consistent with a total U.S. 
troop withdrawal). Iraqis, including Arab Iraqis, realize that the secu-
rity situation is still fragile, so despite recent improvements in public 
order, and despite their adverse judgments on the performance and 
presence of Coalition troops, they sometimes favor qualified or paced 
withdrawal—depending on where they live (or used to live), and their 
estimations of what may happen to their communities.

Iraqi public opinion as a whole is somewhat malleable, and there are pal-
pable differences among its three major communities. They may change 
their judgments on a U.S. withdrawal depending on its nature and depend-
ing on how it is interpreted by their leaders—in political parties, mosques, 
militias, and immediate kinship groups. They may come to care less 
intensely about the presence of foreign troops if the security situation con-
tinues to improve dramatically and if the foreign troops are visibly return-
ing to their bases—and largely deployed in a supportive or training role. 
But with provincial and federal Iraqi elections scheduled for 2009, it is 
sensible to expect majority opinion in Iraq to mobilize strongly behind a 
“U.S. troops out” platform. That has already started to happen—with pol-
iticians pushing in the Council of Representatives for their timetable of 
withdrawal.

The next American president can therefore expect extensive popular 
backing within Iraq as well as the United States if he sets forth to organize 
a substantive and effective withdrawal of American troops. Within Iraq he 
will need to assure Kurds that their recent political gains will not be lost, 
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and assure Arabs that their recent security gains will be consolidated. He 
will need to perform a delicate balancing act to discourage Sunni and Shia 
Arab insurgents, militias, and parties from believing that they can win a 
decisive victory over their internal rivals after a substantive U.S. withdrawal. 
That will require credible American commitments to uphold a power-shar-
ing equilibrium within Iraq, which we will explore later.

The Potential Benefits of a Successful  
Substantive Withdrawal

For Americans the potential benefits of a successful withdrawal from Iraq 
will include staunching the loss of the lives and limbs of American soldiers 
and will involve limited economic benefits from reduced military commit-
ments to Iraq. These economic benefits cannot be exaggerated given that 
any president will be under strong pressure to “reset” the armaments of 
U.S. military forces and given that a substantive withdrawal may still include 
significant defense commitments to Iraq.

The benefits of a U.S. withdrawal will include following the current dis-
positions of American and Arab Iraqi public opinion and therefore will 
likely reap electoral rewards for politicians in both countries, provided, 
of course, the withdrawal is not a disaster. The benefits will include aban-
doning any direct or indirect U.S. governing of Iraq, which has opened 
the United States to accusations of neocolonialism. Abandoning efforts at 
state-building (or nation-building) in Iraq, at which successive American 
administrators and diplomats have proven inept (partly because of their 
instructions from the Bush administration), can only be of net value.56 
America has, unfortunately, proved better at state smashing than at state 
reconstruction. Many of the Americans who went into Iraq were blind to its 
realities. Indeed “blindness” is a favored metaphor in American commen-
tary.57 But many of the Americans who criticized the Bush administration 
have been equally blind to what Iraq was and is really like—under Saddam, 
and after—and especially oblivious to its binational and religious character 
and what that might require for political coexistence.58 For these reasons, 
among others, American administrators, legal advisors, and diplomats have 
not been best suited to assist in the reconstruction of Iraq, and therefore 
it is difficult to argue against those Iraqis who want to manage their own 
affairs. They deserve the benefits (and costs) of self-government, as the 
polls and the Arab parties of Iraq tell us they want. Provided that those ben-
efits do not include any loss to the rights of Kurdistan, such an outcome 
would reject both imperialism and clumsy paternalism.
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All these potential benefits are contingent on two prerequisites being 
met: a workable Iraqi security settlement that will survive a substantive U.S. 
withdrawal, and a matching Iraqi political settlement within the framework 
of the 2005 Constitution (in which Kurds, Sunni Arabs, Shia Arabs, and 
others can play their role as equal citizens). The prospects for these two 
goals are assessed in the next two chapters.
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Chapter 5
Securing the Iraqi Federation  
for All Its Peoples

American success or failure in Iraq may well depend on whether the 
Iraqis (as the people are called) like American soldiers or not. It may 
not be quite that simple, but then again it could.

—U.S. Army, A Short Guide to Iraq, 1943

You crushed the heads of Leviathan; you gave him as food for the 
creatures of the wilderness.

—Psalm 74:14

The Shia are afraid of what happened in the past; the Sunnis are 
afraid of what will happen in the future; the Kurds are preoccupied 
with the past, the future, and with what is happening right now.

—Nechirvan Barzani, Prime Minister of the  
Kurdistan Regional Government

Some people openly prefer despotism to anarchy. Throughout the ages 
numerous Christian and Muslim philosophers endorsed tyrannical kings 
and sultans or acquiesced in their excesses, believing the horrors of civil 
war to be the much worse alternative.1 Many atheists have been similarly 
inclined, including disguised atheists like Thomas Hobbes, who told his 
readers to prefer the biblical sea monster Leviathan—the state—rather 
than what he saw as its sole alternative, the war of all against all.2 And some 
contemporary political scientists have suggested that systems of control, 
where one group dominates another, however morally reprehensible, are 
preferable to intercommunal civil wars.3

The wisdom of the ages and of today’s self-styled realists commend the 
peace of the cemetery. Such wisdom is not merely timid, but poor empiri-
cal counsel. Democratic conservatism, liberalism, and socialism are based 



on the assumption that we do not have to choose between absolutism and 
anarchy. We can design and enforce our political institutions to inhibit 
both despotism and anarchy. We can have law and freedom. Constitution-
alized law and order remove the need to surrender to despots. Democratic 
freedoms, if appropriately organized, mean we do not have to take up arms 
in fear of our neighbors.

Even the most casual study of historical data shows that far more have 
died in our times from governmental terrorism than from nongovernmen-
tal violence. State terrorism exterminated more people than unofficial ter-
rorism in the twentieth century.4 And so it has been throughout the history 
of governments. Saddam’s Iraq and its aftermath are not exceptions to this 
generalization. This is not, however, to preach the merits of either anar-
chy or civil war, and still less to plead that war should be given a chance, as 
Edward Luttwak suggested at the end of our bloodiest century.5 Anarchy 
and civil war can be horrendous, as they have been in Arab Iraq since 2003. 
But only a fair fraction of the resulting deaths can be directly blamed on 
America. A significant quota of the violence in Arab Iraq was caused by the 
death throes of Baathism, whose followers held bloody hopes of a restora-
tion. They sought to collapse the new Iraq and thereby compel an Amer-
ican withdrawal. In appearing to succeed, they were not alone in getting 
more than they bargained for.

The Imprudence of the Ultrarealists

Some American commentators favor a dictatorship to resolve Iraq’s cri-
ses.6 Significant numbers of Iraqis in some early opinion polls reacted the 
same way.7 The suggestion that authoritarianism would be preferable to 
today’s violent chaos has a long pedigree. But quite apart from its question-
able ethics, this policy recommendation hardly seems practicable. A dicta-
tor requires the support of a strong army, police, or party. Until recently, 
Iraqi security forces have been too weak and too divided to control most 
of the country’s territory. Even if they are becoming stronger, why should 
we believe they would unite to support a powerful new central dictator? 
Which party could win a military contest for power? From which one of 
Iraq’s communities would the dictator be drawn? A Kurd would be unac-
ceptable to Arabs (and there are no sane Kurdish applicants for the job). 
Why would Shia Arabs accept a new Saddam? Or, why would Sunni Arabs 
accept the dictatorship of a Shia Arab when they are less than delighted 
with Shia dominance under democratic rule? So how would any strongman 
gain the allegiance of the existing Iraqi security forces?
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Between 1958 and 1963, Brigadier Abdul Karim Qasim emerged as the 
sole leader of Iraq. He came from the Free Officers movement, which in a 
spectacularly violent coup overthrew the Hashemite monarchy (imposed 
by the British in 1920). The Brigadier became the commander-in chief, 
prime minister, minister of defense, and the official leader of the Free Offi-
cers. His precarious five-year claim on power was enhanced, it was widely 
agreed, because he could claim to be from each of Iraq’s major communi-
ties. His father was a Sunni Arab, and his mother was a Shia Kurd.8 Few of 
Iraq’s present generals or officers can claim such a mixed heritage. And 
even if they could, it would offer no immunity or guarantee of widespread 
popularity: Qasim himself died in a hail of bullets.

The United States is in no position to pick and enforce a dictator, quite 
apart from the fact that such a policy would entirely undermine Ameri-
ca’s stated commitment to a democratic Iraq. Still, many have promoted 
as a possible Iraqi strongman Iyad Allawi, who in 2004–5 served as Iraq’s 
(American-appointed) prime minister. He has some cross-sectarian appeal 
among Arabs, but his party was decisively defeated in the January and 
December 2005 parliamentary elections. Allawi appears to enjoy greater 
support among wistful Americans and in neighboring Sunni Arab majority 
states than he does in Iraq. Foreign Sunni Arabs like him because he is the 
least Shia of the Shia Arab leaders—and because he was a Baathist before 
he went into exile. That almost automatically disqualifies him from hav-
ing significant electoral support from his community of origin. There are 
absolutely no grounds for supposing that Allawi would be able to win the 
loyalty of the Iraqi security forces, and even less to imagine that be might 
be able to impose his writ more effectively than he did before. His only 
prospects of returning to power lie in his party’s winning a pivotal posi-
tion in the next federal elections. Even if it did that, however, the other 
parties would likely prefer someone else from Allawi’s party to be the 
prime minister because they have not forgotten his utterly uncollegial style  
of rule.9

Leave and Pick a Winner?

Some have put forward even more cold-blooded recommendations. They 
have suggested that nothing will prevent a deeper civil war after most 
American troops have left Iraq—that America is already “baby-sitting a civil 
war.” They reason that instead of trying to limit the flow of blood itself, the 
United States should pick a side, and presumably supply it with arms, in the 
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hope that it will prevail.10 This policy may be feasible. But it would be mor-
ally and politically incredible unless the proposed policy backs the exist-
ing elected federal Iraqi government and the elected Kurdistan Regional 
Government.

There is no plausible way in which the United States can now switch sides 
and back Sunni Arab militias in assaults on the new government in Bagh-
dad. Equally, there is no way that the United States can plausibly support 
an all-out sectarian onslaught by a coalition of formal and informal Shia 
Arab forces, in which the Mahdi Army and the Badr Organization drive the 
remaining Sunni Arabs out of Baghdad and its satellite towns. If the Shia 
Arabs were to win decisively through the use of their militias, the outcome 
would probably help the Sadrists, and the least progressive factions in Iraq 
and Iran. Iraq’s democratic prospects would therefore be terminated. But 
the Shia Arabs are not likely to win such a conflict decisively, or, differently 
put, they are only likely to be decisively victorious in southern Iraq and the 
Baghdad metropolis. They are split among multiple factions and may not 
cohesively cooperate to conquer all of Arab Iraq. The Sunni Arabs have 
demonstrated significant prowess in guerrilla and terrorist warfare against 
the United States since 2003, so they would not be pushovers. They would 
also continue to have some support from Sunni Arab majority states, at 
least in arms purchases.

Quite apart from its moral repugnance, any switching would neither 
make good public relations nor good strategic sense. Such scenarios also 
usually fail to consider Kurdish responses. Would the Kurds secede from 
Iraq in such circumstances, with or without the disputed territories, and 
would Kurdish secession prompt Turkish and Iranian interventions? Or, 
would the Kurds back one side—and if so, which one? Or would they, as 
seems more likely, stand aside and offer to mediate?

We can, therefore, draw one reasonable conclusion from this inspec-
tion of the unthinkable. The United States is rightly constrained politically 
and morally to support the democratic governments in Baghdad and Erbil. 
Therein lies the sole option. Making them into “winners,” as we have seen, 
is not going to be easy, especially since they often disagree.

There Will Not Be a Baathist Restoration

Even if there were to be a precipitously, disorderly, and recklessly irre-
sponsible American military withdrawal from Iraq in 2009, we now know 
there will be no Baathist restoration. The Shia Arabs in the Iraqi army and 
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police, and their militias, as well as Kurdistan’s Peshmerga, will prevent 
any attempt by the Baathists to regain power. No legions will march from 
Damascus, Riyadh, Amman, or Cairo to return the Baath to power. The key 
killer and his psychotic sons are dead. The Hussein Tikriti clan will never 
rule again. In the end they helped destroy themselves, partly because they 
had killed and pushed aside too many able Baathists who were not of their 
immediate kin. The surviving Baathists have no aircraft, helicopters, tanks, 
or chemical weapons. Their party’s organizational structure is wrecked 
beyond repair. Most Sunni Arabs do not want a restoration of the Baath 
party, as opposed to a restoration of some of their prestige as a people. The 
neo-Baathists who have gone into the new Iraqi politics and competed in 
elections—those in the Iraqi National Dialogue, for example—lament an 
Iraq of their imaginings, but do not seriously contemplate an armed return  
to power.

The Baathist cadres who fought the United States and the other mem-
bers of the multinational Coalition and the new Iraqi government often 
ended up fighting under nominally Islamic banners. True, their driving 
motivation was a Sunni version of Iraqi nationalism derived from Baathist 
doctrine, as is evident from reading their proclamations, and from their 
conduct. The claim that the new Iraqi government is Persian figures prom-
inently in their rhetoric. But the Baathist cadres are now divided and scat-
tered. Some have been incorporated into the new Iraqi security forces, 
where they are watched to prevent any conspiracies within the army. Some, 
under new guises, tribal, neotribal, or religious, have made peace or cease-
fire agreements with the U.S.-led Coalition forces, or with the Iraqi govern-
ment. They have done so because they foresaw the complete destruction 
of their people, especially if more of them had followed the tactics and 
governance favored by the foreign jihadists. “Better to negotiate with the 
Americans than to die with jihadists or to lose to the Shia” is a rough ap-
proximation of their sentiments.

Barry Posen of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology suggested in 
2006 that four sources of energy motivated the Sunni Arab insurgents: 
“the anger of a group that once stood at the pinnacle of power and priv-
ilege in Iraq and now has been thrust to the bottom; tight kinship ties 
among this group caused by high birth rates, large families and first-cousin 
marriage . . . that draw new family members into the insurgency as oth-
ers are killed, captured, or roughed up; nationalism, both Iraqi and pan-
Arab; and the recent flowering of religious fundamentalism in the Islamic  
world.”11
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This fluent assessment needs qualifications. As we shall see, Sunni Arabs 
were not “thrust to the bottom” in the new Constitution of Iraq, but it is 
fair to acknowledge that they thought otherwise. This formerly dominant 
religious and ethnic minority displays political traits found among similarly 
situated groups elsewhere in the world—a strong fear of, or contempt for, 
democratization. That is because meaningful democracy underlines its sta-
tus as a minority.

It is important to be frank about the political psychology and emotions 
of the Sunni Arabs. Many still openly express contempt toward their pre-
sumed racial inferiors (the Kurds) and their presumed religious inferiors 
(the Shia).12 They are not just motivated by resentment and fear, as Posen 
suggests, but also by supremacist hatred and contempt. Posen is perhaps 
too quick to suggest that the Sunni Arab insurgents could indefinitely tap 
vast reserves of manpower. He sensibly claims, however, that “they will not 
reconcile themselves to a diminished position in Iraq until they discover 
that they cannot beat the Shia and the Kurds in a fair fight.” Most of them 
now appear to recognize that they cannot beat “the Shia and the Kurds” 
in either a fair or a foul fight. That is why it may be possible for them to 
be incorporated into the new Iraq, although not on their most preferred 
terms. Given that they can occasion tremendous insecurity to others it is 
clear, however, that a sufficient number have to be part of any sustainable 
security settlement.

The mere possibility of a significant withdrawal of American military 
forces—and their move away from direct counterinsurgency, pacification, 
and policing duties throughout Arab Iraq—is already creating a major 
dilemma for Sunni Arab leaders, whether they are urban or rural, tribal or 
party, Islamist or nationalist. The insurgents will be tempted to claim credit 
for the American departure. But that departure will leave Sunni Arabs far 
more exposed to the long-run consequences of their displacement from 
domination. Some of them, I suspect, think like the playwright George Ber-
nard Shaw, who hailed from the soon to be formerly dominant minority 
of Irish Protestants. In 1912, amid heated controversies over whether Eng-
land should concede home rule to Ireland, Shaw claimed that he “would 
rather be burned at the stake by Irish Catholics than protected by English-
men.”13 Analogously, some Sunni Arabs may claim to prefer to have their 
eyes blindfolded and the back of their heads drilled by Shia Arab militia-
men than to be protected by Americans. But such bravado, I suspect, is a 
diminishing taste among a minority that must staunch its losses and assess 
what it can recover.
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Sunni Arabs are reconsidering their need for alliances within Iraq. Many 
of them have rationally concluded that they cannot return to dominance 
throughout Iraq, at least not through force. Most have now acknowledged 
that the Shia Arabs outnumber them and that the Kurds may be their demo-
graphic equals. Resentment at loss of power may be giving way to a more 
rational sense of fear. They are tentatively exploring new vistas. Sunni tribal 
leaders in the northwest have made some practical alliances with Sunni 
Kurds close to the Kurdistan Democratic Party. In the Council of Represen-
tatives in Baghdad, some Sunni Arab nationalists are seeking alliances with 
those among the Shia Arabs and the Turkomen who favor a unitary and 
centralized Iraq. Generations of Arab nationalists, not just Baathists, have 
sought a unitary and centralized Iraq, and some Sunni Arabs believe it is 
not too late to repair bridges with some of their Shia co-nationals.

It is, however, utterly unrealistic to expect, in the short or medium term, 
that the remaining or the former Sunni Arab insurgents would voluntarily 
engage in comprehensive disarmament or decommission their weapons. 
Most Sunni Arabs distrust the new army, which they see as an instrument 
of a new Shia or Kurdish ascendancy. Even the Iraqi Islamic Party, the sole 
major Sunni party to endorse the Constitution in 2005, maintains its own 
militia. The Sunni Arabs often distrust the new police even more than the 
army, seeing them as controlled by the Badr Organization. These percep-
tions, of course, are reciprocated. Kurds and Shia Arabs have not forgot-
ten how Sunni Arabs conducted themselves when they had their hands 
on the whips. They fear Sunni Arabs have not lost their urge to dominate 
Iraq, especially through the army, so they want to ensure that the new army 
is incapable of being the vehicle for a Sunni Arab general to seize power 
through a coup d’état—one reason why they are most reluctant to incorpo-
rate the Sunni Awakening Councils into the Iraqi army.

All this might suggest a security impasse, in which it is impossible to see 
how anyone’s security can be improved except at the expense of others. 
That’s what leads many American and Iraqi analysts to anticipate further 
and more extensive bloodshed after a substantive American withdrawal. 
They think America’s substantive withdrawal or full exit will pave the way 
toward a fight to the finish. That is a possibility, but no longer the most 
likely one. Most Sunni Arabs have now imbibed a more realistic assessment 
of their long-run prospects. It is, however, obvious that any worthwhile secu-
rity settlement must allow some Sunni Arabs to be armed, and that other 
Sunni Arabs must have some reasonable confidence in the security institu-
tions in their neighborhoods. Granted the necessity of these premises, only 
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two plausible policy courses within Iraq satisfy these conditions (though 
they can be combined).

Legalizing, Provincializing, and Regionalizing  
Sunni Arab Militias

The most plausible way to begin the incorporation of armed Sunni Arabs 
into the new Iraq must lie in their significant enrollment into provincial 
police forces, especially in Anbar, Salahaddin, and Ninevah. There cannot, 
of course, be a wholesale enrollment, and there will have to be appropri-
ate screening and training before many of them are considered fit for their 
new roles (including, one hopes, more than nominal human rights and 
minority rights training). More ambitiously, Sunni Arabs might eventually 
be enrolled into the regional guard of any Sunni Arab-dominated region, 
which their elected provincial leaders will be able to establish under Iraq’s 
new Constitution and under a new law that came into force in the sum-
mer of 2008. They could form a region either by upgrading the status of 
any of their existing provinces or by joining together two or more prov-
inces (the available procedures by which this can take place are discussed 
in Chapter 6).

The legalization, provincialization, and regionalization of Sunni Arab 
militias, including former insurgents who are prepared to work within 
the new Iraq, offers the most obvious and one of the best ways to consoli-
date the federalization of Iraq. This policy, however, cannot be significantly 
advanced before there are fresh provincial elections. Sunni Arabs boycot-
ted the first set of such elections, in January 2005, and therefore do not 
have provincial governments with which they can identify. When there are 
such elections, their former strategic error can be reversed. If the new pro-
vincial leaders opt to take substantial security powers into their own hands, 
then the lawful “provincialization” of security can begin in earnest. Sunni 
Arabs can then enjoy some lawful self-government. But before there are 
such provincial elections it would be better if there could be agreements 
on their boundaries, especially where the northern borders of Salahad-
din, Ninevah, and Diyala are demarcated from the southern border of the 
Kurdistan Regional Government. (A decision to exclude Kirkuk from pro-
vincial elections seems highly likely.)

The more ambitious “regionalization” strategy, by contrast, cannot be 
developed before there are significant reversals of preferences among 
Sunni Arab politicians and their public. At present most of them reject 
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regionalization, which they see as a mechanism for the destruction of Iraq. 
They think regionalization is the Trojan horse of Kurds and Iranians (and 
their Shia Arab proxies) bent on the breakup of Iraq. It is just possible that 
a period of significant provincial self-government may eventually alter their 
opinions, especially since provincial governments, unlike regional govern-
ments, will be subject to greater executive and legislative regulation from 
Baghdad. Since under any democratic arrangements the federal govern-
ment in Baghdad will be dominated by Shia Arabs, it follows that Sunni 
Arabs will have to reflect in the future whether they want to grant Bagh-
dad significant authority over their security. Provincialization offers them 
a way out.

The other strategy to incorporate Sunni Arabs into the security arrange-
ments of the new Iraq, which would also involve legalization, is integration 
(a course currently preferred by American diplomats and commanders). 
Under integration, former Sunni Arab insurgents and existing Sunni Arab 
forces that currently cooperate with Coalition forces would join the Iraqi 
army and the Iraqi police in significant numbers—again after screening 
and training. They could then operate within centralized security forces 
throughout Iraq. The logic here is to create a common army and police, 
without quotas, that all Iraqis know to be integrated, and that they might 
therefore be more likely to respect and trust. The objective sounds fine, in 
principle, but in practice it is fraught with difficulties, and almost certain to 
fail if tried on a large scale.

An integrationist security personnel policy cannot apply to Kurds, who 
speak Kurdish and want to continue doing so. Kurds do not want to be 
policed by Arabs, or defended by them—in the recent past Arab soldiers 
killed their relatives in very large numbers. Only high-ranking Kurdish 
commanders tend to be bilingual, and extraordinarily few Arabs speak 
Kurdish. For the Kurdistan Region, therefore, the logic of Iraq’s new Con-
stitution should prevail for domestic security. The Peshmerga forces will 
operate as the Kurdistan regional guard, under Kurdish-speaking officers, 
responsible to the Kurdistan Regional Government and the Kurdistan 
National Assembly. Minorities within the Kurdistan Region may be inte-
grated into these regional security arrangements. But they may also have 
their own policing units in their own languages, where their numbers war-
rant such a policy. The Kurdistan Regional Government has shown itself 
willing to operate such arrangements for Turkomen—including in the dis-
puted city of Kirkuk.

Reciprocally, only very limited integration can apply to Kurdish partici-
pation in the federal Iraqi military. Kurdish-speaking soldiers can be orga-
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nized in divisions, regiments, brigades, or battalions and they can serve 
under Kurdish officers working within the Iraqi federal forces. Such units 
can be deployed, as they are now, in the external defense of Iraq’s borders 
or in aiding the federal government of Iraq.14 But they will not become 
Arabic-speaking units, and their officers will need to be fluent in both of 
Iraq’s official languages. They can be integrated—in a limited sense—as 
Iraqi federalists, but they will refuse to be Arabized. Their first loyalty is 
and will remain to the Kurdistan Region, and in many cases to its principal 
political parties, the KDP and the PUK.

Critics of this argument typically agree that an exception must be made 
for the linguistically different and largely territorially concentrated Kurds. 
But, they then say, Arabs share a common language, and they are still 
mixed, especially in a range of central Iraqi cities, so surely integrating the 
security forces must be the right policy goal in Arab Iraq. The argument 
has some merit, and it wins significant nominal support among Arab Iraqis. 
But it is nevertheless ethically abstract and tries to paper over the recent 
history of sectarian conflict among Arabs.

There is a profoundly naïve view, which can nevertheless be articulated 
with great sophistication in American social science, which holds that if 
there are better opportunities to have multiple voices of reason and mod-
eration heard, and if there are more, diverse and better sources of infor-
mation, then beliefs different from those of ethnic or sectarian hard-liners 
would form and expand among mass publics.15 I am all for the Enlighten-
ment but not for naïveté in explanations of people’s conduct. The inte-
grationist viewpoint usually suggests that it is the control of information, 
education, and history by manipulative elites that generates ethnic and sec-
tarian conflict. Sometimes that is so. But at least as often sectarian and eth-
nic leaders are leaders precisely because they express, in a representative 
fashion, the beliefs of their peoples. These beliefs resonate, moreover, not 
just because of manipulation, which is an ineradicable feature of human 
conduct, but because of the actual histories and considered experiences of 
such groups, rather than their imaginations—manipulated or otherwise. 
Mass publics may rationally fear that integration will be at the expense of 
their identity and interests. When they favor integration, they do so on 
their own cultural and political terms. That is one reason why, amid sectar-
ian or ethnic conflict, that what people say they would like (integration) is 
often not what they are willing to do (integrate).

The old, largely Sunni Arab-officered Iraqi army repressed Shia Arabs as 
well as Kurds. The Shia have not forgotten. The Shia Arab-dominated gov-
ernment has moved very slowly, awkwardly, and with palpable reluctance to 

Securing the Iraqi Federation for All Its Peoples      85



regularize or integrate some members of the Sunni Awakening Councils 
and the Sons of Iraq.16 They have done what little they have about integra-
tion only under intense American military and diplomatic pressure. Many 
of the Shia Arabs in Iraq’s Council of Representatives agree with one of 
their members, Sheikh Jalaladeen al-Sagheer, who maintained in August 
2008 that “the state cannot accept the Awakening. Their days are num-
bered.”17 These forces, at present largely financed by the Pentagon at a 
rate of approximately $300 per member per month, operate outside the 
formal law and Constitution of Iraq. They violate both Iraq’s Constitution 
and laws and the status of forces agreement between the U.S. and Iraqi gov-
ernments. They are America’s own private Iraqi militia—hired to protect 
buildings, installations, and U.S. troops.

Until recently the bulk of the Awakening members were engaged in fero-
cious attacks on the Americans, the security forces of the Iraqi federal gov-
ernment, and often against Shia Arab civilians. Shia Arabs do not find it 
easy to accept that those who yesterday called them Persians, apostates, 
and traitors sincerely want to cooperate with them in an integrated mili-
tary and police. They did not notice a chorus of Sunni Arab condemna-
tion of the grotesque excesses of the foreign jihadists when Shia Muslims 
were being murdered on pilgrimages, outside and inside mosques, or in 
marketplaces.

In the late summer of 2008, Iraqi security forces, in a direct chain of 
command to Iraq’s prime minister, were pursuing orders to arrest hun-
dreds of members of the Awakening movement who used to serve as lead-
ing members of organizations such as the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade and 
the Islamic Army of Iraq. From the perspective of the law of Iraq, they are 
criminals. Amnesties and vetted incorporation of some of these forces are 
therefore not likely to be speedy, despite current American pressure on the 
Baghdad government.

Peter Galbraith has observed that “much of the discourse about Iraq 
in the United States, even among critics of the war, seems to assume that 
the composition of the security forces somehow is not Shiite or Sunni or 
Kurdish, but Iraqi. In fact, the security forces are more sectarian than the 
population. . . . While the U.S. military can train them to be more effec-
tive fighters, it cannot train them to be Iraqis—that is, loyal to an inclusive 
Iraq.”18 He therefore expects that “once U.S. forces withdraw, the civil war 
will escalate.” He may be right. There is, however, a way to halt that predic-
tion from materializing, that is, in the interim a decisive shift toward the 
regionalization and provincialization of security, consistent with the fed-
eration sketched in Iraq’s 2005 Constitution, should be advocated. That 
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strategy offers the best hope of addressing each group’s fears, and putting 
checks on their ambitions that provoke fear among the others.

One of the arguments for federalism is that it provides a mansion with 
many rooms. If you cannot have the whole mansion, you can at least have 
a suite of your own. This recipe is not, however, a panacea for Iraq’s secu-
rity problems, although it can address many of them. In still mixed areas 
where there are histories of recent conflict, the two major internal security 
options cannot work on their own—that is, provincialization (or regional-
ization) or integration for Iraq as a whole. Instead, these policies have to be 
combined in such places. The minorities in the relevant province or region 
are not likely to be happy with being policed by gendarmes from the local 
majority group. They may prefer their own police. That, in turn, suggests 
the necessity of mixed and cooperative patrols of differently composed po-
lice and gendarmerie in such places. Alternatively, at the district or subdis-
trict level, one can try to obtain integrated policing units that represent the 
local mixture of peoples. These approaches will not be easy, but neither are 
they fantastic visions. Such exceptional arrangements in mixed places can 
work alongside a general pattern of provincialization (or regionalization).

There is a further practical difficulty with integrationist security policy. 
The facts on the ground have been changed. The mass expulsions and mass 
flights, especially those that occurred during the peak of sectarian cleansing 
in 2006–7, have radically reduced the degree of mixed living within Iraq. 
Homogenization because of flight has not, however, neatly separated Iraqis 
into three clearly regionally demarcated bundles of Kurds, Sunni, and Shia 
Arabs. In fact, even the Kurdistan Region has become more heterogeneous. 
It houses the largest numbers of internally displaced people who have fled 
there because its security situation is more stable. No one doubts that there 
is greater territorial segregation of Arabs by religion. Therefore, at district 
and subdistrict levels in Baghdad and the mixed cities of central Iraq, it will 
become necessary to recruit community police, who will be overwhelmingly 
either Sunni or Shia in particular areas, and to establish provincial policing 
boards in which elected representatives can hold the police accountable 
for impartial enforcement of the law. Iraq is some distance from this goal, 
but it is no longer ludicrously optimistic or impossible.

The Jihadists Are Being Defeated

The Sunni Arab insurgency was predominantly indigenous to Iraq. Foreign 
Salafi jihadists were always a minority among those attacking Coalition and 
Iraqi governmental security forces, though they were a persistent major-
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ity among suicide bombers and possibly among the killers of Shia civilians. 
The agenda of the foreign Salafi jihadists was theocratic and cosmopoli-
tan—the restoration of the caliphate in the lands of Islam. That objective 
contrasts strongly with the agenda of Iraqi Sunni Arabs, who were and are 
overwhelmingly concerned with removing non-Arab foreigners from Iraq 
and reestablishing their former status. They had a local nationalist and sec-
tarian agenda. The two groupings were therefore in an alliance of conve-
nience. It did not hold.

The strategy of the Salafi jihadists, especially their deliberate attacks on 
Shia civilians, produced its own form of “blowback”: mass-supported defen-
sive and offensive Shia actions against Sunni Arabs, which almost drove 
them out of the Baghdad metropolis. The governance of the Salafis, where 
they tried to build pockets of Islamist governance in Anbar and Diyala, in 
“liberated territories,” alienated them from local Iraqis, especially tribal 
Sunni Iraqis. The Sunni Arabs rejected another form of alien, puritanical, 
and arbitrary rule, which most of them judged to be worse than that of 
the Americans. That is ultimately why the foreign Salafi jihadists will be 
defeated. Not because of the superb leadership of Coalition forces, or the 
political efficacy of American diplomacy, or the deft use of large stacks of 
dollar bills, but because they have been rejected by Sunni Arabs. Speed-
ing the establishment of lawful self-government among Sunni Arabs in the 
provinces where they are a majority will consolidate this process.

The Awakening Councils emerged semi-spontaneously from clashes be-
tween Sunni Arab insurgents and al-Qaeda operatives who were trying 
to build an Islamic Salafi state, especially in Anbar. After one such set of 
clashes, in which al-Qaeda killed relatives of Abdul Sattar Buzaigh al Rishawi 
(Abu Risha), the American military and Sunni tribal leaders converted Abu 
Risha into the head of the Anbar Salvation Council, later renamed the 
Anbar Awakening Council. In September 2007, shortly after meeting with 
President Bush, Abu Risha and two of his bodyguards were killed in an ex-
plosion.19 But the movement did not die, and now has upwards of 100,000 
people being paid monthly allowances by the Pentagon.

Contracting out the repression of al-Qaeda to Sunni Muslims is the best 
global policy the United States can promote—both in Iraq and elsewhere. 
But it should not be directed by the United States at the expense of Iraq’s 
Constitution or law. If the Iraqi federal government reaches an accommo-
dation with the Awakening Councils and the Sons of Iraq, that is well and 
good. If it chooses to rehabilitate some and not others among their mem-
bers, that, too, is an Iraqi governmental prerogative. And if the Iraqi gov-
ernment chooses not to accommodate them, that does not mean that all 
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or most of the relevant Sunni Arabs will go back to being insurgents or will 
realign with al-Qaeda, as some American generals fear.20 In cooperating 
with the Americans, the Awakening and Sons of Iraq personnel have pro-
vided their biometric identities and registered their weapons. They have 
taken pay from the allies of the Iraqi government. It will therefore be eas-
ier to monitor, arrest, and kill them should they return to insurgent activity. 
They are aware of this reversal of their power. They know that now there 
are and that there will be more numerous informants within the insurgent 
movements, and among any foolish enough to realign with al-Qaeda in 
Iraq. In short, while making peace with the Americans, the former Sunni 
Arab insurgents in the Awakening Councils and the Sons of Iraq have not 
yet made peace with the Iraqi federal government. However, their black-
mail potential over the Baghdad government has significantly receded. 
They cannot dictate their terms, even with American pressure. Other Sunni 
Arabs, who were not involved as insurgents, are more likely to be recruited 
and rewarded for being loyal to the federal government.

By early fall 2008, al-Qaeda in Iraq appeared to be cornered in Mosul city 
in the northwest and Diyala in eastern-central Iraq; it was also believed to 
persist in small pockets of Baghdad’s satellite towns. Sunni Arab insurgents 
appear to be in retreat, judging by the radically reduced killings of Ameri-
can and Coalition troops. Although both groups are much weakened, they 
are still deadly. One of their current most preferred tactics is to assassi-
nate key leaders of the Sunni Awakening Councils and the Sons of Iraq. 
On August 17, 2008, in a crowded street in front of the famous Abu Han-
ifa mosque in the Adhamiya district of Baghdad, a Sunni Arab stronghold, a 
male suicide bomber, who some eyewitnesses claim was dressed in an abaya, 
the robe worn by many Arab women, exploded a bomb he was carrying. 
He killed fifteen people, including his likely principal target, Faruq Abdul 
Sattar, a deputy commander of the local Sunni Awakening Council.21 This 
episode is typical of current conflicts between those Sunni Arabs fighting 
Americans and those who are collaborating with them. Many more turn-
coat collaborators like the murdered Abu Risha, who founded the Anbar 
Salvation Council, are likely to die at the hands of their former comrades.

That there will be setbacks suffered among the Sunni Arabs who have 
decided to align with the Americans rather than the Salafists or the insur-
gents is therefore not in doubt. But neither is the overall pattern. The jihad-
ists are on course for a comprehensive defeat. The Sunni Arab insurgents 
are looking for a settlement they can live with rather than the one of their 
dreams. The pressure of a substantive American withdrawal, for which they 
originally fought with such vigor, is now turning on them. They know the 
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emerging strength of the Shia-dominated Iraqi forces could soon be exer-
cised against them with much less restraint than Americans have recently 
displayed.

What is the right way for Americans to respond to these emergent trends? 
They must take advantage of them, but not by pandering to the most un-
reasonable of the Sunni Arabs’ demands, such as abandoning federalism, 
granting one of them a powerful executive role as president, centraliz-
ing oil management and allocation, or a total end to de-Baathification, 
which will only put American policy at loggerheads with America’s allies, 
the Kurds and the Shia Arab factions supporting the Iraqi federal govern-
ment of Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki. Instead, it should be to encourage 
Sunni Arab party and tribal leaders and their followers to make their peace 
with federalism. That will give them, minimally, provincial self-government, 
control over their own security, and their lawful entitlement to a propor-
tional share of Iraqi oil revenues. To achieve these goals, available to them 
under the Constitution, Sunni Arab leaders will also have to recognize that 
the Constitution mandates territorial adjustments in the disputed territo-
ries, and that its democratic provisions mean that as a group they will never 
dominate the Baghdad government.

Building Wisely on “The Surge”

“The surge”—the deployment of an additional 30,000 U.S. troops into Iraq 
in the first half of 2007—and its effects have both been controversial in 
United States domestic policy. The improvements in Iraqi security that fol-
lowed have been hotly debated. One camp boasts it is proof of the mer-
its of President Bush’s commitment to stay the course. Alternatively, it has 
been argued that the benefits that have flowed since the surge owe noth-
ing to the surge itself but rather stem entirely from the switch in conduct 
by some Sunni Arabs and their abandonment of alliances with the jihadists 
and former Baathists. That in turn encouraged the Mahdi Army to enact a 
cease-fire. Iraqis are resolving matters themselves. In short, on this view, the 
surge was an epiphenomenon: the United States got lucky.22

Neither of these orthodox Republican or Democratic activist responses 
is appropriate or convincing. We should neither lionize the surge and its 
practitioners in the manner of the Weekly Standard 23 nor conclude that ev-
erything positive since the surge has flowed from an independent switch 
in strategy by Sunni Arabs, in Anbar and elsewhere, or maintain that all is 
down to luck or prior sectarian cleansing. Let us acknowledge, first, that 
without additional troops to stabilize Baghdad, the sectarian cleansing of 
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the city might not have been halted. What the surge did, in short, was to 
prevent the Mahdi Army from winning the sectarian war of militias over 
Baghdad. Let us also acknowledge that the switch in strategy, argued for 
and implemented by Generals David Petraeus and Raymond Odierno, to-
ward a complete focus on counterinsurgency, was sensible, important, and 
long overdue. U.S. military strategy in Iraq between the fall of 2003 and 
2006 had been coercive and brutal, sowing dragons’ teeth.24 It also did not 
always conform to the standards required to fight a just war, ius in bello, also 
known as “international humanitarian law,” in which torture, punishment 
of civilians, and mass detention of civilians are outlawed.

These standards were, of course, entirely and more egregiously violated 
by the Baathists and jihadists, who directly targeted civilians in indiscrim-
inate attacks that had no obvious military purpose. But U.S. military con-
duct between 2003 and 2006 was often reckless when it came to civilians. 
Its greater concern for “force protection” than for Iraqi lives lost it public 
support among Arab Iraqis—as seen in the polls discussed in the previous 
chapter. Indiscriminate mass internment added fuel to the fire. A policy of 
immediately conducting humanitarian assistance—social as well as police 
work—in the aftermath of clearing out pockets of insurgents was therefore 
the right one, especially when it was carried out with Iraqi authorities.

If fortune did play a role, it was in the conjunction of the switch in U.S. 
counterinsurgency strategy and the political realization among Sunni Arabs 
that they were doomed to lose any continuing Iraqi civil war. The latter 
realization helped prompt the Anbar Awakening Movement. Had there 
not been a significant U.S. military presence, the Sunni Arabs would have 
been driven out of all of the mixed cities where they confronted Shia Arab 
militias and the Iraqi security forces (not always distinguishable). But well-
managed counterinsurgency cannot work without a political strategy and 
without opponents who realize they cannot win all they want. When Gen-
eral Petraeus began his duties in Iraq he put the Baathists back in control of 
Mosul, which is why in that city, as KRG Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani 
used to regularly say to me in the summer of 2005, “three Kurds are killed 
every night.”25 From 2003 until 2006, Sunni Arabs fought, by and large, for 
a restoration. Even if U.S. military policy had been better conceived ear-
lier, much of the Sunni Arab constituency would not have been politically 
pliable. What has made more of them flexible now is that as a community 
they are staring comprehensive defeat in the face. American policy should 
encourage that clarity of recognition and not further any illusions.

Some critics have concluded that if Prime Minister Maliki’s government 
does not immediately incorporate the Sunni Arabs from the Awakening 
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and Sons of Iraq movements into the Iraqi security forces, then there will 
be a reignition of the insurgency, and a return to sympathy for the jihadists 
among Sunni Arab civilians. But we already know that any such responses 
will be much less unified and less threatening now because the authorities 
have the intelligence required for deep and sustained disorganizing pene-
tration. American policymakers continue to insist that concessions be made 
to the Sunni Arabs on the Constitution, especially regarding their prefer-
ences for a more centralized Iraq, but these calls now lack strategic efficacy, 
even if one believed them to be politically astute. The Iraqi federal govern-
ment does not have to make major concessions to the former Sunni Arab 
insurgents. If it is skilled, as I have suggested, it will encourage their provin-
cialization (after vetting and training), but it is unlikely to bring them into 
the new army and police in large numbers.

Iraqi Security Solutions for Iraqi Security Questions

A future is opening in Iraq in which Iraqis will finally gain control of their 
own security decisions. In 2008 Iraqi security forces, with American sup-
port, removed al-Qaeda from Ramadi and have since operated an appro-
priate humanitarian relief policy, calming that much troubled city. On 
his own initiative Prime Minister Maliki then launched an all-out assault 
against the Sadrists in Basra deep in the south of Shia-dominated Iraq. Ini-
tially ridiculed, especially because of a media focus on the poor perfor-
mance of one military unit just out of training, Maliki and the Iraqi forces 
prevailed—with American and eventually British back-up (when the battle 
was won). Since then, Basra has been recovering from the rule of criminal 
gangs and its own ruthless Shia puritans.

Historians may subsequently treat these twin events as decisive turning 
points. They showed that the federal Iraqi government could enforce its 
writ in a Sunni majority and then in a Shia majority city. They compelled 
the flight of al-Qaeda operatives and a cease-fire from the Mahdi Army. 
They won the federal government much needed credibility and legiti-
macy among a public keen on order but not on militia or freelance cleri-
cal order. Equally important, the federal government is not merely focused 
on establishing its security prerogatives for their own sake. Its key parties 
are also interested in future votes. The Shia religious parties, Da‘wa and 
the ISCI, are keen to defeat the Sadrists in competition for votes among 
the Shia. They have calculated that their electoral strategy requires firm-
ness before the provincial and federal elections, exposing the Sadrists as 
sources of disorder and criminality and opening the opportunity to break 
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their independent militia. They have also calculated that their election 
strategy must include the substantial withdrawal of America from Iraq, and 
in fairly short order.

Grand Ayatollah Sistani, the father of Iraqi democracy, issued an opin-
ion in 2008 that any political understanding to keep the U.S. “guests,” as 
he has always called them, on Iraqi land (however limited the duration) 
must have broad political support throughout the country. The Washing-
ton and the Baghdad governments have been in negotiations since March 
2008 to specify the terms of U.S. military responsibilities and rights within 
Iraq. The agreement, a memorandum of understanding, rather than a 
treaty, is needed to replace the UN mandate authorizing the presence of 
U.S. and multinational forces in Iraq. There have been disagreements on 
several matters, but there is now a draft text. It awaits approval by the U.S. 
and Iraqi executives and the Iraqi parliament.

The Iraqi foreign minister, Hoshyar Zebari, a Kurd, and the Shia Arab 
prime minister, Nuri al-Maliki, have insisted that there should be a with-
drawal timeline. Media reports in the summer of 2008 confirmed that the 
Iraqi Council of Ministers is insisting on the end of 2011 for a complete 
withdrawal of U.S. combat troops. In the interim, the Baghdad government 
wants the withdrawal of all U.S. troops from Iraq’s cities and villages by the 
end of June 2009. U.S. combat troops would be withdrawn to their bases in 
Iraq, where they would be available to assist the Iraqi forces if called upon 
to do so. American military forces would therefore be visible primarily in 
training and support roles between 2009 and 2011.

Debate between the two governments is over whether these dates are 
“aspirational” or firm “deadlines.” The Iraqi federal government is equally 
keen to establish its sovereignty by ensuring that U.S. soldiers and officials 
do not have legal immunity for any crimes they commit under Iraqi law. 
The possible compromises on this matter may confine their immunity to 
when U.S. personnel are carrying out their official duties and on base. The 
formation of joint Iraqi and American committees to address such ques-
tions may also ease matters. The United States, throughout its history, has 
insisted that it retain exclusive legal jurisdiction over its troops, including 
when they are abroad working with allies, on the grounds that it is a U.S. 
constitutional imperative. Such insistence, of course, is seen as treating the 
sovereign rights of U.S. allies with disdain.26

Whether the draft memorandum of understanding will be ratified 
remains to be seen. In a sense it does not fundamentally matter whether it 
is negotiated with the Bush administration or with its successor. The con-
tent of the draft agreement confirms, consistent with the argument of this 
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book, that elected Iraqis, Kurds, and Arabs want and are negotiating for a 
substantial withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq, although not an immedi-
ate pullout—indeed some Kurds would prefer a relocation of U.S. forces to 
Kurdistan rather than a full withdrawal from Iraq. They are doing so on the 
basis of a broad-based political consensus. These developments prove both 
that the federal government is not a puppet government and that the Iraqi 
military, at senior levels, is confident that it can soon take control of the 
defense of the provinces of Arab Iraq. Many provinces in Arab Iraq already 
no longer have a U.S. military presence. The Iraqi military is no longer as 
it was shortly after the CPA’s efforts to reconstruct it. Then its soldiers often 
fled or were disorganized when first confronted with serious combat.27 It 
has been bloodied. Its ability in 2008 to take Ramadi from al-Qaeda in Iraq 
and Basra from the Sadrists, albeit with Coalition support, has had a trans-
formative impact on its morale.

The Kurdistan Region’s security has already been extensively accom-
plished. At present the security of the KRG is maintained without a sin-
gle U.S. soldier on its soil—and without any Iraqi federal forces recruited 
from outside Kurdistan. Erbil and Sulaimania have experienced fewer sui-
cide bombings than London in recent years. The success of Kurdistan’s 
security is not because it has had no threats since 2003. On the contrary. 
Ansar al-Islam (the Sunni jihadist allies of al-Qaeda), al-Qaeda in Iraq, and 
Sunni Arab and Turkomen militants in the disputed territories have tried 
to attack the region, its population and its institutions, with occasional 
success—including the Erbil bombings of February 2004, which killed dep-
uty Prime Minister Sami Abdul Rahman and large numbers of the KDP 
and PUK leadership in the city. In the remote and inaccessible mountains 
of the KRG are guerrilla bases of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, or PKK, the 
party of Turkish Kurds, formerly organized as Marxist-Leninists and nom-
inally led by Abdullah Ocalan, who lives under 24-hour surveillance in a 
Turkish prison.28 They are said to use their bases in the Kandil Mountains 
to attack positions in Turkey before retreating. The Turkish military has 
launched both air and land attacks on these areas—on the grounds that 
the KRG has not done enough to prevent the PKK’s activities. The PKK has 
also spawned PJAK (the Party of Free Life for Kurdistan), which is a sub-
unit of its organization, made up of Iranian Kurds.29 The KRG’s Minister 
of Peshmerga, Jafar Barzinji, has accused the Iranians of supporting Ansar 
al-Islam in order to pressure the KRG to attack PJAK.30 Both of the KRG’s 
large neighbors, Turkey and Iran, accuse the KRG of being soft on Kurdish 
guerrillas, and have bombed its territory.
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The KRG has largely been free of violence because its government is legit-
imate and has won the cooperation of the vast bulk of its public. The num-
ber of Kurdish Islamists is electorally small: they have about one in twenty 
votes. The cadres of Islamist parties are isolated, watched, and reported 
on by a vigilant public, which does not wish to repeat the experiences of 
Arab Iraq. The Islamist parties are subjected to extensive surveillance, and 
their fund-raising is limited since they are required to rely on government 
funding. The KRG’s officials follow Turkish practices in appointing all the 
imams in mosques—a supervisory role made easier after an infamous scan-
dal in which a sheikh used mosque-based resources and sexual blackmail to 
organize a jihadist network.

The KRG’s security policy operates under Article 117 of the Constitu-
tion of Iraq, which makes regions responsible for their own police, security 
forces, and guards. The Kurdistan National Assembly has passed a counter-
terrorism law, which guides the police and puts them under judicial regula-
tion—in contrast to what often happens in Arab Iraq. Firearms regulation 
and control are far more vigorous than in the rest of Iraq, where weapons 
are ubiquitous. Each of the two major Kurdish parties has covert intelli-
gence branches, the Parastin in the case of the KDP and the Zanyari in the 
case of the PUK. The Asayesh, which is not party-based, is the KRG’s equiv-
alent to the FBI. It engages in both counterintelligence and counterterror-
ism and enjoys widespread public support.

The KRG’s Minister of State for the Interior Karim Sinjari, who showed 
me around Kurdistan’s police training colleges in 2004 and 2005, sits at 
the center of an effective network of now well-trained although under-
resourced police and gendarmes. The Peshmerga regional army units are 
spread out to defend the major urban centers of Dohuk, Erbil, and Sulai-
mania from potential attacks along the major roads from Mosul, Kirkuk 
(especially Hawija), and Khaniqin. Multiple vehicle checkpoints and in-
tense surveillance of Arab visitors and residents combine to create an effec-
tive external security perimeter. Kurdish forces also successfully protect the 
infrastructure within the existing KRG and within the disputed territories, 
including oil extraction and pipelines. The KRG offers a positive model of 
what may be possible in the rest of Iraq if the local politicians pursue either 
regionalization or provincialization.

The major security problems for the KRG are threefold. They arise, first, 
from a lack of diplomatic and political engagement with Turkey and Iran 
to address the PKK-PJAK questions to all parties’ mutual satisfaction. Sec-
ond, there are patterns of distrust between the federal government and 
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the KRG that create mutual anxiety. Federal officials suspect the Kurds of 
planning independence and land and oil grabs. Kurds suspect federal offi-
cials of seeking to prevent the resolution of the status of Kirkuk and the 
disputed territories and of blocking their economic development (on oil 
exploration and development).

This distrust flows over into budgetary relations. The federal govern-
ment and the KRG have not agreed to the funding of pensions for the Pesh
merga, which has been lawfully recognized as the official army of the KRG 
as far back as 1992, or the salary and benefit payments for Peshmerga units 
operating inside and outside the KRG. Arab politicians and public opinion 
tend to think the Kurds have done well since 2003 and can afford to pay 
more; the Kurds think that Arabs are breaking their promises again and 
free-riding on Peshmerga support for the new Iraq. Third, the disputed 
territories are a cause for concern. Here Kurds, Turkomen, and Arabs con-
test the appropriate location of districts, subdistricts, and (in the case of 
Kirkuk) a governorate and their boundaries. Jihadists have sought to ex-
ploit Arab and Turkomen fears and so have Turkish special forces.

On these matters, sensible American policy should shift decisively toward 
better diplomacy with Turkey and Iran and supporting Iraq’s Constitution, 
which obligates (in Article 140) the resolution of the disputed territories 
(which is discussed more fully in Chapter 7). Kurdish negotiators will likely 
tie the holding of the next set of provincial elections to boundary settle-
ments of the disputed territories—especially over Kirkuk, which may be 
excluded from the elections until there is a resolution. These in turn will 
need to be accompanied by agreed-upon policing arrangements, which 
will enable each linguistic community to police itself. Otherwise the proba-
bility of interethnic violence will increase. Constructive U.S. diplomacy can 
help here. The American government should also seek to help deliver a 
long-term settlement of federal-regional financing arrangements, one that 
is fair to its most loyal ally since 2003, namely, the KRG. It should realize 
that a security policy that only oils the squeaky wheels is a mistake. The 
KRG will benefit immensely from technical, training, and equipment assis-
tance to improve its intelligence and policing operations.

Obliging the Sadrists to Choose

We have examined the prospects of self-management of security policy 
among Sunni Arabs and Kurds, but what about Iraq’s largest community? 
Here the biggest threat to the new constitutional order is currently posed 
by the Sadrists, including the Mahdi Army, who have thrived on the insecu-
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rity in Arab Iraq since 2003. Their anti-Americanism, their links to the poor 
Shia through urban religious charities, and their informal links to criminals 
and to Shia who were Baathists have made them formidable communal con-
tenders. They have invested in politics—receiving a disproportionate share 
of the United Iraqi Alliance list in December 2005—and in violence, both 
as defenders of Shia communal interests and as aggressors against the Coali-
tion and Iraqi security forces. The other religious party leaders hoped to co-
opt Sadr through generous placement of Sadrists on the list of the United 
Iraqi Alliance. They failed in this endeavor. However occasionally astute 
their nominal leader was, the Sadrists were never coherent or disciplined—
it is a movement with a high number of poorly educated people. They were 
powerful and cohesive enough to ride the enraged Shia mass anger after 
the holy Samarra mosque was bombed in February 2006. To lead spontane-
ous rage is their forte, but policy with gravitas seems beyond them.

In Jordan at the end of 2006, journalist Patrick Cockburn interviewed 
Abu Kamael, a lawyer, a Mahdi Army member and self-described death-
squad leader, about his actions: “It was very simple, we were ethnically 
cleansing. Anyone Sunni was guilty. If you were called Omar, Uthman, 
Zayed, Sufian, or something like that, then you would be killed. These are 
Sunni names. . . . [The Mahdi Army] is supposed to kill only Baathists, Tak-
firis [Sunni fanatics who do not regard the Shia as Muslims], those who 
cooperate with the occupation, and the occupation troops. . . . It does not 
always happen like that though, and it can turn into a mafia gang.”31

The platform for which Sadrists formally stood—Shia and Sunni unity 
against U.S. forces and al-Qaeda in Iraq—had a decent chance of being a 
political and electoral winner. The platform embodies pan-Muslim, Arab, 
and Iraqi colors. But his supporters and his militia now seem irredeemably 
stamped as Shia sectarians and criminals. Far from being free from for-
eign control, the Sadrists were used and abused by Iranian intelligence and 
security forces. The Sadrists’ protection rackets and the petty criminality of 
their members eventually rendered them often less popular in key Iraqi cit-
ies than the Iraqi federal government, which from 2005 had been widely 
condemned for failing to provide basic services.

The high political point for the Sadrists was their critical role in ensur-
ing that al-Ja‘afari and then al-Maliki of Da‘wa would become the federal 
prime minister instead of al-Mahdi of ISCI (who now serves as one of Iraq’s 
two vice presidents). The Sadrists hoped to delay ISCI’s plans to oversee 
region formation in the south of Iraq, and they did. Sadr then threw his 
weight around, trying to force the Maliki government to call for an imme-
diate withdrawal of American forces. He regularly withdrew his ministers 

Securing the Iraqi Federation for All Its Peoples      97



and parliamentarians from supporting the federal government, and just 
as often put them back in. In the end these maneuvers lacked credibility. 
Sadr also failed to build strategic or long-lasting alliances either with Shia 
religious leaders or with Sunni Arab nationalist political forces. The blood-
letting and expulsions of 2006 have probably made the prospect of a sus-
tained alliance between Sadrists and Sunni Arabs unrealizable.

Sadr not only rejected the idea of a southern super-region or regions, 
as articulated by Hakim’s ISCI, but he and his immediate entourage have 
harbored the ambition to control all of Iraq from the central government. 
Their conduct, however, has made the Kurds and the Sunni Arabs reluc-
tant to have anything to do with them. Occasional alliances of convenience 
with Sunni Arab centralists are not out of the question, but there appears 
to be no prospect of a lasting strategic alliance. One reason to expect that 
situation to continue is that the Sunni Arabs who will be returned at the 
next federal elections may be even more divided than they are now, espe-
cially as the Awakening Councils seem likely to form political fronts. No 
Sunni Arab politician seems likely to win votes on a platform of coopera-
tion with Sadr. By contrast, there is reason to believe that the alliance of the 
Kurdish parties, the KDP and the PUK, and the Shia religious parties pre-
pared to work with the Americans—Da‘wa and ISCI—has prevailed in the 
war of succession to Saddam.

The Sadrists and their supporters are being forced to choose between 
operating within or outside the law that will now have some effective Iraqi 
force behind it. Their leader is seeking to reestablish his credibility as a reli-
gious and charitable organizer, critical of violence. He has formally asked 
his supporters not to join the extant militia. He has said that he sees the 
future of his movement in welfare rather than war. His opponents are gear-
ing up to ensure that neither his militia nor his movement will be successful 
in future provincial or federal elections. Breaking the Sadr militia is part of 
their plans for electoral success. If they succeed, then the man who begins 
his sermons with his father’s chant, “No to Satan!, No, no to America! No, 
no to the occupation! No, no to Israel” will receive the “No!” that matters—
a “No!” from the majority of the Shia Arab electorate. If the Americans 
leave Iraq on the terms of the alliance in the federal Iraqi government, 
then neither Sadr nor the Sadrists will receive the plaudits they might once 
have expected. It has, of course, been foolish to discount Sadr and the Sad-
rists in the past, and they may yet experience a revival. But if they do, then 
the federal coalition government will only have itself to blame.

Achieving sustained security success in neutralizing the now fragmented 
and discredited Mahdi Army (like the Sunni Arab insurgents) is essentially 
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a matter of managing to organize effective policing, delivering basic gov-
ernmental services (health, education, and rations, where needed), and 
relying on intelligence from cooperative populations that do not want a 
return to chaos. Strange as it may seem to some ears, it may be easier for 
the Iraqi government to be more effective in all these respects when it no 
longer has the American military to rely upon if need be. That is because it 
will have to be effective if it wishes to survive.

If the preceding analysis is broadly right, then the succession to Saddam 
may have been won institutionally and militarily and may also be won elec-
torally in the future. The dominant players in the Iraqi federal government 
want to demonstrate that they have reestablished Iraq’s sovereignty. That, 
of course, will facilitate a substantive American withdrawal from Iraq. Civil 
wars either end in victories or with negotiated settlements. In this case the 
evidence points toward a victory for the federal government of Iraq and 
its allies in the Kurdistan Regional Government. That will be confirmed if 
they are the major winners, along with Sunni Arab parties willing to oper-
ate in the new order, of the future provincial and federal elections. Elec-
toral successes by the Sadrists, if they have wholly switched to democratic 
politics, will certainly cloud that assessment. They need not necessarily fun-
damentally damage it.

The question will then become whether Iraq will experience a long 
period of sustained but lower-intensity violence—from continuing Sunni 
Arab insurgents, Sadrists, and criminals—or, alternatively, enter a more 
comprehensive peace process. The latter would obviously be the most de-
sirable outcome. It would require sustained cease-fires and active intra-Iraqi 
negotiations with the leaders who made and maintained such cease-fires; 
the tacit support of former insurgents and Sadrists in dealing with “spoil-
ers”; the former insurgents and Sadrists to take sufficient numbers of their 
followers into constitutional politics; and mechanisms to integrate some for-
mer insurgents into provincial or federal security institutions or into civilian 
employment. Amnesties, already offered, might have to be extended, while 
assurances, recognition, and compensation need to be organized for the 
victims of violence. Merely to list these desiderata, the features of success-
ful peace processes the world over, is to signal how far Iraq is from achiev-
ing them. So what must now be asked is whether Iraq’s Constitution, and its 
new institutions, are sufficiently flexible to allow this currently low probabil-
ity outcome to emerge and to explore how U.S. and multinational foreign 
policy might facilitate that outcome.
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Part III
Leaving with Integrity



Iraq has been killed, never to rise again. The American occupation 
has been more disastrous than that of the Mongols, who sacked Bagh-
dad in the thirteenth century. . . . Only fools talk of “solutions” now. 
There is no solution. The only hope is that perhaps the damage can 
be contained.

—Nir Rosen, Current History, December 2007



What you are reading is the work of a fool, according to Nir Rosen (see 
the epigraph on the facing page). This book does not accept that Iraq 
is dead. It assumes that its extinction is exaggerated. Though Iraq’s days 
may conceivably be numbered, a death certificate is premature. This book 
also maintains that there remain ways to address Iraq’s deep conflicts that 
have the potential to do more than staunch the flow of blood. Rosen offers 
no proposal to contain the damage. His counsel, as well as his analysis, is 
hopeless—in all senses.

The claims made here suggest that more than the triage gestured at by 
Rosen is possible. His posture, however, amply conveys the received wis-
dom of the English-speaking intelligentsia. Readers may have noted some 
restraint being exercised by this author. The argument has been unfolded 
as calmly as possible in a deliberate effort to avoid the enraged tone that 
accompanies this subject in the Middle East, North America, Europe, and 
in Iraq. Perhaps I may therefore be excused from briefly abandoning this 
tenor to reject Rosen’s portrait of the American occupation of Iraq as more 
disastrous than that of the bloodthirsty grandson of Genghis Khan.

Rosen’s judgment displays both ignorance and arrogance. The Mongols 
executed urbicide in Baghdad, not a mere sacking. In 1258, after a siege 
led by the Mongol prince Hulagu, the city was ravaged and plundered, 
and most of its inhabitants slaughtered. “So powerful was the stench of the 
unburied corpses that Hulagu was forced to withdraw temporarily from the 
city for fear of a plague.”1 This event terminated the Abassid Caliphate, 
which had lasted five centuries.2 The last holder of the post was wrapped in 
a carpet and trampled to death by horses (because the Mongols never shed 
royal blood). The figures for the numbers killed “vary widely and increase 
the further away the writer is in time and place.”3 “The caliphate had long 
ceased to exist as an effective institution, and the Mongols did little more 
than lay the ghost of something that was already dead.” “Baghdad and Iraq 
[then defined without Kurdistan] never again recovered their central posi-
tion in the Islamic world. The immediate effects of the invasion were the 
breakdown of civil government and the consequent collapse of the elabo-
rate irrigation works on which the country depended for its prosperity. . . . 
Iraq now became an outlying frontier province, abandoned to the destruc-



tive inroads of the Bedouin . . . , leaving . . . the fallen city of the caliphs to 
centuries of stagnation and neglect.”4

One can and should be critical of the American occupation. But that 
does not mean we have to accept the premise that American leaders, gen-
erals, soldiers, and officials have been worse than the Khans and their 
hordes. In 2003 American soldiers should have stopped the looting of “the 
city of peace.” But Baghdadis carried out the looting, not foreign invad-
ers. The mass killings and expulsions in Baghdad should also have been 
stopped by better American policies. But they were carried out mainly by 
the city’s inhabitants, by men from its satellite towns, and by foreign jihad-
ists, not by American troops. The reconstruction of Iraq should also have 
been better managed. But sincere efforts were made in this direction, some 
of which have borne fruit, and some American tax dollars and expertise 
have been allocated to revive the infrastructure of Iraq. Americans took no 
authorized spoils from Iraq, unlike the hordes of Hulagu. After May 2003 
it was mostly Arab Iraqis who destroyed the infrastructure of their coun-
try. They did so for political reasons, not because they were mad. Had the 
Americans been like Hulagu, there would be few Iraqis left to regret their 
political choices.5

Samantha Power is a thoughtful scholar who avoids the ahistorical hyper
bole of Nir Rosen. She is the author of a superb study of genocide and 
the failures of successive American governments to prevent it.6 But she 
opposed the U.S. intervention in Iraq because she did not like the fact 
that it was not motivated by concern for Iraqi humanitarian needs. Unlike 
the Kurds, Shia Arabs, and me, she was not persuaded that the effect of 
the intervention—the removal of the genocidal dictator and his regime—
would make the intervention worthwhile, even if genocide-prevention or 
genocide-punishment were not the prime goal of the interventionists. If 
quoted correctly, Power believes that in 2003 that Iraq “was, in a sense, a 
postgenocidal state.”7 That suggestion has several problems. How does any 
one know when a state has become postgenocidal, or, differently put, why 
should any one expect a genocidal regime not to be a serial offender? Why 
give a genocidal regime the benefit of the doubt? Were the assaults on the 
Shia Marsh Arabs and the southern governorates in the late 1990s neither 
genocidal nor recent? As important, Power’s argument might suggest that 
a postgenocidal regime should be immune to any intervention to punish 
the perpetrators. Last, the behavior of Baathists and other Iraqis after 2003 
showed that significant numbers of Arab Iraqis were very far from a post-
genocidal mentality. Had Saddam’s regime not been removed in 2003, it 
is entirely rational to think its genocidal character would have resurfaced. 

104      Part III



Refloated on enhanced oil revenues (after the decay of the UN embargo), 
the regime would have been in a position to resume its customary repres-
sion and aggression. And Saddam’s sons, by all accounts, would have been 
worse rulers than their father.8

But whatever the debates about the past, the point now must be to en-
sure that any withdrawal from Iraq renders none of its three major commu-
nities (or any of its smaller minorities) more vulnerable to further efforts at 
extermination. That is the acid test by which any withdrawal should be eval-
uated. None of us will have the luxury of looking back 800 years after the 
March 2003 intervention to assess its long-run impact. It has been a terri-
ble five years, but not entirely so, and all is not yet lost. It remains possible 
that a withdrawal with integrity will enable a federal Iraq to be stabilized. It 
may also be possible to ameliorate some of the worst consequences of re-
cent irresponsible and misguided polices. The following pages are offered 
in that spirit.
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Chapter 6
Respecting Iraq’s  
Constitutional Integrity

The illegal we do immediately. The unconstitutional takes a little 
longer.
—Attributed to Henry Kissinger, Washington Post, January 20, 1977

Iraq has a Constitution, but it is not properly respected by the U.S. gov-
ernment. That makes it more difficult for the Constitution to command 
the respect of others, but we can still hope that under the next administra-
tion the United States will respect Iraq’s Constitution—even if it will have 
taken longer than it should have. The Constitution is worth defending pre-
cisely because it is a power-sharing settlement for a pluralist federation. 
It is a settlement that partly works in practice, although more because of 
the internal balance of forces in Iraq’s domestic politics than because of 
a deep respect for constitutional legality. The Constitution newly defined 
the state as a “free union” and “a country of many nationalities, religions 
and sects.”1 It made Iraq officially both bilingual and a plurinational feder-
ation. The federation comprises multiple nationalities—including Arabs, 
Kurds, and Turkomen. Although Islam is named as the official religion of 
the state, the Constitution recognizes Iraq as a land of multiple religions—
including Muslims, Christians, and Yezidis.2 It recognizes the religious sects 
(or “components,” the more delicate and diplomatic Arabic expression) 
within these religions, including, most importantly, the Sunni and Shia 
variants of Islam. Shamefully, only Jews conspicuously fail to have their reli-
gion formally recognized, although there are very few Jews left in Iraq after 
a century of exchanges, expulsions, persecution, and exodus.3



Iraq’s federal chamber, the Council of Representatives, is elected by pro-
portional representation. That makes it unlikely that any list or party will 
obtain a governing majority in the Council and makes it highly likely that 
the federal executive, the prime minister, and the Council of Ministers 
must be built anew after each election as a multiparty or multilist coalition 
government. This formula therefore promotes power sharing in Baghdad. 
When combined with the extensive regional and provincial autonomy en-
visaged in its Constitution, Iraq therefore has some of the traits necessary 
to establish both a pluralist federation and a working “consociational de-
mocracy,” namely, a democracy with the following four traits: (1) a federal 
executive with cross-community support; (2) proportional representation 
of key parties, groups and communities in core institutions; (3) territorial 
and cultural autonomy for key nationalities, linguistic groups and religious 
groups; and (4) formal and informal veto powers that prevent a simple ma-
jority in the Council of Representatives from imposing its will on others. 
Iraq also has the potential to be a “liberal consociation”4 because its Con-
stitution does not have any overt quotas. It does not, as in a corporate con-
sociation such as Lebanon’s, mandate that particular political posts have 
to be allocated to representatives of particular ethnic communities or re-
ligious sects but instead allows people’s votes to determine who shall hold 
office in a structure that nevertheless obligates power sharing and respect 
for pluralism.5

Pluralist federations and consociational arrangements require suitable 
internal and external support structures. Internally, the fact that Iraq lacks 
a community with a preponderant and cohesive majority that will rally be-
hind just one list or party makes coalitional politics possible—and nec-
essary. The internal balance among the three major communities may 
also assist coalitional politics. As long as Shia and Sunni Arabs deeply dis-
trust one another, they are less likely regularly to join together to oppress 
Kurds—although some have tried to block the constitutionally authorized 
referendum to determine whether Kirkuk province may join the KRG. As 
long as Kurds cannot win independence because of implacable opposition 
from Turkey and Iran, they have a strategic interest in alliances with Arab 
parties and politicians who are willing to respect Kurdistan’s autonomy.

They also have an interest in preventing either Arab sect from totally 
dominating Iraq, because if they did they would likely impair Kurdistan’s 
autonomy. Most Kurds share the same branch of Islam with Sunni Arabs, 
although they support a different school of law in the Sunni tradition6 and 
are much less religiously zealous. And most Kurds share with some leading 
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Shia Arabs an interest in building an Iraq of its regions rather than a recen-
tralized Iraq. Here their joint history as victims of Baathism makes them 
partial allies. The Sunni Arabs, displaced from power, have mostly learned 
that they are unlikely to win back power through guerrilla struggle or ter-
rorist methods. They are in search of new political strategies. Some have 
considered experimenting with alliances with the Sadrist Shia in the inter-
est of promoting a recentralized Iraqi nation-state, and others, who are less 
religious, have looked toward secular Kurds and secular Shia. Altogether 
these internal conditions make federal coalitional and consociational pol-
itics possible.

Externally, consociations require regional powers or great powers either 
to balance against each other or to make explicit agreements in such a way 
that they do not disturb the internal equilibrium that makes coalitional 
and consociational politics possible. The regional powers must practice 
self-restraint, avoiding interventions on behalf of their co-ethnics or co-reli-
gionists. They are more likely to keep out if the relevant internal group with 
which they feel most affinity is reasonably well treated and satisfied with the 
status quo. Otherwise the regional powers must be kept out by the threat-
capacities of great powers. The critical question for Iraq’s future, addressed 
in the next two chapters, is whether the United States has the capacity and 
the interest to support the external conditions necessary to give coalitional 
or consociational politics within Iraq a chance to stabilize.

Iraq’s Constitution provides the right mix of institutional incentives to 
make a durable power-sharing settlement possible, consistent with the 
security needs of its people. That does not mean the Constitution cannot 
be modified, but it is best not modified in the directions preferred by U.S. 
policymakers. Leaving Iraq with integrity requires the United States to sup-
port Iraq’s constitutional integrity.

Working for, Not Against, Iraq’s Constitution

World opinion is deeply skeptical that Iraq’s parties can develop the par-
liamentary democratic federation proclaimed in the first article of its new 
Constitution or the pluralist provisions evident in its new definition of the 
state as a “free union” and of “a country of many nationalities, religions 
and sects.”7 This skepticism has some basis. The Constitution’s birth took 
place in the midst of a long bloodbath and was preceded by a sandstorm. 
Its birth was rushed, and its lack of polish shows in places. But for at least 
one of Iraq’s three major peoples, it was a triumph. Kurdish film-maker 
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Hineer Saleem’s recollection of his grandfather’s words seemed like an epi-
taph for his people in the 1990s, “Our past is sad. Our present is a catastro-
phe. Fortunately, we don’t have a future.”8 These words no longer apply. 
The Kurds of Iraq, at least, have reasons to hope.9

The Constitution also met the aspirations of Shia Arabs. For the first time 
in the history of modern Iraq, the Constitution enables their demographic 
majority to count democratically. And indeed for the first time since the 
party of Ali was defeated on the plains of Karbala in the seventh century, 
the long institutional ascendancy of Sunni over Shia is over. Sunni Arabs 
do not regard the Constitution as a victory, but it offers them securities as 
individuals and as a minority that will ease their loss of dominance.

The arguments in favor of Iraq’s Constitution are profoundly neglected. 
The new Constitution deserves the conditional support of other democratic 
federations and other democratic and Western governments, and ana-
lysts should cease their futile and unhelpful efforts to persuade the Shia-
dominated parties and their allies from Kurdistan to make dramatic changes 
to its text. Foremost among the arguments in the Constitution’s favor is 
its legitimacy: it was endorsed by four out of five of Iraq’s voters in 2005. 
It also reflected the most feasible bargain that could have been made by 
Iraq’s major parties in the summer of 2005. It is the sole obvious framework 
through which Iraq may stabilize as an entity that resembles a democratic 
state. The Constitution underpins the federalization of Iraq with sensible 
proposals to federalize Iraq’s natural resources. That does not mean the 
Constitution cannot be improved or modified to assuage the sentiments of 
Sunni Arabs, but there are limits to what can feasibly be amended. If Iraq 
breaks up—as many confidently or pessimistically assume—that eventuality 
should not be blamed on its new and only partly tested Constitution. The 
Constitution, moreover, provides the best mechanism through which that 
break-up can be managed if that proves to be the final outcome—although 
I neither favor nor expect that.10 Let me elaborate this case.

A Legitimate and Feasible Constitution

The new permanent Constitution was ratified in the referendum held on 
October 15, 2005. It was validated by the United Nations Election Assis-
tance Unit. The process by which it was made was not ideal. The text was 
drafted in Baghdad amid extraordinarily high security, with the U.S. ambas-
sador, Zalmay Khalilzad, playing a key mediating role, although not a dic-
tatorial one.11 The United States noted; it proposed from time to time, but 
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did not dispose, except when asked to arbitrate (as it was on the question 
of the participation of Shia clergy on the federal supreme court). Kurdish 
and SCIRI leaders, aided by their respective advisors, did the real bargain-
ing over the content of the text. The party leaders took over the process 
precisely because the parliamentary process was not working.12 Though 
Khalilzad hailed the Constitution, it was not what the United States had 
sought—on regions, on natural resources, on security, and on central-
ization. It was not a Constitution made in Washington D.C.; if it were, it 
would be difficult to explain why Washington has sought so often to have 
it changed.

The campaign that preceded the Constitution’s popular ratification 
scarcely met the best standards of democratic transparency, but the pub-
lic security provided on referendum day was effective. UN advisers rightly 
blocked a Machiavellian effort by some in the proconstitution parties to 
construe in two separate and self-serving ways an ambiguity about the 
meaning of “voters” in the Transitional Administrative Law’s rule of ratifi-
cation.13 The UN ruling ensured that the ratification process was proper. 
But the Constitution, as the world knows, was opposed, with both bombs 
and ballots, by most of Iraq’s formerly dominant minority of Sunni Arabs.

The Constitution, however, offers means through which Iraq may hold 
together without dictatorship or permanent civil war. It does not guarantee 
that outcome but is rightly regarded as a work in progress. This argument 
rejects two standard skepticisms, which conveniently have been repre-
sented in cartoons. The vulgar view is typified by America’s satirical maga-
zine, The Onion (see Figure 1).14

Merciless satire is often instructive. The Onion’s cartoon was not wholly 
racist because it laughed at the United States’ own Constitution, which 
specifies a right to bear arms and under which Native Americans now oper-
ate gambling casinos under treaty rights. But it also laughed at intergroup 
hatred in Iraq and at the Iraqis presumed shared hatred of Americans, sug-
gesting nothing lasting could come from this constitutional enterprise. 
Here the cartoon is an utter distortion. Intergroup hatred is not pervasive 
in Iraq. Saddam’s major victims, the Kurds and Shia Arabs, may not love 
one another but they have pragmatic affinities. Their leaders became op-
position allies under Saddam. They made and are now the de jure champi-
ons of the new Constitution. The also got their respective communities to 
vote for it—admittedly in a rush and without ideal public debate. Americo-
philia, genuine and strategic, is widespread among Kurds. Americophobia 
is also intense among Sunni Arabs, but now some of their politicians seek 
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the withdrawal of American troops from central Iraqi cities rather than their 
total withdrawal. Shia Arabs are ambiguous and divided about America. The 
Sadrists campaign for an American withdrawal, but the more prudent lead-
ers of Da‘wa and ISCI, the Iraqi Supreme Council of Islam, do not want 
that exit to reverse the political gains of their people. They favor a con-
trolled departure.

Another and more elegant cartoon represents the “impossibilist thesis” 
about Iraq’s Constitution (see Figure 2).15 It shows a parchment, morphing 
into a cloth with its threads unraveled at the end, connected to a signature 

Figure 1.  The vulgar view of Iraq’s Constitution. The Onion, September 7, 2005. 
Reprinted with permission of The Onion. Copyright © 2008 The Onion.
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pen that awaits use. Copper-toned stereotypes of a Kurdish Peshmerga, a 
Sunni Arab with a typical kafiyya (cloth headdress), and, in front, a tur-
baned Shia Arab, flank the unraveling cloth. The Arabs have beards. The 
Kurd does not. They have their backs to one another pointing perhaps 
toward the “three state solution.” The cartoon conveys the impossibility 
thesis, namely, that Iraq is unworkable because of its ethnic (Arabs versus 
Kurds) and sectarian (Sunni versus Shia Islam) conflicts. But Kurdish and 
Shia Arab politicians intensively negotiated face to face—in the Baghdad 
compound of Mas‘ud Barzani, the president of the Kurdistan Democratic 
Party and now the president of the Kurdistan Region. An accurate cartoon 
would have shown some Sunni Arab negotiators threatening chaos while 
being targeted for assassination by insurgents from their own community 
and while claiming, with some cause, that the Shia Badr Organization and 
the Mahdi Army had them in their sights.

The truth is that no successful negotiations could have materialized 
in 2005 from the inclusion of representative Sunni Arab politicians. The 

Figure 2.  A knitter’s nightmare: the sophisticated impossibilist view of Iraq’s 
Constitution. Illustration by Phil Foster. Reproduced with permission.
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Sunni Arabs present in the Iraqi Assembly had demands that were unac-
ceptable to their Constitution-making partners: the elected representa-
tives of roughly four-fifths of Iraq’s population.16 Many Sunni Arab political 
leaders had boycotted the elections to the constitutional convention, or 
they were supporting armed violence against the transitional government 
and its civilian supporters. Others among them were intimidated from 
indicating what willingness to compromise they then possessed. The Sunni 
Arab boycott of the January 2005 elections backfired spectacularly against 
their interests, and some of their leaders compounded this strategic error 
with poor negotiating tactics, because they still had demographic fanta-
sies about their people’s numbers. The Sunni Arab leaders “negotiating” 
in Baghdad, notably Salih al-Mutlak, were determined to block the forma-
tion of an Iraqi federation because they saw that, as they said endlessly, to 
be “the end of the country.” They thought their best hope was to prevent 
a settlement, precipitate fresh elections under the provisions of the Tran-
sitional Administrative Law,17 and return with new strength to a new set 
of negotiations. They did their best to become procedural obstructionists. 
That strategy strongly reduced the likelihood that other Iraqi politicians 
would treat their concerns seriously.18 The Sunni negotiators’ second best 
hope, they thought, was to campaign for a “no” vote, which most of them 
tried—apart from the Iraqi Islamic Party. Though they mobilized their vot-
ers, they failed to achieve the requisite blocking supermajority of two-thirds 
in three governorates.

Throughout 2005 many Sunni Arab leaders, the elite of a formerly dom-
inant minority, remained strongly inclined to see Shia Arabs and Kurds, 
approximately eight in ten of Iraqis, as “special interest groups.”19 The 
Sunni Arab elite acted like a deposed Staatsvolk—the people who own the 
state. In 2005 there were just not enough key Sunni Arab elites, or voters, 
who were democratic, let alone federalist or pluralist, who were capable of 
being viable negotiating partners. There was therefore no workable politi-
cal inclusion strategy for the other groupings in Iraq, short of outright sur-
render of their vital interests to the traditionally dominant ethnoreligious 
community. These facts of political life in 2005 rendered impossible the 
hope of combining successful constitution-making with a comprehensive 
and inclusive peace and security settlement.

The facts on the ground since then may have changed matters. Sunni 
Arab leaders recognize they erred in boycotting the January 2005 elections 
and hope to win sufficient allies to modify parts of the Constitution. Most 
now know they cannot overthrow it by force, as many have sought to do for 
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nearly three years. A successful political settlement, defined as the end of 
most of the Sunni Arab insurgencies and the stable withdrawal of multina-
tional forces from Iraq, necessarily requires significant Sunni Arab compli-
ance with the new constitutional dispensation. But that compliance cannot 
be wished into existence. When significant numbers of Sunni Arabs accept 
federalism and negotiate under its terms, only then will the intra-Arab civil 
war terminate. That vista is now within sight. Its realization is made more 
difficult when American and British policymakers continue to insist that 
it is necessary for the Constitution to be dramatically modified to appease 
Sunni Arab demands and interests. Sunni Arabs should not now be able to 
succeed in overthrowing its key provisions on the back of massively violent 
blackmail, which has failed in the field. Their legitimate concerns can and 
should be addressed, but within the framework of a decentralized federa-
tion and through any necessary modifications of the existing Constitution.

A Framework for Better Possibilities

The 2005 Constitution remains the sole obvious framework through which 
Iraq may stabilize as an entity that resembles a democratic state. While 
Sunni Arab insurgents fight or reconsider their options, we should recog-
nize that Kurdistan and most of southern Iraq could flourish and function, 
respectively, with or without widespread Sunni Arab compliance with the 
new Constitution and with or without the presence of the Coalition’s mul-
tinational troops. That was so even before the Constitution was made; it 
is now even more evident with the consolidation of the Kurdistan Region 
into one governing unit in 2006 and with the recent establishment of fed-
eral Iraqi control over Basra and other cities in the south. The democratic 
leaders of the Shia Arabs and the Kurds have the ability, if they wish, to 
insulate themselves from what they regard as Sunni Arab aggression.

Kurdistan is institutionalized; its civil war is long healed; and relations 
between the KDP and PUK are much improved, as their joint negotiating 
team proved in Baghdad in 2005. Since 2006 the two parties have created 
and have continued to support a unified power-sharing coalition govern-
ment in Erbil. Kurdistan’s public often favors independence as an abstract 
ideal, but its leaders are prudent. I often tested the abstractness of the ideal 
by asking my Kurdish friends in Erbil and Sulaimania the following ques-
tions: “Would you favor an independent Kurdistan, even if it meant a Turk-
ish invasion and occupation would follow? Even if it meant that an Iranian 
invasion and occupation would follow?” They would either answer “no,” or 
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they would deny that either Turkey or Iran would do as my questions sug-
gested. I would also ask them to make a choice between just two options. 
I would ask if they favored independence without unification with Kirkuk, 
or, instead, autonomy in Iraq with Kirkuk’s becoming part of the Kurdistan 
Region. Without exception, they preferred the latter option. Integrating 
Kirkuk and other “disputed territories” into the Kurdistan Region through 
peaceful and democratic means is therefore best construed as Kurdistan’s 
price for committing to the federation of Iraq.

The Shia Arabs’ institutions, religious and political, are slowly taking on 
a resilient shape in the south. There has been far more chaos, warlord-
ism, criminality, and general disorder in the south than in the Kurdistan 
Region, but that is partly because its liberation from Baathism is much 
more recent. The southern provinces are not unified—different Shia par-
ties and factions vie for influence, sometimes violently. Military action in 
2008 by the federal government, with the support of Coalition forces, has 
led to the consolidation of its grip on the south. Significant defeats for the 
Mahdi Army and criminal networks in Basra and other cities have been 
registered.

Since the summer of 2008, under an Iraqi law that implements key pro-
visions in the Constitution, Iraqis outside of Baghdad and Kirkuk are free 
to form regions through combining governorates. They can upgrade any 
existing governorate to the status of a region (including Baghdad). They 
can also make their governorates have most of the powers already exempli-
fied in the Kurdistan Region, if they wish, without even forming regions. 
The Shia Arabs have the votes and numbers, lawfully under the Constitu-
tion and under the new statute to follow these courses of action.

The map of Iraq may shortly be transformed in ways that match the 
existing emergent regionalization of security. For that to happen, the Shia 
Arabs will have to follow the advice of the dying leader of ISCI, Abdul Aziz 
al-Hakim, and develop their own region or regions in the south. That is 
not a settled course of action because other Shia parties, especially the Sad-
rists, but also some within the prime minister’s Da‘wa party, prefer for now 
not to follow in the path of Kurdistan. But even if the centralists defeat the 
regionalists among the Shia Arabs, they are not going to be able to impose 
their version of centralism upon the Kurds, and they are unlikely to make 
workable coalition deals with centralist Sunni Arabs. Noticing that Shia sec-
tarians are the most enthusiastic of the potentially successful centralists in 
Iraq should concentrate the minds of Sunni Arabs, if not in the very near 
future then at least eventually.
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Major armed conflict in Iraq may shortly, with luck and skilled politics, 
be confined to Baghdad and its environs, including parts of Diyala, and 
the two Sunni Arab majority governorates of Salahaddin and Nineva, that 
is, the previously “ungoverned territories”; Anbar is calm for now. Differ-
ently put, the remaining territorial concentrations of disorder will be in 
two places. The first lies amid the northern disputed territories. Here local 
Kurdish majorities live below the borders Saddam drew for Ninevah, Sala-
haddin, Kirkuk, and Diyala and below the boundary of the KRG he created 
through his withdrawal from Kurdistan. Here there are border and local 
power-sharing issues to be resolved, largely between Kurds and Sunni Arabs 
but also with Turkomen, especially in Kirkuk. For now these districts and 
subdistricts are not especially disordered because Kurdistan’s Peshmerga 
supply most of the local security. But they are suffering because their terri-
torial status is not resolved—the KRG has no official jurisdiction over them 
and the Baghdad ministries neglect them. The second significant areas of 
disorder lie in the mixed districts of Arab cities and in Sunni Arab majority 
provinces. Therefore Sunni Arabs have territorial and power-sharing dis-
putes to resolve with both Kurds (in the north) and with Shia Arabs (largely 
in the center), but they are not in a position to dictate terms in either set of 
places. The political question therefore will become what Kurds and Shia 
Arabs can offer Sunni Arabs to reassure them.

There will, of course, be persistent conflict elsewhere in Iraq, but much 
less than at the edges of the Sunni Arab heartlands, provided that further 
international interventions can be inhibited. Some Shia Arab leaders have 
expressed interest in imitating Kurdistan’s security perimeter, lawful under 
its constitutional right to organize internal security. All this thinking fore-
shadows an important opportunity. The regionalization program of the 
Constitution, which recognizes and makes possible a bigger and more 
powerful Kurdistan and which allows the emergence of a big and power-
ful south or multiple souths, or powerful governorates, also enables the 
internal regionalization of security—and its legalization. In the worst-case 
scenario, this shift has the possibility, eventually, to confine Sunni Arab vio-
lence to Sunni Arab-dominated territories and areas at the edges of their 
heartlands where they are or have become local minorities. In the best-case 
scenario, in which Sunni Arabs take charge of their own security, within 
functioning provinces (or in a region or regions), the majority within each 
of the three major communities will be able to breathe easier and be less 
of an intrusive threat to the others. The push toward regionalization has 
regrettably not simply been the result of logic, persuasion, reasoned dis-
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course, and information about pluralist federations, but owes much to the 
territorial homogenization flowing from sectarian and ethnic expulsions.

Against Significant Recentralization

The Constitution of Iraq allows and encourages a highly decentralized fed-
eration. The exclusive powers of the federal government are as follows:

Article 110:
1. � Formulating foreign policy and diplomatic representation; negoti-

ating, signing, and ratifying international agreements and treaties; 
negotiating signing, and ratifying debt policies and formulating for-
eign sovereign economic and trade policy.

2. � Formulating and executing national security policy, including estab-
lishing and managing armed forces to secure the protection and guar-
antee the security of Iraq’s borders and to defend Iraq.

3. � Formulating fiscal and customs policy; issuing currency; regulating 
commercial policy across regional and governorate boundaries in 
Iraq; drawing up the national budget of the State; formulating mone-
tary policy; and establishing and administering a central bank.

4. � Regulating standards, weights and measures.
5. � Regulating issues of citizenship, naturalization, residency, and the 

right to apply for political asylum.
6. � Regulating the policies of broadcasting frequencies and mail.
7. � Drawing up the general and investment budget bill.
8. � Planning policies relating to water sources from outside Iraq and 

guaranteeing the rate of water flow to Iraq and its just distribution in-
side Iraq in accordance with international law and conventions.

9. � General population statistics and census.

And that is it. Where a regional government exists, its writ is supreme in 
every other domain of politics. This text specifies a truly decentralized con-
stitution because even provinces that choose not to be regions may choose 
(outside the powers listed in Article 110) whatever role(s) for the federal 
government that they wish. Aside from Article 110(2), which mandates a 
national security policy and Iraqi armed forces that are necessary for the 
federation to qualify as a state rather than as a confederation, the Con-
stitution envisages an exceptionally limited federal government, especially 
where regions (and provinces) opt for that preference. Amendments to 
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the Constitution that would weaken regional powers are blocked unless the 
relevant region’s parliament and people consent to them (Article 126(4)). 
Even in foreign affairs, an exclusive federal competence, regions “shall” 
have offices within embassies and diplomatic missions to pursue the broad-
ranging matters within their powers, a right that the Kurdistan Region 
already exercises (Article 121(4)). Exclusive federal military authority is 
confined to the external borders and defense of Iraq because internal secu-
rity (policing and regional guards) is a defined power of the regions (Arti-
cle 212(5)).

But U.S. policy under the second President Bush has favored a recentral-
ized Iraq. The Bush administration, contrary to some of its critics, did not 
go to Iraq to carve it up. It was both insistent on preserving Iraq’s territo-
rial integrity and on creating a strongly centralized federation—as was evi-
dent in the negotiations over the Transitional Administrative Law and the 
making of Iraq’s Constitution. Washington’s encouragement of this cen-
tralist disposition has been pursued under both Secretaries of State Colin 
Powell and Condoleezza Rice and a succession of diplomats. It is relatively 
unchallenged by most U.S. think-tank commentary, in which there is a pre-
sumption that a centralized federation (read “like the United States”) is 
a good thing, whereas a pluralist, decentralized federation is a bad thing 
(read “like Bosnia Herzegovina,” rather than the European Union). What 
explains this deep policy bias, which both disrespects and disregards the 
merits of Iraq’s Constitution?

The Bush administration’s preferences have been partly driven by geo-
political considerations. It wanted to appease Turkey’s fears of an indepen-
dent Kurdistan, even though Turkey’s Parliament, fortunately, voted in 
2003 not to join the American intervention in Iraq—an outcome that was 
perhaps the single most important piece of luck (at least for the Kurds 
and other Iraqis) and sound judgment (by the Turks) in recent Middle 
East international politics. Washington, equally, has a long and sometimes 
shameful record of favoring a strong Iraq to counterbalance Shia Islamist 
Iran. Three predominantly Sunni Arab populated states and one future 
state are on Iraq’s western flank, namely, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Syria,20 
all of which will be joined in some future form by Palestine. The Gulf mini-
states are ruled by Sunni Arabs. These external considerations have led 
U.S. policymakers, since the fall of the Shah, to favor a strong centralized 
Iraq under Saddam and his successors.

The Bush administration’s preferences were also driven by its politi-
cal estimations of what is required to stabilize Iraq. The squeakiest wheel 
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always gets the grease. Sunni Arabs have been the angriest respondents to 
the American-led intervention in Iraq. That has led the administration to 
appease what it regards as reasonable Sunni Arab interests in Iraq. Since 
Sunni Arabs and Americans both favor a centralized Iraq, their prefer-
ences converge. This convergence is consolidated by the false belief that 
a regionalized Iraq would deprive Sunni Arabs of access to Iraq’s natu-
ral resources and that it would increase the prospects of Iraq’s breaking 
up through secessions. Fresh U.S. military thinking, to the extent that it 
occurred under General David Petraeus, inclines nevertheless in the same 
political direction. Since the insurgents deemed to matter most have been 
Sunni Arab centralists, it is widely believed among Petraeus’s advisors (who 
have not included Kurdophiles) that the best policy is not to antagonize 
this constituency.

This mind-set, which favors a strongly centralized Iraq, needs to be bro-
ken if America is successfully to disengage from Iraq. Americans should 
remind themselves that a centralized oil-rich Iraq was not a force for stabil-
ity. It started two wars with its neighbors, Iran and Kuwait. It paid the fam-
ilies of Palestinian suicide bombers. It committed genocide against Kurds 
and Shia Arabs. These facts alone should give pause to those who wish 
to restore a centralized Iraq. In fact, those who most favor a centralized 
Iraq, sectarian Sunni Arabs and sectarian Shia Arabs, are those most likely 
to seek to oppress one another. A fully centralized Iraq has in any case 
become unattainable because of the unintended consequences of democ-
racy promotion. Kurds will resist any involuntary recentralization, and the 
intellectual policy elite among Shia Arabs is also committed to avoiding a 
recentralized Iraq, especially one that looks like a Sunni Arab Phoenix.

Mowaffak al-Rubaie exemplifies that Shia Arab policy elite. Al-Rubaie is 
an important man in Iraq. He was elected to the Council of Representa-
tives in December 2005, on the list of the United Iraqi Alliance. He was 
born in Kadhimiya and left Iraq in the early 1980s to study in Britain. He is 
neurologist and a member of the British Royal College of Physicians. He is 
a Shia Muslim, and in London he was a spokesman for the Da‘wa party. He 
was appointed a member of the Iraqi Governing Council by the CPA, and 
in April 2004 was made Iraq’s National Security Advisor by Paul Bremer. 
He held this post until September 2004, when the transitional Prime Minis-
ter Iyad Allawi sacked him in a controversy over how to deal with Muqtada 
al-Sadr and the Mahdi Army. In 2006, al-Rubaie was reappointed National 
Security Advisor under the new government, led by Nouri al-Maliki. I have 
detailed his credentials to underline the importance of an article he chose 
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to publish in the Washington Post on February 18, 2008. Under the heading 
“Federalism, Not Partition. A System Devolving Power to the Regions Is the 
Route to a Viable Iraq,” Mowaffak al-Rubaie briskly made all the arguments 
advanced in this chapter.21

Writing in a personal capacity, he maintained that “the political objectives 
of Iraq’s three main communities are unrealizable within the framework of 
a unitary, centralized state. . . . The absence of any truly national parties and 
leadership that reach the Iraqi people exacerbates the problem. . . . Reso-
lution can be achieved only through a system that incorporates regional 
federalism, with clear, mutually acceptable distributions of powers between 
the regions and the central government. . . . A key condition for success is 
that the balance of power should tip decisively to the regions on all matters 
that do not compromise the integrity of the state. . . . Iraq needs a period 
of time during which the Shiites and Kurds achieve political control over 
their destinies while the Sunni Arab community is secure from the feared 
tyranny of the majority.”

While expressing flexibility on the exact territorial configuration of 
a federalized Iraq, al-Rubaie insists “it should permit the assignment of 
nearly all domestic powers to the regions, to be funded out of a percent-
age of oil revenue distributed on the basis of population. The federal gov-
ernment should be responsible only for essential central functions such as 
foreign policy (including interregional affairs), defense, fiscal and mone-
tary policy, and banking.” In this crisply articulated vision he suggests that 
a regional and decentralized federation will better match religious, edu-
cational, and cultural policy preferences than could a central government 
and that “a regional framework for economic policy would also fit better 
with traditional trade patterns and markets.”

Mowaffak al-Rubaie also foresees the exact territorial configuration of 
regions: “Iraq’s political geography suggests five likely federal units: A ‘Kurd-
istan province,’ including the current Kurdistan and surrounding areas; a 
‘Western province,’ including Mosul and the upper Tigris and Euphrates 
valleys; a ‘Kufa province,’ built around the Middle Euphrates governorates; 
a ‘Basra province,’ including the lower Tigris and Euphrates valleys; and 
a ‘Baghdad province,’ built around Greater Baghdad, which may include 
parts of Diyala and Salahadin Governorates. The Kurdish region would be 
given special constitutional status as a recognized society and culture with a 
unique identity (similar to the Canadian province of Quebec).”22

Map 3 sketches what al-Rubaie’s propositions would look like if imple-
mented. These proposals are not only remarkable for their clarity; they 
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show the considered depths of reappraisal of Iraq by a leading Shia intel-
lectual and policymaker, whose chief responsibility, we should recall, is 
security for the whole of Iraq. He will happily cede “surrounding areas” to 
Kurdistan (i.e., Kirkuk and the disputed territories) and grant it special sta-
tus as a nation, as he thinks Quebec is now recognized in Canada. He wants 
to see his own community divided among three large regions (running 
from Baghdad and parts of Diyala downward). He contemplates a mixed 
central region in Greater Baghdad. He packages his proposal with a cau-
tion: “Iraq’s constitution was ratified before its communities reached agree-
ment on many vital issues, such as provincial powers.” He therefore favors 
a referendum on a reformed constitution, but reformed around a regional 
federal consensus. That regionalism, he thinks, should be funded though 

Map 3.  The five-region proposal of Mowaffak al-Rubaie.
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a per head allocation of oil revenues. Al-Rubaie’s lucid federal vision pro-
vides an appropriate junction to consider the federalization of Iraq’s natu-
ral resources.

Federalizing Natural Resources

A central corollary of the centralist wisdom that drives America’s policymak-
ers is the conviction that Iraq’s central authorities should be firmly in con-
trol of ownership of its natural resources and of the revenues from these 
resources. The International Crisis Group, which vehemently articulates 
this perspective, has intemperately called for a “total revision of key articles 
concerning the nature of federalism and the distribution of proceeds from 
oil sales” and argues that revenues from natural resources be “centrally con-
trolled.” It warned that if Shia Arabs construct a nine-province Shia region, 
as permitted by the Constitution, it would “leave the Sunni Arab commu-
nity landlocked and without oil.”23 This perspective usually judges the Con-
stitution as a partisan document with provisions on natural resources that 
privilege Kurdish and Shia Arab regions while collectively punishing Sunni 
Arabs for the sins of the Baathists. Kanan Makiya, the author of perhaps 
the best book on Saddam’s Iraq, has described the Constitution as a “puni-
tive” document that penalizes Sunnis “for living in regions without oil.” 
The Constitution suggests, allegedly, that the “state owes the Sunnis of the 
resource-poor western provinces less than it does the Shiites and Kurds.”24 
Yahia Said, another centralist and the son of an Iraqi Communist leader, 
has argued that the Constitution means that “Baghdad and the non-oil-
producing regions will be at the mercy of the oil-producing ones.”25 Amer-
ican political scientist Donald Horowitz, explaining Sunni Arab alarm at 
the Constitution, traces that fear to a provision that “seems to tie the distri-
bution of future oil revenues to the location of the resource in one region 
or another. Iraq’s oil is in the Kurdish north and Shiite south.”26 Many who 
believe this conventional wisdom also see natural resource fights as at the 
heart of the struggle for Kirkuk. Why else, the argument goes, does Kurdis-
tan want to incorporate Kirkuk, if not for the fact that it sits on top of some 
of the world’s largest oil fields?

Some supporters of a centralized Iraq argued with breathtaking early 
revisionism that the Constitution actually mandates their preferred world. 
This appears to be the curious position of the federal oil minister, Hussain 
al-Shahristani, appointed in 2006, who claimed on assuming office that the 
federal government’s (alleged) control over exploration extended to all oil 
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fields in the country, including those that are not yet in production. The 
Turkish government took a similar line, seeking through its official spokes-
men to play down the extent to which Iraq’s Constitution gives any control 
over oil to Iraq’s regions.27

By contrast, I maintain that the Constitution’s provisions on natural re-
sources are appropriate for a pluralist federation. They are coherent and 
politically and morally defensible. A centralized Iraq, with Baghdad in 
charge of its oil and gas, would repeat the institutional arrangements that 
made Iraq a prison for a significant share of its population and a threat 
in the region and maximize the prospects for corruption. The decentral-
ized 2005 Constitution precludes no community from equitable treat-
ment, differing markedly in this respect from the status quo ante, in which 
the Baathists pocketed oil money and which disproportionately benefited 
Arabs, especially Sunni Arabs. The new Constitution provides for an ade-
quately resourced federal government in Baghdad but not one that owns 
and controls oil and gas. It does not link Kirkuk’s future territorial status to 
that of oil and gas, a major accomplishment of the negotiations. Contrary 
to the policies of the Iraqi federal oil minister, who was not involved in the 
key negotiations, the Constitution does not hand control over exploration 
in new fields to Baghdad. Nor does it leave Sunni Arab-dominated regions 
without their own future oil. The Constitution also provides for an impor-
tant federal role in perhaps the most important long-run natural resource 
of all: water.

Let us look at these claims more carefully. In doing so we need to keep 
an important political point in mind: The Constitution’s federalizing provi-
sions, especially as regards natural resources, cannot be substantively rene-
gotiated. That is because the Kurdistan Region enjoys a veto over any such 
proposed amendments and, if necessary, will use this blocking capacity.

The Waters of Babylon and Kurdistan

Let us start with water, the natural resource that will be of greatest impor-
tance in the long run for the peoples of Iraq, the land of the two rivers, 
which is heavily dependent upon the mountains, streams, and rivers of 
Kurdistan.28 The Euphrates flows from Kurdistan in Turkey and through 
Kurdistan in Syria, and major tributaries in the Kurdistan region of Iraq 
mightily amplify the Tigris. The interdependence is obvious. There were 
no fundamental difficulties in negotiating the relevant clauses for water, 
and the consensus that they express may suggest that a loose pluralist fed-
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eration may be able to work. Article 50, the constitutional oath of the mem-
bers of the Iraqi Council of Representatives, places an obligation on the 
members to “ensure the safety of [Iraq’s] land, sky, water, wealth, and fed-
eral democratic system” (my emphasis). Water, however, is federalized dif-
ferently from oil and natural gas.

Article 110, which specifies the “exclusive” powers of the federal gov-
ernment, grants the federal government exclusive responsibility for policy 
related to water flowing from outside Iraq into it and provides for a fed-
eral role in ensuring both the rate of flow within Iraq and in internally just 
distributions. This may fairly be interpreted as giving the predominantly 
Arab parts of Iraq a federal stake in the rivers that begin in Kurdistan and 
as warranting the federation an international lead role in negotiating water 
responsibilities with Iraq’s neighboring states.

Article 114 of the Constitution, which specifies powers shared by the fed-
eral government where both the federal government and the regional gov-
ernments may legislate, declares at clause 7 “to formulate and regulate the 
internal water resources policy in a way that guarantees their just distribu-
tion, and this shall be regulated by a law.” This article must be read in con-
junction with article 115, which grants supremacy to regional law, and with 
article 121(2), which grants regions the power of nullification over federal 
laws outside of the exclusive competencies of the federal government. Arti-
cle 115 does not require extensive commentary:

All powers not stipulated in the exclusive powers of the federal government 
belong to the authorities of the regions and governorates that are not orga-
nized in a region. With regard to other powers shared between the federal 
government and the regional government, priority shall be given to the law of 
the regions and governorates not organized in a region in case of dispute.

Nor does article 121, which is a provision under the constitutional chap-
ter dealing with “Powers of the Regions” with which article 115 should be 
read, require the services of a constitutional lawyer:

(1)  The regional powers shall have the right to exercise executive, legisla-
tive, and judicial powers in accordance with this constitution, except for those 
authorities stipulated in the exclusive authorities of the federal government.

(2)  In case of a contradiction between regional and national [read “federal 
government”] legislation in respect to a matter outside the exclusive author-
ities of the federal government, the regional power shall have the right to 
amend the application of the national [read “federal government”] legisla-
tion within that region.
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These two articles, 115 and 121, powerfully express regional legal su-
premacy in domains outside of the exclusive powers of the federal gov-
ernment. How then should we reconcile the apparent clash between the 
“exclusive” power of the federal government to plan for “just distribution” 
of water inside Iraq (Article 110(8)), with the “shared competence” of the 
federal government and the regional governments for “just distribution” 
for “internal water resources policy” (Article 114(7))? As follows: The fed-
eral government has exclusive powers for planning the external dimen-
sions of water policy. It is obliged to plan a just distribution within Iraq. But 
any regional government is entitled to nullify (or modify) any application 
of the law as regards “just distribution,” since the determination of “just 
distribution” is specified as a shared competence. The relevant articles ac-
knowledge Iraq’s interdependence as regards water and grant the federal 
government the minimum necessary planning authority, but they also ex-
press the historical distrust of Baghdad governments by Kurdistan. They 
ensure that the KRG can veto any law that in its judgment does not match 
international law and conventions on “just distribution.”

The Bremer dinars, the currency that may be L. Paul Bremer III’s most 
lasting contribution to the new Iraq, include a graphic that represents a 
beautiful waterfall at Gali Ali Beg in Kurdistan. The waterfall is not named 
on the currency and is not named as being in Kurdistan.29 But the water-
fall on Bremer’s currency may be taken as a metaphor for the treatment of 
water in the Constitution. The relevant clauses recognize interdependence 
and the hidden power of Kurdistan. They balance federal and regional 
interests but prevent the former from usurping the latter. They obligate the 
federal government to follow international law and conventions in plan-
ning distribution, or else it will face the nullification of the relevant stat-
ute by the KRG. Given the importance of water resources for Iraq’s urban 
populations and for agriculture, the interdependence between water pol-
icy and hydroelectric power, and Saddam’s past abuse of central authority 
to build huge dams without local consultation or planning, these articles 
and subsections express a principled bargain.

The law that must be made, according to the Constitution, must be a 
federal law, but nothing in the Constitution prevents regions from modi-
fying or nullifying the law’s provisions as regards “just distribution,” pro-
vided they do so within the conventions of international law. Regional 
and federal courts will have to develop the requisite expertise in these 
domains. In the broad-based coalition government formed in Baghdad 
in May 2006, a Kurd, Abdul Latif Rashid, was given responsibility for 
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the federal ministry of water and is widely acknowledged to have done a  
good job.

Iraq’s Oil and Gas in the Constitution of 2005

The deeply controversial subject of oil and gas must begin through an 
examination of Article 111: “oil and gas are owned by all the people of 
Iraq in all the regions and provinces.” This article is not straightforward. 
Its construction is best understood as follows. There is no explicit indica-
tion how this provision is to be regulated, or by whom. It is, however, not 
a subclause of Article 110, which specifies the exclusive powers of the fed-
eral government. That was deliberate, as a comparison with the relevant 
article in the Transitional Administrative Law (TAL) makes clear.30 It fol-
lows that oil and gas ownership are not within the exclusive powers of the 
federal government. Article 111 must be read in conjunction with Articles 
115 and 121(2), discussed above, which establish regional legal supremacy 
on matters outside the exclusive powers of the federal government. Arti-
cle 111 is also not specifically listed among the shared powers of the federal 
government and regional governments (specified in Article 114). There-
fore, there can be no presumption that Article 111—or Article 112, which 
I shall examine presently—must be treated as a wholly shared power, that 
is, one for which both the federal and regional governments are permitted 
to legislate. By implication, the federal government can automatically legis-
late only for governorates that are not regions.

This construction establishes that Article 111 is subject to the suprem-
acy of the law of any established region, which for the present simply 
means Kurdistan but would include any future regions, as the negotiators 
intended. Does it have any other constitutionally constraining meanings? 
Yes, in my view. There cannot be any exclusively non-Iraqi ownership of 
oil and gas. There is, however, no statement saying that ownership has to 
be exclusive to Iraqis; the article just requires that all Iraqis must be own-
ers of all the oil and gas, although presumably not that in all cars or trucks 
on roads between Basra, Baghdad, and Erbil. A reading of Article 111 as a 
requirement that oil and gas be exclusively owned by Iraqis or exclusively 
governed through a single public corporation may be read by a court to 
contradict Article 112, which commends the “most advanced techniques of 
market principles and encouraging investment.” Any reasonable court may 
presume Article 111 prohibits non-Iraqis from having more than 49 per-
cent of equity in any oil and gas enterprise, but it need not presume that 
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Article 111 prohibits foreign direct investment, or equity sharing, in which 
Iraqi governments (note the plural) would have a golden share. Last, Arti-
cle 111 does not mandate the continuation of a centralized, vertically inte-
grated industry.

The other critical article, 112, has two parts:

(1) The federal government, with the producing governorates and regional 
governments, shall undertake the management of oil and gas extracted from 
present fields, provided that it distributes its revenues in a fair manner in pro-
portion to the population distribution in all parts of the country, specifying an 
allotment for a specified period for the damaged regions which were unjustly 
deprived of them by the former regime, and the regions that were damaged 
afterwards in a way that ensures balanced development in different areas of 
the country, and this shall be regulated by a law.

(2) The federal government, with the producing regional and governorate 
governments, shall together formulate the necessary strategic policies to develop 
the oil and gas wealth in a way that achieves the highest benefit to the Iraqi 
people using the most advanced techniques of market principles and encour-
aging investment [my emphases].

These provisions are also subject to regional legal supremacy. Article 
112(1) makes it clear that the federal government’s prescribed role is man-
agerial. It does not require that the federal role take the form of manag-
ing a single public corporation. Moreover, the federal managerial role is 
confined to currently exploited fields. Equally vital, the federal managerial 
role is shared with the respective regions and governorates where produc-
tion takes place. The Arabic version subtly implies a lead role for federal 
management as regards Article 112(1). This interpretation is not contested 
by Kurdistan, provided, of course, it is not abused.

Article 112(1) makes it mandatory that the federal government and the 
regional governments plan a per capita formula for the distribution of rev-
enues from oil and gas production from currently exploited fields. So, 
Sunni Arabs and Sunni Arab-dominated regions or governorates are not 
cut out of revenues from currently exploited fields. Far from it; no Iraqi 
is. At present, nearly all of Iraq’s oil and gas revenues flow from fields that 
were being exploited in 2005. However, the per capita formula, may, by 
statute, be modified by time-limited support for regions deprived under 
Saddam and “damaged after.” An “allotment,” which dictionaries treat as a 
synonym for quotas, shares, rations, grants, allocations, allowances, slices, 
and (informal) “cuts,”31 will be specified by law to go to the regions unjustly 
underdeveloped under Saddam (read: Kurdistan and Kirkuk governorate, 
and the nine southern governorates), as well as regions “that were dam-
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aged afterwards.” Any allotment has to be time-limited, and it has to be 
consistent with a “balanced” development strategy. Therefore it would be 
unconstitutional for the Iraqi authorities wholly to dwarf the per capita 
allocations by the allotment reparations. Sensible advice to the Sunni Arab 
community should focus on developing a statute that places a premium on 
the per capita revenue allocations and that limits (or removes) the period 
of reparations. That offers much better prospects for collective reassurance 
than non-negotiable demands to restructure the Constitution.

Which are the regions that “were damaged afterwards”? Knowing the 
negotiators’ intentions, this phrasing does not mean the Sunni Arab-dom-
inated provinces damaged by the actions of insurgents and counterinsur-
gency operations. But it would be open to the Kurdistan Region and the 
federal government to interpret the clause in that generous spirit. The 
clause was intended to cover southern governorates damaged under Sad-
dam (during the Iran-Iraq War and after the Shia uprising) and Kurdis-
tan (which did not gets its fair share of Iraq’s revenues during the period 
between 1992 and 2003 and which was outside the grip of the regime 
from 1992).

Article 112 is equally important because of what it does not say. Its com-
plete silence on future (or unexploited in 2005) oil and gas fields removes 
any role for the federal government in their management as well as over 
legislation. The injunction on future policy planning specified in Article 
112(2) has an important “together”—and the Arabic version is equally 
clear on this. The “together” implies a full regional veto as regards the con-
tent of Article 112(2).

How then should the substance of Article 112(2) be constructed? It obli-
gates regional and provincial governments to formulate necessary strate-
gic policies together with the federal government. The necessary policies 
flow from Iraq’s membership in the Organization of Petroleum Export-
ing Countries (OPEC). It would be odd if Iraq’s regions were to develop 
completely different exploitation and pricing policies. Iraq’s OPEC mem-
bership may reasonably be held to necessitate regional (and producing 
provincial) agreements on production quotas. But necessity does not dic-
tate a single vertically integrated oil or gas industry; and necessity does 
not require regions to link their new (or old) fields to existing Iraq-wide 
pipelines.

Regions are constitutionally free to have their own investment strategies, 
oil and gas industry infrastructures, and exploration strategies. They are 
also free to deem “necessary” whatever they wish to the federal government 
and to revise such judgments. Unquestionably, it was the intention of the 
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negotiators to grant future supremacy in ownership and management to 
the regions (and governorates) over unexploited fields of oil and gas. Arti-
cle 112(1) and (2) must be read together: the obligation to achieve the 
“highest benefit to the Iraqi people” is confined to policy as regards “pres-
ent fields.” Regions are not, by implication, required to make any federal-
wide distribution of benefits from new fields of oil and gas. Nothing stops 
them from agreeing to that, but they are not obligated to do so. President 
Barzani of the Kurdistan Regional Government has, however, indicated his 
government’s willingness to commit to such distributive arrangements, pro-
vided others (especially in the south and Baghdad) do likewise.32

In Defense of These Arrangements

The constitutional provisions governing three key natural resources—
water, oil, and gas—are consistent with the vision of a pluralist federation. 
In addition, they permit the federal government to work. There will be 
a sufficient revenue base, from present oil and gas fields, for a workable 
federal government, including enough for it to meet its significant secu-
rity obligations. Iraq’s present fields have long lives ahead of them. As and 
when regions other than Kurdistan develop, there will be a correspond-
ing reduction in the necessary revenues for the federal government to exe-
cute its functions, especially if the regions exercise their constitutional 
right to monopolize internal security. In the long run, the federal govern-
ment, which lacks the independent power to tax, will have to develop rev-
enues from other sources, which will require the consent of the regions if 
duties other than those on imports and exports are to be levied. That is as 
it should be. The Constitution spells the death warrant of a highly central-
ized Iraq, but it delays the execution—to enable the regions and provinces 
to grow.

These arrangements are both just and gradualist. There is a constitu-
tional obligation to have per capita allocation of revenues from existing 
fields to all regions and governorates, and there is a constitutional obliga-
tion to redress past misallocations. The gradualism of the arrangements is 
less well known. In 2008, fully 100 percent of Iraq’s oil revenues will flow 
from current fields; it is reasonable to project that 90 percent will do so 
in 2018 and that 80 percent will do so in 2028. There will therefore be a 
slow adjustment from a time when all oil revenues from currently exploited 
fields fund all of Iraq’s governments to a time in which there will be an Iraq 
of its regions, with greater revenues from the yet-to-be-exploited fields. This 
gradual shift will enable appropriate development strategies. Well-run gov-
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ernorates and regions will plan according to their respective futures and 
tailor their cloths appropriately. Economic diversification planning should 
start now.

The Constitution and likely future revenue shifts permit Iraqis to share 
all future revenues from regions. Given that they do not know, contrary to 
rumor, who stands to gain most from future regional revenues from cur-
rently unexploited or undiscovered fields, they may sensibly bind them-
selves to a distribution rule that benefits them all, whatever the geological 
and financial facts turn out to be. That is precisely what Kurdistan has 
proposed.

If one relied on the bulk of English-language press reporting, one would 
believe that the Iraqi Constitution licenses the Shia Arabs and the Kurds 
to deprive the Sunni Arabs of any access to Iraq’s oil and natural gas. This 
may be called the myth that the Constitution leaves Sunni Arabs to diet 
on sand and the Quran, and, sadly, often-sensible commentators, such as 
Kanan Makiya and the International Crisis Group, have propagated it. It is 
a myth for three reasons. First, the Constitution guarantees that revenues 
from currently exploited fields, which will supply the overwhelming bulk 
of Iraq’s oil exports for decades to come, must be allocated across Iraq as 
a whole on a per capita basis (see Map 4 in Chapter 7 for their locations). 
The draft federal oil law negotiated by the federal government and the 
KRG in 2006 but not yet agreed to by Baghdad respects this obligation. Sec-
ond, the Constitution does not prevent regions, which now control reve-
nues from future fields, from agreeing to share revenues with the rest of 
Iraq on a per capita basis. This is not merely a hypothetical defense of the 
Constitution. Such provisions are part of the draft federal oil law accepted 
by Kurdistan, which has agreed, in advance, that 83 percent of the revenues 
to be extracted from new fields in its region will go to the rest of Iraq. What 
is not agreed is the attempt of the Baghdad Oil Ministry to monopolize the 
granting of licenses for exploration, nor is there any agreement on the pre-
cise mechanism through which the revenues should be allocated. Third, 
it is not true that Sunni Arab majority areas have no future prospects of 
oil and gas development. The current geological wisdom says the oppo-
site: Allah in his infinite generosity has blessed Anbar as well as Basra and 
Kirkuk.33 There are extensive opportunities for exploration throughout 
Iraq. All three major communities predominate in some territory where 
there are good prospects of new fields. Baghdad, which should become a 
region itself, also straddles good prospects.

What matters politically is that the historically underdeveloped regions 
must have constitutional assurances that Iraq’s future will not be like its 
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past. The political development of oil-rich states that were not democ-
racies before they discovered and exploited their oil fields has generally 
been dreadful. Oil wealth weakens the prospect of a chain of accountabil-
ity between governments and taxpayers, encourages corruption and clien-
telism, and heightens dependency on government.34 The “curse of oil” is 
indeed one of the major potential threats to the prospects of Iraq’s suc-
cessful democratization. For that very reason democrats should welcome 
the fact that the Constitution recognizes decentralization provisions over 
control and ownership of oil and natural gas and the fact that Kurdistan’s 
oil law and the draft federal oil law have state-of-the-art transparency pro-
visions. These arrangements can prevent the type of overcentralized, rent-
ier state that led Iraq to disaster. Kurdistan’s proposal, so far resisted by the 
Baghdad Oil Ministry, to process all revenue allocation through an interna-
tionally supervised trust remains on the table.

The constitutional arrangements on natural resources may also facilitate 
the settlement of the status of Kirkuk. The 2005 settlement creatively and 
deliberately separated deciding the final territorial status of Kirkuk prov-
ince from the question of the ownership, management, and revenues of 
the Kirkuk oil field. Under Article 112(1), the long-exploited Kirkuk oil 
field must be federally managed, in conjunction with either the Kurdistan 
Regional Government or Kirkuk province (or both), and the revenues dis-
tributed according to the per capita formula and a balanced development 
requirement. Therefore, it is not true but false that if the Kurdistan Region 
unifies with Kirkuk governorate, the rest of Iraq loses its entire stakes in 
Kirkuk’s oil field. The better this constitutional fact is appreciated, the 
greater the likelihood that the heat can be taken out of the referendum on 
Kirkuk’s territorial status or any other agreed-upon way of resolving the sta-
tus of Kirkuk. Recognition of this fact by responsible international organi-
zations and commentators is overdue.

The presence of the entirety of the Kirkuk oil field within the Kurdistan 
Region would, of course, have one important bearing on power relations 
within Iraq. Before Kurdistan’s other oil and gas fields come on stream 
the federal government and legislature would not be able to blackmail 
the KRG by depriving it of its rightful share of Iraq’s oil revenues or by 
blocking its right to develop its own region in accordance with its consti-
tutional rights. Anxieties on these matters have been at the heart of dis-
putes between the KRG and federal oil minister Hussain al-Shahristani 
since 2006. Kurdistan has had nearly eighty years of experience of finan-
cial dependence on Baghdad, during which Baghdad governments took 
the oil revenues from Kirkuk but forbade the development of other fields 
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within Kurdistan. That is why the Kurdistan Region insists on its autono-
mous right of development and has proposed that all of Iraq’s oil revenues 
should go into an internationally supervised trust fund, which would make 
allocations to the federal, regional and provincial governments based on 
agreed per capita allocations. This proposal is not motivated by a plot to 
secede but by decades of experience of underprovision from Baghdad, or, 
in other words, fear of theft.

The bargain of 2005 on natural resources was part of a coherent remak-
ing of Iraq as a pluralist federation and it deserves a chance to work. The 
differences between the KRG and Baghdad, although not yet resolved, are 
not huge and may yet be bridged. It would be helpful if American pol-
icy toward Iraq incorporated recognition of Iraq’s Constitution rather than 
remained tilted against it. There are practical as well as principled reasons 
to favor the Constitution. As a matter of practical fact, Article 126(4) of 
the Constitution empowers Kurdistan’s voters and the Kurdistan region to 
block any amendments to the Constitution. No one should expect Kurd-
istan to accept amendments detrimental to its interests, especially those 
dealing with natural resources. The principled reason is to look carefully 
at who supports a centralized Iraq within Iraq, namely neo-Baathist Sunni-
Arab elites, jihadist religious fanatics, and the followers of Muqtada al-Sadr 
among the Shia. Why should the international democratic community, with 
or without the United States, sympathize with these reactionary and unnat-
ural bedfellows? Why should it not instead favor the modernized Kurds 
and Shia who have committed to a pluralist federation? International opin-
ion may be as it is because it believes, unfortunately and inaccurately, that 
the Constitution, and it provisions on natural resources, materially disad-
vantages Sunni Arabs.

Winning Over Sunni Arabs to Make  
a Federal Iraq Work

The Constitution normatively establishes a pluralist, democratic frame-
work acceptable to Kurdistan and the majority of Shia Arabs. It also does 
not harm any others’ rights, including those of Sunni Arabs, in a demo-
cratic political order. The provisions against Baathism have, it is true, been 
primarily borne by Sunni Arabs, but steps have been and will continue to 
be taken to alleviate some of their repercussions. But otherwise the Con-
stitution provides incentives for Sunni Arabs to accept new democratic 
realities. In those parts of Iraq in which they constitute majorities within 
provinces, Sunni Arabs are free to decide exactly what levels of self-govern-
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ment they wish to exercise and which powers they wish to leave to the fed-
eral government or to share with it. They have the right, under the law, 
to manage security within provinces or a region where they constitute a 
majority, although they have no automatic right to provide amnesties. The 
Constitution, as I shall show, does not establish Shia Islam at the expense 
of Sunni Islam. If Sunni Arabs wish to weaken the influence of Shia ver-
sions of law and morality, they are free at the federal level to build alliances 
with secular Arabs and Kurds and Sunni Kurds, or, if they prefer, they can 
ensure in their own provinces—or their own region—that Sunni Islam will 
set the tone of public law and morality. The existing Constitution, through 
enabling regional legislative supremacy, grants regions sovereignty over the 
regulation of rights, including religious rights.

Conceding all the nostalgic demands of Sunni Arab leaders for a uni-
tary and strongly recentralized Iraq is both unacceptable and impossible 
for the overwhelming majority of Iraqis—Kurds and Shia Arabs. Kurds will 
only accept that level of centralization required to build security forces suf-
ficient to defeat the Sunni Arab insurgents and the Sadrists. They do not 
want another Arab conquest of Kurdistan. A federal Iraq is not, contrary to 
what Sunni Arabs are inclined to say, a recipe for breaking up the country; 
it is the only way that Iraq can survive without permanent civil war. Block-
ing Kurdistan’s interest in secession requires accepting its autonomy and 
respecting it. Blocking the possibility that Shia Arabs may prefer to down-
size Iraq in the future requires Sunni Arabs to become partners with their 
fellow Arabs rather than act as their implacable enemies.

There are three positive ways to win enough Sunni Arabs into accepting 
the new order. First, they should be encouraged to take advantage of its 
provisions on provincial and regional autonomy to build their own forms 
of self-government. They are entitled to and will have a common interest 
with the KRG in ensuring that they receive their proportionate shares of oil 
revenues. Second, they should work with Kurds to ensure that the federal 
executive, especially the Council of Ministers, is more collegial. Kurds and 
Sunni Arabs have a shared interest in preventing too much Shia Arab power 
within the federal government. They might also consider maintaining the 
three-person Presidency Council, which has served to protect minority 
rights, or consider how to raise the powers of the deputy prime ministers. 
These are positive ways in which Sunni Arabs may achieve both self-gov-
ernment and shared government. Third, they should work, again with pos-
sible allies among the Kurds, to build a second chamber for the federal 
union and a federal legal system that will protect them against any new tyr-
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anny of the majority. But all these positive possibilities come with a price. 
Sunni Arab politicians will need to work within the new order and accept a 
range of other changes, including internal provincial border changes and 
changes in control over oil revenues. They can have all the rights of a well-
treated minority. They cannot have the rights of a Staatsvolk—the people 
who control the state.

There are negative ways in which many Sunni Arabs already feel obliged 
to accept the new order. Some acknowledge they have been defeated and 
misplayed their hands. Some of them prefer the new Iraq to the prospects 
of Salafist government. Others know they cannot win—either through vio-
lence or through the ballot box. They have been unable to defeat the Amer-
icans. The coming departure of the Americans will in fact weaken their 
leverage, leaving them vulnerable to the ascendancy of the new Shia major-
ity. Their security position—after the collapse of Baathism and after the 
failed insurgencies against the new order—is weaker, not stronger, because 
of their resort to violence. The violence they have supported has made 
them lasting enemies among some other Iraqis. They know they could be 
quarantined from the rest of Iraq. Their economic position is terrible—
and can only start to recover if they work within the new institutions. If they 
appraise their future realistically they have to decide, as my friend Khaled 
Salih has put it, whether they wish to emulate the fate of the Palestinians—
who have found each succeeding political settlement offered them by their 
principal protagonist since 1947 to be less appealing than the one before.

Protecting the Federacy of Kurdistan

Kurdistan’s strikingly asymmetrical status in the Transitional Administrative 
Law of 2004 made it likely that it would evolve into a “federacy.”35 A feder-
acy is an asymmetrical unit of government with different powers and status 
than that of other entities in a common state. It is semisovereign, different 
in its institutions and constitutional powers, and is not a mere local govern-
ment. Federacy is not devolution; it is not a revocable gift from the federal 
government.36 A federacy can veto any changes in its status or powers, and, 
ideally, its status and powers are internationally protected in a treaty. In a 
federation, a federacy is normally culturally different from the other units 
(states or provinces) in the federation and may enjoy different powers to 
those units or choose to exercise the same powers strikingly differently. 
The division of powers between a federacy and the federal government is 
entrenched and cannot be unilaterally altered by either side and, for it to 
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work, normally must have established arbitration mechanisms, domestic or 
international, to deal with difficulties that might arise between the federacy 
and the federal government.

Under the Transitional Administrative Law, Kurdistan was the sole recog-
nized region. All the other federative entities were governorates. It was rec-
ognized as it was before 2003, as were its laws since 1992; that is, the legality 
of its revolution against Baathist Iraq was recognized. Its National Assem-
bly was recognized. Of the federative entities, the Kurdistan Region alone 
was entitled to amend federal legislation. It was the largest federative en-
tity in territory and the second largest in population (after Baghdad). It 
was the sole federative entity dominated by another nationality, and speak-
ers of the other official language, Kurdish. It was the sole entity granted 
exclusive jurisdiction in policing and internal security. Kurdistan was dif-
ferent, QED.

In negotiating the Constitution of Iraq, Kurdistan’s politicians did not 
seek to stop Arab Iraq from adopting a more centralized U.S.-style feder-
ation, if that was what Arabs and other Iraqis wanted, within Arab Iraq. 
What they did not want was to be ruled from Baghdad except in those lim-
ited domains they were prepared to grant to the federal government. As it 
happened, SCIRI’s negotiators also wanted to create a highly decentralized 
Iraq. That is why the powers and status accorded to the Kurdistan Region 
became the standard to which all future regions in Iraq are now entitled to 
conform.

The result is that on constitutional paper Iraq looks like a program for a 
symmetrical federation, in which other regions may form with powers iden-
tical to those of Kurdistan. That may not happen, however; we shall see. It 
may be that Shia Arabs, who can easily identify with the new federal gov-
ernment, will be less keen to establish regions (or keep provinces) with the 
same degree of autonomy as Kurdistan; and Sunni Arabs, for now, have 
mostly not warmed to federalism at all.

The most striking evidence of Kurdistan’s status as a federacy may be 
found in Article 141 of the Iraqi Constitution. It provides for laws and con-
tracts made by the KRG after 1992 to “remain in effect,” unless they violate 
the Constitution, and, by implication, ratifies the legal status of the Pesh-
merga, who are not a militia. Kurdistan also has the capacity to veto any 
unilateral change to its definition and powers by the federal government. 
So, it is, for now, a federacy.37

Kurdistan has sought autonomy since the formation of Iraq. It now has 
that autonomy recognized, in a form with which it is content, provided that 
the federal government fulfills its obligations to resolve the status of the dis-
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puted territories, provided that the federal and regional governments can 
resolve their differences on the allocation of oil revenues (and the related 
question of budgetary support for security force personnel, past and pres-
ent), and provided that the laws establishing the federal supreme court 
and creating a second federal chamber protect Kurdistan’s rights. That is a 
significant number of “provided thats.”

Kurds worry that after the withdrawal of the U.S. forces, the Arab par-
ties in the federal government will renege on their constitutional obliga-
tions. Kurds will find themselves vulnerable once again to betrayals of their 
promises by Arab politicians in Baghdad and elsewhere, as well as being 
threatened by Turkey and Iran. They will have their secessionist option 
blocked by Turkey and Iran and be vulnerable to Baghdad governments, 
which might refuse to pay Kurdistan’s share of all-Iraqi revenues, or seek to 
recentralize outside the text and spirit of the Constitution.

The United States has a debt of honor to the Kurds, who fought in Oper-
ation Iraqi Freedom and who subsequently supplied the most reliable 
troops for the alliance with the multinational Coalition and the defense 
of Iraq. How might a substantive U.S. withdrawal be compatible with dis-
charging some of that debt of honor in a lawful way? One way is through 
support for the KRG’s constitutional security powers—including its right 
to arm and protect its rights. Another may be through the negotiation of a 
treaty with Turkey, Iran, Syria, and the Federal Government of Iraq. That 
treaty would have to respect each country’s borders and each country’s sov-
ereignty—and Iraq’s specific constitutional provisions for Kurdistan. Such 
a treaty would place an obligation on all parties to protect the rights of the 
Kurdistan Region within Iraq’s borders and establish arbitration mecha-
nisms for resolving difficulties that might arise. Later I will spell out other 
elements of what is required in that treaty, or its equivalent, to protect the 
most important positive outcome of the U.S. intervention in Iraq, the fed-
eracy of Kurdistan.

Completing the Constitution

Iraq’s Constitution remains unfinished business. Its transitional provisions 
allow for amendments to be proposed by a committee of the Council of 
Representatives, voted on by the whole house, and then put to a referen-
dum with the same ratification rules as were used to make the Constitution. 
The date for these has expired but, by consensus, these procedures may yet 
be followed. They were intended to help Sunni Arabs participate in mod-
ifications of the Constitution. Once these measures are declared expired 
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or inoperative, however, it will be more difficult to amend the Constitu-
tion—as most provisions would then require the support of two-thirds of 
the members of the Council of Representatives and (where regional pow-
ers are affected) the support of regional assemblies and their peoples.

The Constitution requires a law to be passed, with the support of two-
thirds of the members of the Council of Representatives, to establish the 
nomination, rules, and powers of a federal second chamber (the “Feder-
ation Council” [or Council of the Union] in Articles 65 and 137). That is 
anticipated, according to the text, during the second electoral term of the 
Council of Representatives. A federal supreme court is also required to be 
established through a law that has the support of two-thirds of the mem-
bers of the Council of Representatives (Article 92). That has not yet been 
passed. These unfinished institutions cannot come into being unless the 
Shia Arab parties can win enough votes from either Kurdish or Sunni Arab 
legislators. The high threshold requirement makes it likely that both insti-
tutions will only come into being with a broad-based consensus and if they 
are seen as likely to protect all of Iraq’s major communities. These are sub-
jects to which Iraqis are best left to themselves—although they may profit 
from such international advice as they seek fit to take.

Federalism and Religion

The prospects for making Iraq’s Constitution work are enhanced by the 
fact that it manages the severe tensions that religious controversies may 
occasion with skill. Contrary to foreign expectations, the Iraqi negotiators 
had little difficulty in recognizing Islam as the official religion in Iraq. That 
had already been accepted in the TAL.38 In the final constitutional provi-
sions, Iraq, like a range of European countries, and in the Middle East, has 
an official religion:

Islam is the official religion of the State and is a foundation source of legis
lation:
    A.  No law may be enacted that contradicts the established provisions of 
Islam.
    B.  No law may be enacted that contradicts the principles of democracy.
    C.  No law may be enacted that contradicts the rights and basic freedoms 
stipulated in this Constitution. (Article 2(1))

But, unlike many European states, Iraq neither establishes nor endows a 
sect and its clergy. The permanent Constitution treats Islam as a foundation 
source rather than the source of legislation. That no law may be passed that 
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contradicts the “established provisions” of Islam is an assurance for Sunni 
Muslims because, in principle, it prevents sectarian legislation by Shia fed-
eral representatives. Muslim jurists, both Sunni and Shia, would have to 
agree on what are the “established provisions,” though there are not many 
(depending on how one reads “established”). Laws that meet this standard 
cannot, however, violate the “principles of democracy” (undefined) or “the 
rights and freedom” protected in the Constitution. That means that both 
legislators and courts have to take democracy and rights into consideration 
when framing legislation approved by Muslim jurists. The Constitution 
goes further:

This Constitution guarantees the Islamic identity of the majority of the Iraqi 
people and guarantees the full religious rights to freedom of religious belief 
and practice of all individuals such as Christians, Yezidis, and Mandean 
Sabeans. (Article 2(2))

The phrasing does not confine such rights to these three named groups 
(two of which, Christians and Mandean Sabeans, have Quranic protec-
tion), although it may be debated whether full freedom includes atheism 
(which it should).

Iraq has had deep sectarian conflicts despite these reasonable and fair-
minded provisions, proof if it were needed that constitutional texts with-
out enforcement are worthless. But at least reasonable provisions are there. 
It will be Iraq’s parliament and courts that will decide in the future how 
important a role Islamic jurisprudence will play.39

The Shia Marja‘iyya wanted constitutional protection for their shrines—
understandable given their treatment under Saddam and since—and for 
Shia Husseini rituals, which Saddam had banned. These were granted with-
out controversy, and all places of worship are to be protected. The Shia 
negotiators also wanted their own status recognized, in particular the right 
to serve as judges on the federal supreme court. That was far more con-
troversial. That demand was mediated by Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad, 
the Sunni Muslim ambassador of the secular United States, whose prior-
ity was meeting the U.S. timetables for constitutional completion.40 He 
argued that it would be reasonable to have Muslim jurists on the Supreme 
Court because they have the requisite expertise in Islamic law. Iraq’s secu-
lar parties, including those from Kurdistan, met that counsel with intense 
disappointment.

How did they respond? In effect, Kurdistan’s parties succeeded in strip-
ping the supreme court of its right to review regional laws, implementing 
the “federalization of God.” Religion, human rights, and all the rights enu-
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merated in Chapter 2 of the Constitution are not listed as among the exclu-
sive competences of the federal government. Therefore, at least in the view 
of Kurdistan’s negotiators, these provisions are subject to the supremacy of 
regional law.41 Kurdistan will be able to maintain its secular laws, while the 
rest of Iraq, through the federal government, through any new regional gov-
ernments, or through provinces, may, if these areas wish, apply versions of 
Islamic law—though federal legislation would still have to abide by “democ-
racy” and the “rights provisions.”42

This constitutional bargain among Iraqis reflects local political choices. 
Sometimes democracy and liberalism diverge. The United States and out-
siders have no right to impose particular provisions on rights and their reg-
ulation on Iraqis—although they are entitled to remind them to uphold 
those international human rights treaties to which they are parties. That is 
obviously easier to do when one’s government respects these provisions.

The issue of how the supreme court will work is postponed. Shia jurists 
will not be able to dictate either the selection of judges or the powers of 
the court because one can expect the Kurds, Sunni and secular, Sunni 
Arabs, secular and religious, and secular Shia to prevent that possibility. 
Any supreme federal court that emerges will be weak; will be likely to have 
no preenactment role; and will likely have to be regionally representative 
and required to operate with a high threshold of consensus rather than 
majority rule.

Iraq not only has a federal, pluralist, and democratic constitution on 
paper, with de facto recognition of Kurdistan as a nationally distinctive fed-
eracy, it also has a constitution which its makers think is worth fighting to 
preserve: against foreign jihadists, Sunni Arabs bent on an undemocratic 
restoration, and Sadrist populist theocrats who would impose their version 
of Shia preferences on others. A well-organized American withdrawal from 
Iraq should support this Constitution rather than seeking its radical mod-
ification. That will ease the withdrawal, since it will not be encumbered by 
impossible benchmarks. America will be able to claim that it aided Iraqi 
regime change on Iraqi terms. And its diplomatic mission and its soft and 
hard powers can then be oriented toward the protection of Iraq and its 
Constitution.
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Chapter 7
Respecting Iraq’s  
Territorial Integrity

This era does not reward people who struggle in vain to redraw bor-
ders with blood.

—President William Jefferson Clinton,  
speaking in Pakistan, March 2000

Leaving Iraq with integrity requires support for Iraq’s territorial integ-
rity. That obligation is not owed because Iraq’s territory is somehow sacro-
sanct or because all of its current boundaries are long-rooted in history.1 
Nor is it owed because the United States should always favor the territo-
rial integrity of states at the expense of the self-determination of impris-
oned peoples. The obligation arises for two core reasons. First, the promise 
to respect Iraq’s territorial integrity was given at the outset of the interven-
tion, not just to Iraqis but to the world; and second, the Iraqi Constitution 
establishes a federation endorsed by its citizens, including the Kurds, who 
rejoined Iraq in a “free union” in the words of the closing sentence of the 
preface to the Constitution. Iraq is in very important respects not like post-
Communist Yugoslavia. The KRG has rejoined Iraq, not left it. Iraq has no 
“first-mover” secessionists—no political leaders and peoples determined to 
break free and establish wholly independent states. The Kurds would have 
had justice on their side if they had sought this path, but they have chosen 
to try to make the new Iraq work for them. Sunni and Shia Arabs have been 
in vicious contention over the nature of power in Iraq—but neither com-
munity articulates secessionist platforms.

The U.S. withdrawal from Iraq therefore, should not be accompanied 
by any plan to partition Iraq—which would be against international law for 



those who care to respect that law, which often protects regimes rather than 
peoples, and would be against the overt wishes of the democratically elected 
leaders of Iraq (and of its undemocratic leaders). Any division of Iraq 
should be left to Iraqis themselves to negotiate if they ever decide to make 
such a terminal agreement. Withdrawal with integrity will, however, be bet-
ter if it is accompanied by diplomatic and technical support for key internal 
territorial adjustments within Iraq that are mandated by its Constitution.

Against Partition

A frequent American judgment is that Iraq should no longer be conceived 
of as a single country but instead partitioned into three entities reflecting 
Iraq’s ethnic and sectarian divisions. There should be a Kurdistan, a “Shia-
stan,” and a “Sunnistan,” loosely modeled on the three Ottoman provinces 
from which modern Iraq was built by the British, namely Mosul, Bagh-
dad, and Basra.2 Plans along these lines had been intermittently promoted 
by Joseph Biden of Delaware, when he was chair of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, and by Leslie Gelb, president emeritus of the U.S. 
Council on Foreign Relations.3 Partition has been endorsed with qualifica-
tions by Senators Sam Brownback, Barbara Boxer, and Kay Bailey Hutchi-
son as well as by American intellectuals and policy analysts, notably Peter 
Galbraith, Michael O’Hanlon, and David Brooks.4 Some Kurds speak pos-
itively of the idea, as do a few Shia, but I have never heard a Sunni Arab 
inside or outside of Iraq speak in defense of this logic. We may distinguish 
two versions of this proposal: a plan to create three independent sovereign 
states, and a plan to create three entities that would remain linked in a for-
mal Iraqi confederation (with Baghdad functioning as an ATM to allocate 
oil revenues, as Thomas Friedman, the commentator of the New York Times, 
has put it).5 These partitionist proposals merit serious consideration, partly 
because they have been advanced by some very intelligent people and 
partly because, in extremis, if a substantive U.S. withdrawal from Iraq goes 
very badly, we can expect these arguments to resurface with vigor and to 
have more Iraqi proponents than they do now.

A partition is a fresh border cut through at least one community’s na-
tional homeland.6 In this case, it would be intended to create three separate 
political units under different sovereigns or authorities (in a confedera-
tion the member states retain their sovereignty and that includes the right 
to secede). Between them advocates of partition in Iraq make the stan-
dard arguments that were used to justify the major partitions of the twen-
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tieth century. We can summarize these claims without personalizing them 
or without attributing one shared view to all the proponents of partition.7 
They provide “historicist” arguments in which partition is deemed inevita-
ble or is already happening; therefore the process should be speeded up 
or better organized to ease the pain. As David Brooks put it, “America’s 
best course is . . . simply to inhibit the violence as Iraqis feel their own way 
to partition.”8 They make the “last resort” argument. All else has failed, so 
let us apply this form of triage. They make the cost-benefit case: partition, 
on balance, is a better proposal than any other for Iraq’s peoples. They ad-
vance the “better tomorrow” claim: after partition there will be an end to 
or radical reduction in violence. Some even advance pursuing partition to 
the finish, with “population transfers” to remove enclaves. Realist rigor, it 
is suggested, requires thoroughgoing homogenization of the postpartition 
entities.9

The arguments against partitioning Iraq are more compelling. They also, 
I think, explain why Senator Biden adjusted his proposals in the Senate 
and sensibly crafted them to conform with Iraq’s Constitution.10 He did so 
by encouraging the regionalization process laid out in Iraq’s Constitution. 
The arguments against the partition of Iraq also conform to the standard 
repertoire of arguments used against major partitions in the twentieth cen-
tury.11 Partition is not wanted by a majority of Iraqis, including majorities 
of Sunni and Shia Arabs. Kurds would, in general, prefer independence, if 
they could be sure that it would not lead to their destruction. But no Kurds 
favor partition if that would mean they had no control over the drawing of 
the boundaries of Kurdistan—their fate throughout the twentieth century. 
Partition would rupture the hard-won national unity of Iraq, according to 
most Arab Iraqis, both Sunni and Shia.12 This conviction is not shared by 
Kurds, who regard themselves as a separate nation, but their leaders accept 
that partition would suggest that Iraq cannot function as a binational or 
pluralist federation. However, many of them say it has not yet been given a 
sufficient chance to do so properly. Why move toward something no com-
munity has endorsed (in elections or a referendum) and away from a polit-
ical formula that four out of five voters endorsed less than three years ago?

A just partition, critics observe, is unrealizable. Would the partition be 
made by agreement? But that, as Samuel Goldwyn said, is two words: im-
possible. What ratification procedure would be used? All major partitions 
have been accompanied by major and long-running demarcation disputes. 
Would the partition be imposed? If so, by whom? The United States? The 
United Nations? Why should anyone think partition could be justly or im-
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partially organized by either the United States or the United Nations and 
subsequently regarded as legitimate? The United States is, wrongly, deemed 
biased toward the Kurds. The United Nations is more accurately (with 22 
Arab League member states) deemed biased toward the Arabs, especially 
Sunni Arabs. How would mixed territories and enclaves be allocated? Crit-
ics observe that all planned partitions generate more disorder and intense 
violence than the status quo because militias and governments try to estab-
lish facts on the ground and carry out expulsions. Critics also observe that 
partitions almost never accomplish homogenization, except through ex-
traordinary violence, which historically has always proved worse than the 
prepartition scale of violence.

The Iraq Study Group, which produced what is known as the Baker-Ham-
ilton Report, argued against partition in 2006 in the following fashion:

Because Iraq’s population is not neatly separated, regional boundaries cannot 
be easily drawn. All eighteen Iraqi provinces have mixed populations, as do 
Baghdad and most other major cities in Iraq. A rapid devolution could result 
in mass population movements, collapse of the Iraqi security forces, strength-
ening of militias, ethnic cleansing, destabilization of neighboring states, or 
attempts by neighboring states to dominate Iraqi regions.13

These counterclaims are too much. They ignore the fact that parts of 
Iraq are very homogeneous. Even the most cursory inspection of the votes 
on Iraq’s Constitution (which took place before the most intense periods 
of expulsion and flight) entitles us to conclude that large parts of Iraq are 
very politically homogeneous, much more than the Baker-Hamilton gloss 
would suggest. Table 7.1 shows that nine out of ten Shia majority governor-
ates endorsed the Constitution with “yes” votes of 94.5 percent of the vote 
or more. Three out of the four Kurdish majority governorates endorsed 
the Constitution with “yes” votes of 98.9 percent or more. Two of the 
three Sunni Arab majority governorates voted “no” at levels of 82 and 97 
percent.

The genuinely mixed parts of Iraq (where local minorities number more 
than ten percent of the population) are all at the edges of the Sunni Arab 
heartlands and in the central Baghdad belt. It is therefore more accurate to 
say that Iraq has fourteen very homogeneous and four significantly mixed 
provinces:

�Baghdad, divided mostly between Shia Arabs (a clear majority) and 
Sunni Arabs, but with small numbers of Kurdish, Christian, and other 
minorities;

•
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�Diyala, also known as the “little Iraq,” because it is the only province 
where all three major communities number more than fifteen percent, 
and none commands a majority;
�Ninevah, where Kurds form a significant minority in Mosul on the left or 
east bank of the Tigris and in other disputed areas, notably Sinjar; and
�Kirkuk, where Kurds are in a majority and Arabs and Turkomen form 
significant minorities.

These facts suggest that if the boundaries of Kirkuk, Ninevah, and Diyala 
can be successfully adjusted, then only Baghdad governorate will have a 
large minority. Strong demographic, ethnic, or sectarian bases are there-
fore present for a pluralist federation that recognizes these realities.

The Iraq Study Group’s arguments, while important in rejecting any 
externally imposed partition, should not be abused, as they were, to argue 

•

•

•

Table 7.1 � Turnout and Votes in the October 15, 2005, Referendum to Approve 
the Constitution of Iraq (Percentages)

	 Turnout	 No	 Yes

Shia Arab Majority Governorates
  Muthana	 58	 1.4	 98.6
  Misan	 57	 2.2	 97.8
  Thiqar	 54	 2.8	 97.2
  Qadissiya	 56	 3.3	 96.7
  Karbala	 73	 3.4	 96.6
  Basra	 63	 4.0	 96.0
  Najaf	 56	 4.2	 95.8
  Wasit	 54	 4.3	 95.7
  Babal	 72	 5.4	 94.5
  Baghdad	 56	 22.3	 77.7

Kurdish Majority Governorates 
  Erbil	 90	 0.6	 99.4
  Dohuk	 85	 0.9	 99.1
  Sulaimania	 75	 1.0	 98.9
  Kirkuk	 79	 37.1	 62.9

Sunni Arab Majority Governorates
  Anbar	 32	 96.9	 3.0
  Salahaddin	 88	 81.7	 18.3
  Ninevah	 58	 55.1	 44.9

Governorate Without a Majority Community
  Diyala	 66	 48.7	 51.3

Figures rounded to one decimal point. 
Source: Electoral Commission of Iraq.
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against the federal Constitution of 2005, which recognizes one region 
and permits the formation of others through lawful and consensual pro-
cesses. In the United States, unfortunately, some people have muddied the 
waters by using the language of “soft partition” to describe the federaliza-
tion process available in the Iraq Constitution. This language confuses mat-
ters—and encourages Sunni Arabs, wrongly, to believe that partition and 
federalization are synonymous. The federalization process provides con-
stitutionally authorized mechanisms to form regions out of existing prov-
inces and mechanisms to resolve disputed territories through intra-Iraqi 
negotiations.

There are three telling objections to any proposals to partition Iraq, leav-
ing aside the question of who would do it and by what means. The first 
is that no major elected representatives from any of its three major blocs 
have called for it to happen. Second, the formation of three smaller inde-
pendent and homogenous states would require the international partition 
of the cities of Mosul and Baghdad—Mosul would have to be partitioned 
between Kurdistan and “Sunnistan,” whereas Baghdad would have to be 
partitioned between “Sunnistan” and “Shiastan.” Otherwise, the new states 
would not be strongly homogeneous and therefore would be no more 
likely to be peaceful or stable than today’s Iraq. Third, each of the three 
new independent states would be much weaker in foreign and defense pol-
icy than they can be together. Turkey would dominate a 4–5 million person 
Kurdistan even if it did not invade it. So would Iran. A 4–5 million person 
Sunnistan would have less weight demographically than Jordan and would 
be dominated by Saudi Arabia or Syria. The Shia Republic of Iraq, with a 
population of 16–18 million, would be more substantial than the other two 
entities, but it would be overshadowed by its weighty Iranian neighbor. In 
short, the Kurds and Arabs of Iraq have some joint defense and foreign pol-
icy interests. Together they can be more influential in foreign policy and 
less dependent on or penetrated by their neighbors. Such “togetherness” 
requires neither love nor abiding affection among Kurds, Sunni Arabs, and 
Shia Arabs. Their respective leaders know that avoiding dependency on 
Turkey, Iran, or others is one of the strongest cases for an Iraqi federa-
tion (in the case of Kurds and some Shia Arabs) and an Iraqi state (in the 
case of Sunni Arabs and some Shia Arabs). As long as these three reasons 
remain jointly operative, a formal partition of Iraq is not likely. The key to 
making Iraq work is not any externally imposed partition but rather a com-
bination of federalization and the successful negotiation of internal pro-
vincial boundary adjustments—as provided for in its Constitution. These 
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internal boundary adjustments are required in the “disputed territories,” 
including the famous cases of Kirkuk city and province.

Kirkuk Governorate and City

It is vital to ensure that the intra-Arab civil war, which may well be coming 
to an end, is not succeeded by Kurdish-Arab conflict. Kurds did not take 
advantage of the Arab civil war to annex the disputed territories that con-
cern them. They will not, however, react well if they are rewarded for their 
constitutionalism and patience by failures to deliver on the part of the Iraqi 
federal executive powers. Since most Americans are not well briefed on 
these matters, it may be helpful to provide some background to what is 
at stake.

The key disputed territories at issue on the borders of the KRG are 
known to all Iraqis, which is why it was redundant to name them in the 
Constitution. They have been at issue since the March Proclamation of 
1970, which brought a temporary respite to conflict between the Baathists 
and the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Mulla Mustafa Barzani. The most 
famous and important of these, in population and resources, are Kirkuk 
governorate and city.14

Iraq became resource-rich on October 15, 1927, when oil was struck at 
Baba Gurgur, very close to Kirkuk, and not far from the site of the “fiery 
furnace” described in the Hebrew Bible’s Book of Daniel. Kirkuk province 
has since become truly “oil rich,” although its inhabitants have not. The 
city sits atop 6 percent of the world’s and 40 percent of Iraq’s proven oil 
reserves (see Map 4). The oil field, however, is long and extends into Erbil 
governorate. These facts lead many to reason that all the controversy over 
Kirkuk’s territorial status is about oil. Turkish commentators suggest that 
Kurds are planning an oil grab in Kirkuk to finance an independent sov-
ereign state, and some have developed fearful fantasies of a well-funded 
Kurdistan air force that will subsequently contribute to the building of a 
Greater Kurdistan.

The mostly ignored fact is that any potential controversies over the dis-
tribution of Kirkuk’s oil revenues are already resolved in the Constitution. 
Kurds agreed to play fair, unlike Saddam or his predecessors. They have 
made fairness a matter of Iraq’s constitutional law. The revenues from 
Kirkuk’s oil field, because they were already being exploited on October 
15, 2005, when the Constitution was validated, must be shared across Iraq 
as a whole.15 Any change in Kirkuk’s territorial status will not mean that the 
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Kurdistan Region obtains all of Kirkuk’s oil revenues, as is often wrongly 
suggested. Instead, the KRG will obtain something on the order of 17 to 
22 percent of these revenues, depending on the total population of the 
KRG after its boundary is definitively demarcated. If Kirkuk governorate 
joins the Kurdistan Region, then the revenue from its oil fields must accrue 
to the whole of Iraq, including, of course, Kirkuk itself; the same formula 
applies if Kirkuk does not join the Kurdistan Region. This is a remarkable 
constitutional compromise.

But what if the Kurds did secede? The same formula would apply in 
any negotiated secession because it would have to respect the 2005 con-
stitutional deal on oil and gas revenues. A contested secession, by con-
trast, would be a recipe for suicide because Arab Iraq and the neighboring 
states could block the export of Kirkuk’s oil. In short, provided the Consti-

Map 4.  Iraq: oil infrastructure.
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tution is implemented, all Iraqis stand to benefit from Kirkuk’s currently 
exploited oil and gas fields, and the KRG has a strong interest in remaining 
in a federal Iraq to ensure the legality of its title to revenues from Kirkuk’s 
oil field—apart from the necessity to ensure an export route.

The leaders of the Kurds of Iraq, whom I have advised, are not intent 
on winning independence. Their public may want it and may dream of 
it. They also deserve it because of maltreatment at the hands of succes-
sive Baghdad governments. But Kurdistan’s public has so far followed their 
leaders, who have argued that the new federal Iraq gives them the sub-
stance of full domestic independence and protects them from Turkey and 
Iran. Grabbing Kirkuk’s oil revenues and seceding would weaken Kurdis-
tan’s present standing as the most lawfully governed part of Iraq and jeop-
ardize its legal entitlements under Iraq’s Constitution. Neighboring states 
that refused recognition would block the export of Kurdistan’s oil and gas, 
a fact of which Kurds are fully aware.16 Sadly, some of these neighboring 
states and commentators nevertheless persist in believing that Kurdistan’s 
leaders are embarked upon an organized plan to achieve both expansion 
and independence, abusing their allegedly naïve U.S. ally, even though the 
Kurdistan Region’s interests point otherwise.

While Presidents Barzani and Talabani and their colleagues have skill-
fully managed the end of Saddam’s dictatorship and peacefully navigated 
the bloody waters of Arab Iraq’s civil war, they are not planning Kurdistan’s 
independence. They do not wish to precipitate either a Turkish or an Ira-
nian invasion. They need their political alliance with the major Shia par-
ties of the south to make Iraq work, if only to be certain they can export oil 
and import Kurdistan’s trade. They are willing to consider an accommoda-
tion with reasonable Sunni Arabs to balance against Shia Arab dominance. 
They do not benefit from a bloody Iraq and will not benefit from an unrec-
ognized Kurdistan that would deter investors and economic development. 
They have in Iraq’s Constitution what they and their relatives have fought 
for over several generations. Why would they risk so much, achieved against 
such odds, for a bloody romantic gesture? A Kurdish strategy to achieve 
independence does not exist. That does not mean, however, that Kurds will 
not fight to protect their homeland or their constitutional rights.

Kirkuk, of course, has been the site of oil grabs. The first came in the 
British decision to occupy the Mosul vilayat (province) of the Ottoman Em-
pire and to incorporate it within Iraq. During World War I British strat-
egists were well aware of the future importance of oil and that it might 
be plentifully available in Mosul vilayat.17 They were followed by successive 
Arab-dominated governments in Baghdad, which confined the revenues to 
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the discretion of the central government and did not spend significantly 
on Kirkuk city or governorate, or allow the development of other signifi-
cant oil prospects in Kurdistan.

Kurds are fully aware that having Kirkuk within the KRG will mean that 
they will be able to control, count, and cut revenue checks along with other 
Iraqis. That will reduce their economic dependence on Baghdad and pre-
vent political exploitation as the federal government strengthens. But 
ultimately what drives Kurds is not oil but the defense of their national 
territory, and justice. Their leaders sought a Kurdistan with Kirkuk at the 
Versailles Peace Treaty before the wealth of the oil field of Kirkuk was 
widely known. Map 5 shows that Kirkuk and all the relevant disputed ter-
ritories were included in the presentation made by the Kurdish represen-
tative, Sharif Pasha, to the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. Kirkuk was a 
Kurdish-majority locale, which is why Kurdish nationalists wanted it within 
Kurdistan.

Kurdish nationalist territorial feelings magnified enormously after the 
gross injustices perpetrated by the Baathists. Saddam betrayed his com-

Map 5.  Kurdistan in the Middle East, as presented on behalf of Kurdistan at 
Versailles by Sharif Pasha.
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mitments to Mustafa Barzani after he realized that the Kurds would win 
any referendum held within Kirkuk in the early 1970s. He then went on to 
manipulate its administrative boundaries, organize ethnic expulsion, en-
courage coercive Arabization, and promote the infusion of settlers. These 
deeds, however, are not well known.

Saddam manipulated boundaries, transferring Kurdish-majority dis-
tricts out of the province and adding Arab-majority districts. This “Saddam-
ander,” sketched in Map 6, was intended to make Kurdish-majority Kirkuk 
into an Arab province. The reduced province was renamed “Tamim,” which 
in Arabic roughly means “nationalized.”

The Saddam-ander explains why Kurds profoundly care about Kirkuk. 
They feel it is part of their homeland, taken from them by force. The sur-
rounding region, if not all of the city, has been part of the Kurdish-speaking 
civilization for centuries. Although the governorate has numerous signifi-
cant minorities, that should not affect its right to be part of Kurdistan.

Map 6.  The Saddam-ander of Kirkuk.
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The last relatively reliable census in Iraq was held in 1957. I have had the 
original census returns translated and inspected in the University of Penn-
sylvania Library. In 1957, of the three largest communities in Kirkuk gover-
norate—Arabs, Kurds, and Turkomen—the Kurds constituted the plurality, 
approximately 48 percent of the governorate as a whole (49 percent if 
unknowns and foreign citizens are excluded) and a majority if Kurds are 
allocated an appropriately high share of those classified as “unknowns.” 
Outside of Kirkuk city, Kurds were indisputably the majority community. In 
the city—then home to less than a third of the governorate’s population—
Turkomen (37.6 percent) were the largest group, just outnumbering Kurds 
(33.3 percent), who in turn outnumbered Arabs (22.5 percent). The objec-
tive summary is that in 1957 Kirkuk was a multiethnic city within a larger 
and heavily Kurdish population in the rest of the governorate.

Since Kurds were the poorest of the major groups in 1957, their higher 
population growth would have made them unambiguously the largest com-
munity by the mid-1960s. That is exactly why the Baathists subjected both 
the city and the governorate to brutal demographic engineering. Saddam 
reduced the size of Kirkuk governorate and its population (compared to 
what it would otherwise have been) to dilute its Kurdish majority status 
and added Arab majority districts, notably Al Hawija and Al Zab, to drive 
home the transformation. Mostly poor Shia Arab settlers from the south 
were encouraged by handsome bonuses to make their lives in Kirkuk. The 
Baathists are reported to have expelled between 100,000 and 250,000 Kurds 
and thousands of Turkomen.

Two sets of elections and one referendum took place in Kirkuk gover-
norate in 2005. The pro-Kurdistan lists, which included some Turkomen 
and Assyrians, won a decisive majority in each election, including that in 
December 2005, when there was a high turnout and no Sunni Arab boycott. 
In the October 2005 referendum, the governorate’s electorate endorsed 
Iraq’s Constitution by a clear majority, with 63 percent voting “yes” and 37 
percent voting “no” on a 79 percent turnout. The Independent Electoral 
Commission and the United Nations Electoral Assistance Unit validated 
the results. In voting “yes,” voters were endorsing a mandatory referendum 
under Article 140 in the new Constitution that would enable the gover-
norate to join Kurdistan after “normalization.” These three separate votes 
in 2005 confirm that pro-Kurdistan voters are the majority group in the 
governorate, even that redesigned by Saddam—and that they are the larg-
est group in the city, which now has more people than the surrounding 
rural areas. The return of a significant number although not all of expelled 
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Kurds in 2003 and the flight of some Arab settlers after the U.S.-led mil-
itary victory have partially overturned Saddam’s work, especially because 
the electoral commission rightly gave expelled persons from Kirkuk the 
right to vote in their governorate of origin.

Kurdish parties have sought to reverse Saddam’s ethnic engineering 
through “normalization.” The expression means restoring the pre-1968 
boundaries of Kirkuk province, facilitating the return of expelled people 
and their descendants (mostly Kurds and Turkomen), and encouraging 
Saddam’s settlers to leave with financial compensation. “Normalization,” in 
short, means that Saddam does not dictate the electoral register or Kirkuk’s 
boundaries from his grave.

Western media almost invariably call the city of Kirkuk a “powder-keg,” 
a “tinderbox,” or a “flash-point.” (Put these phrases together with “Kirkuk” 
into Google if you wish to check this claim.) They speculate that local 
Sunni Arabs, Shia Arabs, local Turkomen, and the Turkish Army will forci-
bly seek to prevent Kirkuk’s unification with the Kurdistan Region, or they 
anticipate a four-way fight between Kurds, Sunni Arabs, Shia, Arabs, and 
Turkomen. (Usually the Assyrian Christians are ignored as potential mili-
tants—and rightly so, for their numbers are small.)18 Journalists also often 
portray the politics of the city as simply Kurds versus the rest (Kurds for 
unification with the Kurdistan Region; the rest for the territorial status quo 
or for some special status for Kirkuk governorate).

There is certainly contention. The Kurds and Turkomen have valid his-
torical claims to the peopling of Kirkuk city and governorate. They correctly 
claim they were oppressed in the recent past (although, under Saddam, 
Turkey did nothing for the Turkomen, who are ethnically distinct from the 
Turks of Turkey).19 Article 5 of the 1992 (draft) Kurdistan Region’s Consti-
tution named Kirkuk as its capital, and Kurdish leaders have referred to the 
city as their “Jerusalem.” Sadettin Ergeç, the leader of the Iraqi Turkomen 
Front, wants to make Kirkuk the Turkomen’s capital and earn it special sta-
tus. Many local Arabs have a strong long-running desire to keep Kirkuk 
outside the KRG.

The powder-keg metaphor suggests that ethnic, national, and religious 
antagonisms in Kirkuk are so high that the slightest move to resolve the ter-
ritorial status of the governorate will trigger a bloodbath. This theory has 
to be taken seriously because it is extremely important to minimize further 
bloodshed. Clashes, riots, and interethnic antagonisms in Kirkuk’s past, 
notably during the early days of the Iraqi Republic, support the theory. 
Saddam’s policies have left poisonous residues and easy targets for unscru-
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pulous demagogues. But care should be taken not to presume the worst, 
although it is sensible to take steps to prevent the worst.

A bad history in a bad neighborhood does not guarantee a bad future. 
Two questions decisively matter in deeply divided places. One is whether 
there can be a fair process to resolve major disagreements, one that pro-
vides cushions and assurances for the minority who feel they are losers. 
The second is whether there is effective control over security in the divided 
place. Without effective security it is easy for deep divisions to be trip-wired 
into intense intergroup violence by very small events. With effective secu-
rity even deep animosities can be regulated, if not completely suppressed.

There are two fair processes available. One is to follow the Constitution’s 
Article 140 and hold a referendum based on a normalized electoral regis-
ter within the historical boundaries of Kirkuk province. A second would be 
to use the 2005 votes throughout the districts and subdistricts of what was 
the Kirkuk governorate to allocate them either to the Kurdistan Region 
or not. What matters for political stability is whether the likely losers from 
the referendum (or an allocation of districts and subdistricts of the kind 
described above) can be given sufficient assurances that they will be able to 
live decently and securely within the KRG.

Under Article 140 of Iraq’s Constitution, the political status of the “gov-
ernorate” (province) of Kirkuk, the city, and of other disputed territories 
was scheduled to be resolved by the end of December, 2007. According to 
Article 140:

(1) The executive authority shall undertake the necessary steps to complete 
the implementation of the requirements of all subparagraphs of Article 58 of 
the Transitional Administrative Law.
(2) The responsibility placed upon the executive branch of the Iraqi Transi-
tional Government stipulated in Article 58 of the Transitional Administrative 
Law shall extend and continue to the executive authority elected in accor-
dance with this Constitution, provided that it accomplishes completely (nor-
malization and census and concludes with a referendum in Kirkuk and other 
disputed territories to determine the will of their citizens), by a date not to 
exceed the 31st of December 2007.20

Article 140 was necessary because the Coalition Provisional Authority 
and the Iraqi transitional government failed to perform their duties under 
Article 58 of the Transitional Administrative Law (TAL), let alone rectify 
the relevant injustices “expeditiously.” Key provisions of Article 58 read as 
follows:

(A) The Iraqi Transitional Government . . . and other relevant bodies, shall 
act expeditiously . . . to remedy the injustices caused by the previous regime’s 
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practices in altering the demographic character of certain regions, including 
Kirkuk, by deporting and expelling individuals . . . , forcing migration in and 
out of the region, settling individuals alien to the region, depriving the inhab-
itants of work, and correcting nationality.21 To remedy this injustice, the Iraqi 
Transitional Government shall take the following steps:
(1) With regard to residents who were deported, expelled, or who emigrated; 
it shall . . . within a reasonable period . . . , restore the residents to their homes 
and property, or, where this is unfeasible, shall provide just compensation.
(2) With regard to the individuals newly introduced to specific regions and 
territories, it shall . . . ensure that such individuals may be resettled, may receive 
compensation from the state, may receive new land from the state near their 
residence in the governorate from which they came, or may receive compen-
sation for the cost of moving to such areas.
(3) With regard to persons deprived of employment or other means of sup-
port in order to force migration out of their regions and territories, it shall 
promote new employment opportunities in the regions and territories.
(4) With regard to nationality correction, it shall repeal all relevant decrees 
and shall permit affected persons the right to determine their own national 
identity and ethnic affiliation free from coercion and duress.
(B) The previous regime also manipulated and changed administrative bound
aries. . . . The Presidency Council . . . shall make recommendations to the Na
tional Assembly on remedying these unjust changes in the permanent con- 
stitution. In the event the Presidency Council is unable to agree unanimously 
on a set of recommendations, it shall unanimously appoint a neutral arbitra-
tor to examine the issue and make recommendations. In the event the Presi-
dency Council is unable to agree on an arbitrator, it shall request the Secretary 
General of the United Nations to appoint a distinguished international per-
son to be the arbitrator.
(C) The permanent resolution of disputed territories, including Kirkuk, shall 
be deferred until after these measures are completed, a fair and transparent 
census has been conducted and the permanent constitution has been ratified. 
This resolution shall be consistent with the principle of justice, taking into 
account the will of the people of those territories.22

Article 140 plainly authorizes the federal executive (the Presidency Coun-
cil, the prime minister, and the Council of Ministers) to fulfill its obligations 
without federal or regional legislation. Implementing the article was ex-
tended, by agreement, for six months, until the summer of 2008, and then 
again by agreement for another six months. The obligation to fulfill the 
article remains a constitutional imperative. A small number of Iraqis and 
Joost Hiltermann of the International Crisis Group maintain that the article 
is null and void because the timetable has slipped. (Usually, however, the 
very same people want other amendments to the Constitution to be made 
in which the relevant timetable is much further behind!) No responsible 
member of the High Committee of the federal government of Iraq charged 
with Article 140’s implementation holds that the article is dead. They are 
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conscious of what it means to the Kurdistan Regional Government. With-
out Article 140 Kurds would have voted down the Constitution. President 
Mas‘ud Barzani has declared, “If any side thinks this article is dead, let it 
know that the death of Article 140 means the death of the Constitution.”23

The views of the non-Kurds of Kirkuk governorate on unification with 
the KRG are mixed. Some are ardently opposed; others are anxious; others 
are persuadable. There are non-Kurds who are elected on the Kurdistan 
party lists. There are some intermarriages with Kurds, and some non-Kurds 
sensibly believe that their security and prosperity will be better within the 
KRG, the most stable part of Iraq. Most, when pressed, recognize that the 
Kurds have suffered injustices. The city’s Assyrians, mostly Christians affili-
ated with the Catholic Church, usually privately believe they will be better 
off under the KRG, which has treated its Christian minorities well, despite 
what you may read on the web sites of the Assyrian diaspora in the United 
States.

In the highly segregated city, Arab districts are materially much better 
off to the naked eye. The Baathists manipulated planning regulations to 
prevent Kurds and Turkomen from maintaining their properties, which 
means that many are now beyond repair. Large parts of the city need to 
be rebuilt, which leads some to favor unification with Kurdistan, where the 
three major cities of Duhok, Erbil, and Sulaimania are thriving amid con-
struction booms. In Kirkuk governorate council, the Kurdistan list, 26 out 
of 41 members, includes non-Kurds, and the Kurdistan parties have made 
efforts to reach a power-sharing accommodation with the non-Kurdistan 
lists but have repeatedly been rebuffed, leading many analysts to predict 
worse to come.

When I visited Kirkuk in 2004 and 2005, some Arab politicians told me 
that the Peshmerga were organizing the expulsion of Arabs. This conten-
tion was denied by Kurdish spokesmen and was not then supported by 
Assyrian and Turkomen politicians. I found no credible evidence, other 
than a rumor mill, which still continues. (That there have been some pri-
vate expulsions or retaking of homes and flight seems possible, but they 
have not been authorized by the KRG or by Kurdish parties.) At interfaces 
in the segregated city, ugly episodes have occurred, and jihadists have car-
ried out suicide attacks. Kirkuk is not about to be a city of brotherly love. 
Turkomen politicians privately conceded they were no longer the largest 
group in the city, although they invariably argued that Turkomen founded 
the city. The Sunni Turkomen Front, sponsored by the government of Tur-
key, fared dramatically less well in elections in 2005 than the Front itself, 
commentators, or the government of Turkey expected. The Turkomen 
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Shia have sought alliances with Shia Arab politicians and some reject the 
idea that they are a national diaspora of the Turks.

Calling Kirkuk city a powder keg is exaggerated if it implies that the 
slightest provocation will lead to protracted and deeply vicious violence 
of the kind that has occurred in other mixed Iraqi cities. Since 2003 the 
city has been comparatively quiet in relation to most commentators’ expec-
tations. This is because the Kurdistan security blanket now, most of the 
time, extends to much of governorate—after the United States reversed 
its initial and misjudged decision to ask the Peshmerga to withdraw, a pol-
icy apparently pursued out of deference to Ankara. Al-Qaeda in Iraq has 
been unable to provoke sustained national or sectarian violence in Kirkuk, 
though not for want of trying. Kurdistan’s security blanket has prevented 
them from establishing effective bases—though they have had support in 
al-Hawija. The city has also been relatively quiet because most Kurds have 
patiently awaited justice rather than taking the law into their own hands. 
From a policing perspective, there are good reasons to believe that the 
Peshmerga would be able to manage the unification of Kirkuk governorate 
and the KRG with relative ease. What will matter in the long run therefore 
is whether the KRG can provide credible and sufficient assurances to the 
minorities in Kirkuk that will be joining the Kurdistan Region.

The existing Kurdistan Region is the safest place in Iraq. Internally dis-
placed people have fled there from the Arab civil war. Not a single U.S. 
soldier has been killed there in combat. That is significant testament. The 
Kurdistan Region is now unified. It is spending its money on economic de-
velopment and professional security, albeit with the usual complaints about 
corruption that are normal in developing countries. The two major parties 
of Kurdistan, the KDP and the PUK, have operated an effective deal in which 
the PUK leads for Kurdistan in Baghdad while the KDP leads within Kurd-
istan. Both the major parties know that after unification it is vital to have 
sustained power-sharing and proportional representation arrangements in 
Kirkuk city—and a representative police service. They have made good faith 
efforts with partial success in these directions. They have members from 
all minorities on their federal Iraqi lists. They know that proportional rep-
resentation has worked well within the KRG to give the major and minor 
parties a stake in the political system. Therefore they will extend these ar-
rangements to the new minorities. Within the existing Kurdistan Region, in-
clusive policies have operated for all nationalities, and ethnic, linguistic, and 
religious minorities—creating a tolerant climate very different from that of 
the rest of Iraq. KRG Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani knows the KRG will 
be judged by how it treats all the nationalities and religious communities of 
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Kirkuk and is ready for the challenge—promising that Kurdistan’s regional 
constitution will be exemplary in its protections for minorities.24

The unhappiness of the city at present flows from its unresolved status; 
neither the federal government nor the KRG (which has no legal standing 
yet) provides the city or the province with appropriate financial support. 
The Property Claims Commission must return properties or compensate 
those who lost out, although it is not necessary that its work be completed 
before the status of districts and subdistricts is resolved. Reports from 
Kirkuk suggest that thousands have signed up to relocate voluntarily.

National and international counsel and mediation should focus on pro-
tecting minorities after Kirkuk becomes part of the KRG. In the controver-
sies that will doubtless occur after this book goes to print, bear this analysis 
in mind. Profound instability is more likely to arise from the failure to 
implement Article 140 in Kirkuk, to the letter or in spirit, than from its 
implementation. One source has suggested that KRG President “Mas‘ud 
Barzani . . . has warned that ‘if Article 140 is not implemented, then there 
will be a real civil war’.”25 Failure to implement the article will render both 
the KDP and the PUK vulnerable to their Kurdish nationalist critics and 
encourage Saddam’s victims to take matters into their own hands. By con-
trast, with appropriate mediation, the minorities who will lose out can be 
assured of their security and equal citizenship through legal and institu-
tional arrangements within the Kurdistan Region—or through individual 
compensation if they wish to leave the region. The unification of Kirkuk 
with the rest of Kurdistan can occur with much less international and 
domestic resistance than is predicted at present, especially if some appro-
priate precautions are taken by the KRG and its Shia allies in the federal 
government.

Proposals will shortly be made by a UN mediator, Staffan di Mistura, 
to assist the federal government of Iraq and the KRG in resolving Kirkuk 
and the other disputed territories. The proposals of the technical United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI) will be advisory, not binding. If 
the federal government fails to fulfill its obligations or to follow recommen-
dations made by UNAMI that have the support of the KRG, then it is pos-
sible that the Kurds in the KRG and governorate council of Kirkuk would 
organize a referendum to enable Kirkuk to integrate with Kurdistan.26

The KRG is prepared for a referendum in Kirkuk, according to the Pres-
ident of the Kurdistan National Assembly Kemal Kerkuki, and the KRG’s 
Minister of Extra-Regional Affairs Mohammed Ihsan, who is also a mem-
ber of Iraq’s High Committee dealing with Article 140.27 The KRG has the 
knowledge and data to organize a fair electoral register.
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It would be for the best if the federal government acts appropriately and 
is appropriately advised by the UNAMI team. The latter’s initial reports 
have focused on a small number of allegedly uncontroversial disputed ter-
ritories but appear to be following no consistent principles and to be mak-
ing recommendations beyond its assignment, which may not augur well 
for its legitimacy. But it is an illusion in which American policymakers have 
indulged Arab Iraqis and Turkomen to believe that infinite delay of these 
issues is possible. Kurds have political and security powers that they may 
use in the event of a manifest failure to fulfill the letter or the spirit of 
Article 140. Their leaders are under profound pressure from their public, 
especially those forcibly displaced from their homes by Saddam. They have 
waited with immense patience for five years precisely because their leaders 
have argued that the constitutional process will work.

UNAMI needs to exercise great care. Some of its officials are quoted 
as saying that everyone should agree on a settlement. That is impossibly 
pious. UNAMI has no authority to give veto powers that are not in Iraq’s 
Constitution to Turkomen, Arabs, or any other group. By contrast, there is 
every reason to assist a generous postunification settlement and to encour-
age negotiations on the terms of a postunification settlement—including 
rights of opting out for Arab majority or Turkomen majority subdistricts at 
the perimeters of the new KRG border.

A well-managed unification will extend the zone of peace and stability 
within Iraq, provided the KRG lives up to its promises to its prospective 
new influx of minorities. A fourth large urban center will add to the re-
gion’s infrastructural construction boom and increase its proportionate 
entitlement to Iraq’s shared oil revenues. The Kurds will only have them-
selves to blame if they mishandle the minorities of Kirkuk within an ex-
panded KRG.

Knowing that change is going to come will break the solidarity of those 
opposed. The minorities of Kirkuk governorate are already divided. The 
Sunni Arabs of Kirkuk cannot hope to govern the city or to bring Kirkuk 
into a Sunni Arab region. The same is true of Shia Arabs. The Arab vote 
in the future will be split both along sectarian lines and among numerous 
parties. Many Shia Arabs are taking the compensation funding on offer 
and leaving—amid much local rumor and gossip about corruption. The 
Turkomen, divided as they are between Sunni and Shia, no longer the sec-
ond largest ethnicity in the governorate, constitute a small minority in Iraq. 
Only the foolhardy among them aspire to being delivered by a Turkish con-
quest, while their relatives know that no better event could be designed 
to endanger their lives. The Kurds are reaching out to local Sunni Arabs 
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and to Arabs in general. The elected Arabs have recently gone back onto 
the governorate council in an accommodationist deal. They agreed to end 
their boycott in return for a power-sharing compromise: the post of deputy 
governor, and an agreement to split civil posts equally: 32 percent to each 
of the three major groups, with 4 percent reserved for the other minori-
ties—although Turkomen continue to boycott the council. It is therefore 
possible to see the outlines of a local power-sharing settlement with numer-
ous nationalities who are not cohesively opposed to the KRG’s territorial 
ambitions. Their leaders should be internationally as well as domestically 
encouraged to bargain now for appropriate guarantees and rights within 
the Kurdistan Region.

The peaceful accession—not the annexation—of Kirkuk to the Kurdistan 
Region is a constitutional and democratic imperative, and it need not pre-
cipitate a new major round of bloodshed or generate new injustices. What 
is required, within Kurdistan and Iraq and internationally, is determined 
planning to make the referendum or territorial allocation process fair, 
accompanied by credible commitments by the KRG to protect the minor-
ity nationalities. The city might have a power-sharing governmental form 
entrenched in Kurdistan’s regional constitution. The city may be made tri-
lingual or quadralingual. It could be the established site of the KRG’s high-
est court and the established site of Iraq’s future supreme court.

In August 2008, President Mas‘ud Barzani of the KRG toured the city 
and declared “I have come to send a message of peace to Kirkuk which 
is both a city of Kurdistan and of Iraq.”28 The ideas promoted here, with 
international support and American government encouragement, would 
create meaningful versions of special status for Kirkuk—within the KRG 
and within Iraq, and fit President Barzani’s portrait of the dual status of 
the city. None of this is beyond the wit of the region’s leaders. The KRG is 
working to make Iraq’s Constitution work, not to have the region secede. 
Helping it achieve its constitutional rights on the Kirkuk question will stabi-
lize the region. Blocking Kurds’ constitutional rights will return Iraq to the 
world before the Baathists, in which Baghdad governments fought Kurdish 
rebels only to make promises to them which they would later betray when 
they recovered their strength. A return to that cycle is best avoided.

The Other Disputed Territories

Most maps used in the European and American media usually fail to draw 
the March 19, 2003, internal border of the existing KRG accurately. They 
often fail to indicate that parts of Ninevah, Kirkuk, and Diyala governor-
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ates are already within the KRG’s jurisdiction, and that, at least nominally, 
not all of Dohuk and Sulaimania governorates are within the existing KRG. 
These are practical reasons why the status of the disputed territories needs 
to be resolved. The boundaries of the KRG and the existing governorates 
do not coincide. The maps presented in Western media reports usually fail 
to specify that the March 19, 2003, internal border of the KRG was estab-
lished unilaterally by Saddam, not by the KRG. It does not follow the lines 
of the 1970 Autonomy Agreement between the Iraqi Government and the 
KDP—when Mulla Mustafa Barzani negotiated on behalf of Kurdistan. The 
existing boundary is the result of a maneuver by Saddam; it is neither the 
product of local wishes nor of democratic and constitutional negotiations.

Almost all of the affected areas in Map 7 have Kurdish majorities or 
supermajorities—and where they do not some of the dilution of Kurdish 
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demographic strength is the outcome of recent movements of internally 
displaced people. No sensible person contests the presence of strong Kurd-
ish majorities in places such as Akre, Sheikhan, Zimmar, Sinjar, Makhmur, 
Aski Khalak, or Knanaquin. Almost all of these areas either have strong 
links to the major Kurdish parties or have benefited from emergency sup-
port from the KRG, but plainly all the affected citizens would benefit from 
the regularization of their relationship to the KRG.

There are reasonable principles that might guide others, including 
UNAMI, in facilitating the resolution of the territories in dispute between 
the KRG and the rest of Iraq. First, the Kurdish majority governorates of 
Dohuk, Sulaimania, and Erbil should be wholly incorporated within the 
KRG (modified where necessary to their pre-Baathist boundaries). Second, 
all of Kirkuk governorate should be subject to normalization based on the 
1968 boundary—that is, the districts or subdistricts of Chamchamal, Kifri, 
Kalar, and Tozkhurnato should return to Kirkuk governorate. Third, con-
sideration should be given to the right of districts or subdistricts to opt out 
of the KRG after the referendum (or on the basis of an agreement between 
local parties based on 2005 election results). There is no Kurdish resistance 
to the idea that al-Hawija or al-Zab should be allowed to leave Kirkuk gov-
ernorate. Fourth, the allocation of the districts of Akre, Sheikhan, Sinjar, 
Tel Afar, and Qarquosh should be informed by UN evaluation of local pref-
erences. Where there are significant doubts about local preferences, there 
can be a local plebiscite. These districts or subdistricts should be covered 
under the provisions for the relevant minority rights in the KRG constitu-
tion. It is very likely that Tal-Afar will want to opt out of the KRG, and the 
KRG will let that happen. The same policies should apply to the districts 
or subdistricts of Zammar, Bashiqua, Aski Kalak, Khanaqin, and Mandali. 
Last, if the KRG pursues the claims made by some Kurds on Badra and the 
subdistrict of Jassan, which seems doubtful, then they should be subject to 
a principle of democratic reciprocity. If there are to be votes to determine 
territorial status here, then Kurds should, in return, accept those who vote 
to opt out of districts or subdistricts of Kirkuk governorate that are adja-
cent to the rest of Iraq.

UNAMI and others should avoid obvious or tempting mistakes. One 
would be to propose a pacing recommendation, going for the allocation 
of easy districts first, leaving more difficult cases to later dates, especially if 
such proposals amount to accepting the gerrymandered status of Kirkuk. 
The pre-1968 boundaries of Kirkuk have to be restored to what they were 
before the Baath came to power. The KRG will accept a Kirkuk that excludes 
al-Hawija and al-Zab, but that has to be negotiated. It is far better to resolve 
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uncertainty by creating a clear road map on all the disputed territories so 
that all can know their likely future status. Abiding by the principle of “nor-
malization,” the return to pre-Baathist boundaries, and letting the restored 
Kirkuk become part of the KRG are the major priorities.

If the resolution of the disputed territories outside of Kirkuk as well as 
of Kirkuk itself are sensitively handled, there will be a significant expansion 
of the territory of the KRG but not such a significant rise in its population, 
because many of the wide expanses of territory are sparsely populated. 
What would be the consequences? It may give added impetus to those 
inclined to form regions elsewhere in Iraq. Most importantly, it will resolve 
the decades old Kurdish-Arab national question in Iraq by demarcating 
the borders of the Kurdistan Region in a manner commensurate with local 
democratic preferences and historical and geographical realities. That will 
make the KRG a satisfied party within Iraq. The federation will work better 
because its obligations toward the KRG will have been met. The KRG will 
then be able to work as a full partner with Arab-dominated Iraq, either in 
an asymmetrical federation in which it is treated as a special federacy or as 
one large region amid other larger regions. These are not fantasies.

What is fantastic is to imagine that one can stabilize Iraq by postponing 
the resolution of the status of Kirkuk and the disputed territories. Deepen-
ing tension flows from the failure of Iraq’s federal government to fulfill its 
constitutional obligations. Protracted delays are making Kurds suspicious 
that they will be cheated of the opportunity to rectify Saddam’s injustices. 
Justice delayed is justice denied. If the federal government fails to deliver 
or to follow recommendations made by the United Nations supported by 
the KRG, many Kurds will regard the Constitution as worthless. The next 
U.S. administration can help avoid that prospect. Defending Iraq’s territo-
rial integrity and Iraq’s Constitution are integrally linked. If the constitu-
tional provisions on Kirkuk and the disputed territories are not followed to 
the letter or in spirit, then the Constitution will have been violated and the 
secession of Kurdistan will become far more likely, with all the attendant 
risks to regional stability that might pose. A wise U.S. administration there-
fore stands to gain from fully supporting Iraq’s Constitution.
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Chapter 8
Informing, Calming, and  
Working with the Neighbors

Let us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate.
—John F. Kennedy, Inaugural Address, January 20, 1961

In 1948, Arshak Safrastian, an Armenian scholar, wrote an accessible short 
guide to Kurds and Kurdistan. He observed in his first footnote to his discus-
sion of the term Kurd: “As to the general attitude of the two neighboring 
Empires of Turkey and Persia towards the Kurdish race, no better illustra-
tion could be found than a play of words on the very racial name, Kurd. By 
a strange coincidence the word ‘Koort’ means ‘wolf’ in both Turkish and 
the new Iranian languages; the learned etymologists of the two Empires 
have not failed to discover an original identity between their word ‘Koort’ 
and the generic name ‘Kurd.’ The hypothesis is entirely false. Yet this faked 
etymology sums up a political theory which is in no way out of tune with the 
actual practice as understood, and periodically put into effect, by Turkey.”1

Today’s Kurds are not above repaying these compliments. They often refer 
to “the four dogs,” or indeed “four wolves,” that bully the Kurds, namely, 
Turkey, Iran, Syria, and Arab Iraq. Of these, the Kurds of Iraq express the 
greatest fear of the Turks, although they also worry about Iran. The Kurd-
ish stereotype of the Turk is that of a blunt but predictable bully; the Kurd-
ish stereotype of the Iranian is that of a cunning manipulator. But the Kurds 
are not alone among Iraqis in fearing their geographic neighbors. Sunni 
Arabs fear—and often detest Persians. (Khairallah Tulfah, Saddam’s uncle, 
foster-father, and father-in-law, infamously published a booklet with the title 
Three Things God Should Not Have Made—Persians, Jews and Flies.2) The Shia 



Arabs of Iraq know that the Arab states to their west, with the intermittent 
exception of Syria, backed the Baathist regime because it kept the lid on 
the Shia, and they also know that Syrian, Jordanian, and Saudi governments 
have scarcely stirred themselves to stop Sunni jihadists from reaching Iraq. 
Each major set of Iraqis therefore has reasons—rational and emotional—
to be profoundly nervous toward at least one of Iraq’s neighboring states. 
Their rational fears aggravate the extreme xenophobia that Arab Iraqis 
(and Kurds to a much lesser degree) have been found to display in public 
surveys (see Appendix 2).

The last part of the case for organizing a withdrawal from Iraq with 
integrity can now be advanced. Iraq’s constitutional and territorial integ-
rity, I have suggested, should be supported as long as that is what a major-
ity of Iraqis want. But any such policy must be accompanied by a coherent 
and effective U.S. foreign policy in Iraq’s immediate vicinity. Iraq’s neigh-
bors need to be given every reasonable incentive not to destroy the posi-
tive institutions that have emerged from the horrors of the last five years. 
Such a foreign policy is feasible. Although some of the ideas advanced here 
will be shocking to some, they should be less surprising than some of the 
adventurism in U.S. foreign policy of recent years.

Turkey’s New Neighbor, Kurdistan

Since the U.S. intervention in March 2003, commentators have warned of 
the possibility of a Turkish invasion of northern Iraq,3 especially to prevent 
Kirkuk’s accession to the KRG.4 Some exploit this fear. They argue that 
Turkey can only be prevented from invading if the United States squeezes 
the KRG into indefinitely postponing its ambitions to unify with Kirkuk. 
That was the counsel of the Baker-Hamilton Report.

Regrettably, there is some evidence for the thesis of “the terrible Turk.” 
In 2003, Turkish special operatives were caught by American troops on 
their way to assassinate the Kurdish governor of Kirkuk. Their arrests 
caused outrage in Turkey, but the Turkish public that is not Kurdish did 
not seem much interested in reflecting on the murderous mission of the 
Special Forces. Since the 1990s the Turkish Army has occupied Iraqi land, 
with a military base, in the Kurdistan Region, near the Turkey-Iraq bor-
der. It is, of course, not the sole foreign government to have occupied Iraq 
or to have established bases. But in the Turkish case it was Saddam who 
encouraged the intruders when he was not especially concerned about pre-
serving his sovereign prerogatives in Kurdistan. During the Iran-Iraq war 
(1980–88), when Saddam had lost control of Kurdistan, he gave permis-
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sion to Turkey, on four occasions, to engage in hot pursuit of the Kurdish 
Marxists of the PKK, whose recruits almost invariably come from Turkey. In 
“Operation Steel,” in the spring of 1995, some 35,000 Turkish troops were 
deployed in Iraq against the PKK.

In May of that year President Süleyman Demirel of Turkey, in interviews 
with Turkish journalists, suggested that he wanted to revise his country’s 
border with Iraq. He explained why he thought it was wrong that Great 
Britain had prevailed at the League of Nations during 1926, when it suc-
cessfully incorporated the former Ottoman vilayat (province) of Mosul 
into Iraq over Turkish objections. The vilayat of Mosul included the pres-
ent-day KRG, Kirkuk, and the Arab-dominated sections of northwestern 
Iraq.5 Demirel retracted his remarks in the same month, but they have not 
been forgotten in Iraq. A fear of Turkish irredentism persists because few 
Arabs or Kurds have any nostalgia for the Ottoman Empire (which they 
now recall as a Turkish tyranny even if some of their great-grandparents 
thought differently).

In 2002, U.S. National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice thought it 
would be helpful to have the Turkish army join the U.S.-led intervention 
in Iraq because the Turkish Army would be composed of Muslim soldiers. 
She apparently did not know that the Arab revolt in World War 1 showed 
that some Muslims had opposed Ottoman rule; or she did not know that 
the doctrines of Kemal Atatürk, calcified as “Kemalism,” had made Turkish 
and Kurdish nationalists into implacable enemies since the 1920s.6 If Rice’s 
counsel had been tested, another war would have been added to those trig-
gered by the March 2003 intervention—one between Turkey and the Kurds 
of Iraq. No one, fortunately, offers this counsel any longer. The current 
government of Turkey has, however, authorized limited military incursions 
into the Kurdistan Region, with the approval of the Ankara parliament, to 
pursue pockets of the PKK in inaccessible locations in the KRG, including 
the Kandil mountains. The Bush administration facilitated the Turkish mil-
itary efforts with intelligence during the winter of 2007–8, enabling their 
air and ground forces to know the locations of PKK encampments, even 
though the U.S. government is supposed to be responsible for protecting 
Iraq’s sovereign air space.

We should, however, be hardheaded in appraising “the terrible Turk the-
sis.” Turkey has strategic interests in its relations with Iraq. First, it wishes 
to protect the territorial integrity of the existing Turkish state, its famous 
“rectangle.”7 That is why it is determined to crush the PKK. That is also 
why it has failed formally to recognize the Kurdistan Region—either dur-
ing its period of isolation from the rest of Iraq (between 1992 and 2003) or 
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since. Turkish nationalist leaders fear that an independent Kurdish state, 
although built in former Iraqi territory, will inevitably ignite or reignite 
secessionist sentiment among the Kurds of Turkey. That is also why they 
fear Kurdish control of the oil of Kirkuk (which Turkish ultranationalists 
describe as the oil of the lost province of Mosul). Turkey has shown inter-
mittent interest in the fate of the Turkomen minority in northern Iraq, 
concentrated in Kirkuk province. This, however, is not a deep pan-nation-
alist commitment. When Iraq’s Baathists were repressing Turkomen, and 
when Turkomen were emigrating to Turkey in the 1970s and 1980s, Ankara 
was effectively silent. It is only when Kurds seem likely to unify with Kirkuk 
that Turkish politicians play the Turkomen card with obvious and ruthless 
cynicism—including ludicrous estimates of the size of the Turkomen pop-
ulation. Ankara used to claim the Turkomen numbered 3 million of Iraq’s 
denizens, when they compose, at most, 300,000, of whom only one-half are 
Sunni Turkomen empathetic to Turkey.

Turkey’s strategic interests led its political elite to express strong views on 
Iraq’s internal affairs during the making of the Transitional Administrative 
Law in 2004. Those views were at the top of Turkey’s agenda during a Jan-
uary 2004 visit of Turkish leaders to Washington, on the eve of which Turk-
ish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan warned the Kurds not to play 
with fire and threatened that Syria, Iran, and Turkey had agreed to inter-
vene if a breakup of Iraq looked imminent. Turkish General Ilker Basbug 
warned that an ethnically-based Iraqi federation would be “difficult and 
bloody.”8 Former U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger speculated, “If 
Kurdish autonomy goes beyond a certain point, there is a not negligible 
threat of a Turkish military intervention, perhaps backed by Iran.”9 He did 
not, however, specify the point at which that would occur.

These are the fears and the threats. They remain on the table. Can they 
be managed, or must they simply be appeased? And are there any sound 
grounds for thinking that the threats are exaggerated? Turkey is neither 
united nor the sole player with any leverage in these matters. Some of 
Turkey’s elites want to join the European Union. Others do not. Turkey’s 
Islamists seek alliances with Kurds. The democratic Islamists, less preoccu-
pied with Turkey’s national ethos than the Kemalists, try to appeal to Kurds 
as Muslims. With up to one-fifth of Turkey’s electorate being of Kurdish ori-
gin, huge voting dividends are at stake. Turkey’s Kemalists cannot appeal 
so easily to Kurds, at least not without revising Kemalist doctrine and recog-
nizing Kurds as a nation within a nation.

Turkey’s management of its relations with the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, 
as well as with its domestic Kurds, is already being used by members of the 
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European Parliament to assess Turkey’s standing as a peaceful democracy 
that respects human rights, and in which civilians have control over the 
military.10 Since the European Parliament has co-decision-making rights 
on EU membership applications, its power in this respect is not trivial. Any 
invasion of Iraq to block the outcome of a referendum (or any other fair 
process) to determine internal boundaries within a neighboring state will 
terminate Turkey’s prospects of joining the European Union. A future U.S. 
administration should make clear to the government of Turkey that any 
such violation of Iraq’s Constitution would lead to Turkey’s expulsion from 
NATO. It would violate NATO’s emergent status as an alliance of democra-
cies. In the eventuality of a Turkish occupation of Kirkuk, some European 
member states will put it to the United States that the NATO alliance can 
include the Canadian and European democracies, or Turkey, but not all 
together. Post-Communist East Europeans now number over a third of EU 
member states, and most are NATO members. The southeastern Europe-
ans have no nostalgic recollections of the Ottomans and monitor Turkey’s 
development closely. One can invade and occupy other people’s countries 
when one is a member state of the European Union, but candidate mem-
bers have no such privileges! This international military and alliance lever-
age can and should check Turkish adventurism with respect to Kirkuk, 
provided it is exercised with reasonable decorum and addresses reasonable 
Turkish concerns (which I shall treat shortly).

Other strategic considerations may cause a rational Turkish govern-
ment or military to stand back from the risks of an invasion and occupa-
tion. No one should doubt President Barzani’s determination to protect 
the Kurdistan Region militarily. A Turkish invasion of Kirkuk would add 
no less than 100,000 combat-trained KRG Peshmerga to those prepared 
to fight the Turkish military through guerrilla warfare in Turkey. The KRG 
would withdraw all Peshmerga currently on loan to the Iraqi federal gov-
ernment and the U.S. military and deploy them in defense of Kurdistan. 
President Barzani has already signaled that he can cause as much trouble 
for the Turkish government in Diyarbakir as the Turkish Government can 
cause the KRG in Kirkuk. In short, Turkey’s threat capacity is not as over-
whelming as it is often portrayed, and no U.S. administration should feel 
obliged to succumb to Turkish blackmail on Kirkuk. The correct response 
of any U.S. administration is that the resolution of Iraq’s internal provin-
cial and regional boundaries is a matter for Iraqis to resolve under their 
Constitution.

A Turkish invasion and occupation of Kirkuk would utterly destabilize 
Turkey’s current democratic and economic prospects. To undertake an in-
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vasion over Kirkuk, the military would probably have to topple Turkey’s 
elected government—and that would ensure Ankara’s isolation from both 
the European Union and the United States. If the governing party sup-
ported an invasion to avoid being deposed by the military or in return 
for concessions on some other policy questions, it would face the prob-
lem that it would no longer win Kurdish votes in southeastern Turkey. Any 
protracted military intervention would produce volcanic Kurdish erup-
tions within Turkey and send Turkey’s stockmarket plunging. It would 
smash Ankara’s relations with Washington and Brussels and leave a much 
worse mess than its leaders helped to create in Cyprus. Why would they 
take such risks?

A full Turkish invasion makes geostrategic sense only if the Turkish 
political elite are utterly convinced that the Kurds are intent on using the 
Kirkuk oil field to finance the formation of an independent state, and 
if they believe that the formation of such a state would be an existential 
threat to their own state. The first belief is false. The next U.S. administra-
tion, which will have a fresh start with Turkey, may be able to communicate 
the falsity of that belief with better conviction. The falsity of the first belief 
makes the second totally misplaced—and many Turks recognize this. Argu-
ably what Turkey needs most is another secular democratic entity on its 
borders, interdependent with it in trade and foreign investment and ensur-
ing the passage of oil supplies. These elementary considerations need to be 
spelled out by the United States, in cooperation with the European Union, 
to Turkish diplomats, politicians, and generals—and to the Turkish pub-
lic. The next U.S. administration should also offer assurances, perhaps in a 
multilateral treaty, to respect the existing border between Iraq and Turkey. 
Such a treaty would calm Turkey’s anxieties, admittedly misplaced, about a 
Greater Kurdistan originating in Erbil, and, conversely, calm fears within 
Iraq that Turkey still harbors irredentist ambitions toward the old vilayat 
of Mosul.

A U.S. administration determined to withdraw from Iraq with integrity 
should ensure that the government of Turkey shows scrupulous respect for 
Iraq’s Constitution. That will only be persuasive, of course, if the United 
States is showing similar respect. The Iraqi Constitution confines the sta-
tus of Kurdistan to that of a regional government; it is not an independent 
state. The Constitution locks in a reasonable deal over the revenues from 
Kirkuk’s oil fields, which should benefit the local Turkomen and provide 
a boost to the economy of southeastern Turkey. It is appropriate for the 
government of Turkey to express reasonable concerns for the Turkomen. 
Ankara’s diplomatic attention should be focused on human and minority 
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rights for the Turkomen within the KRG. But then Ankara must expect to 
be asked to grant reciprocity by permitting foreign governments to express 
concern for the human and minority rights of Kurds, Armenians, Alevis, 
and Christians in Turkey. Turkish governments cannot credibly insist on 
federal rights for Turkish Cypriots but deny the rights of the Kurds of Iraq 
to a similar form of self-government.

These issues do not need to be discussed solely in the brutal language of 
leverage or military capacities. The threats from allegedly “terrible Turks” 
should not be exaggerated, and it should be acknowledged that Turkey is 
showing significant signs of welcome organic change. Turkey’s Constitu-
tion of 1980 entrenched the military and a secular Kemalist judicial elite 
as its guardians. The Constitution banned both religious and ethnic par-
ties and absolutely forbids proposing amendments to some of its key pro-
visions—including, for example, proposals that might threaten Turkey’s 
indivisibility, such as autonomy or federalism. This 1980 Constitution is, 
however, palpably collapsing. The military’s special status, embodied in a 
national security council that entrenched what the Turks call “the deep 
State,” has been modified, and it will have to be modified further if Tur-
key wants to become an EU member state. Turkish President Turgut Ozal, 
before his premature death, opened the Kurdish question up in the 1990s 
in ways that the guardians of the latest Kemalist Constitution have found 
very difficult to close down. Ozal was also a party to what became the Kurd-
ish safe haven and to enabling British and American aircraft to enforce the 
no-fly zone over Saddam’s Iraq.

The Turkish government has, on paper, started to lighten its repression 
of Kurdish culture. It has legalized the Kurdish language, Kurdish publi-
cations, and Kurdish broadcasting, but much remains to be done to make 
these rights meaningful. On all my trips across the border from Turkey to 
the Kurdistan Region between 2002 and 2005, any publications with the 
words “Kurd,” “Kurdish,” or “Kurdistan” printed on them were summar-
ily confiscated by military personnel at checkpoints. Having been warned 
of this practice, I used to send copies of all these materials electronically to 
my own e-mail address before my encounters with Turkish officials at the 
Habur (Turkish) border post that faces the Ibrahim Khalil (Kurdish) bor-
der post.

The Justice and Development Party, known by its Turkish abbreviation 
as the AKP, decisively won the last two general elections in Turkey.11 It is a 
socially conservative but economically liberal party that has to be shy about 
its soft Islamism because of the 1980 Constitution. It is precisely the type 
of Islamic party that European and American governments should want to 
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see coming to power in Muslim-majority countries because it is committed 
both to democracy and a modernizing version of Islam.12 Turkey’s Kemal-
ists have so far seen the AKP as bent on undermining the state’s secular-
ism by stealth, but they face a problem since Turkey’s European Union 
application and the AKP’s electoral strategy both point toward full Kurd-
ish emancipation.

The AKP wins significant votes from socially conservative Kurds in Tur-
key precisely because its Islamist agenda is compatible with recognizing 
Kurdish ethnicity.13 The AKP has, however, been utterly reluctant so far 
to allow teaching in Kurdish in schools or to permit the establishment of 
Kurdology in universities—partly because it fears that the Kemalist mili-
tary would treat that as an attack on the ethos of the Constitution. The 
AKP, which won just over one in eight of its seats in the Kurdish-dominated 
southeast in the July 2007 parliamentary elections, believes it can under-
mine Kurdish nationalism through economic development or through 
withholding investment from areas that support the PKK. Kurdish nation-
alists, by contrast, vote for independents and other parties, including ones 
that stand as disguised fronts for the PKK. Kurdish politicians and parties 
cannot openly identify themselves as having an ethnic rights agenda. When 
they do so, or in some cases before they do so, the courts ban them. Ban-
ning peaceful and democratic religious and ethnic parties would be imper-
missible if Turkey were to become an EU member state. Turkey is serious 
about its European destiny. It has to be for multiple reasons, both geopolit-
ical and economic. Its historic rivalries with Russia and its inability to lead 
the Turkic peoples of central Asia point its elites toward deepening rather 
than ending their alliances with the European Union and NATO. But if 
it is to become an EU member state, it will have to register that Belgium, 
Spain, and the United Kingdom function with multiple democratic nation-
alist and secessionist parties and that continental European democracies 
usually have a religious party (of Christian Democrats) in office more often 
than they do not.14 Some Turks have spoken for some time of the Kurdish 
“reality,” and some of them actually want to be realistic about accommodat-
ing that reality on Kurdish as well as Turkish terms.

Kurdish nationalism in Turkey will not be stopped by economic develop-
ment or by any fearsome repression that falls short of genocide. Nationalism 
is not susceptible to any known or straightforward economic explanation.15 
Neither will an inclusive form of Sunni Islam, whether promoted by the 
AKP or any other agency, ever permanently smother Kurdish national-
ism in Turkey. But Kurdish nationalism can be democratically accommo-
dated without Turkey’s breakup, provided that its constitutional order is 
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restructured. Unless Turkey’s political class makes determined efforts to 
accommodate democratic Kurdish nationalism—minimally through broad-
ranging cultural rights and meaningful decentralization—it will be inter-
mittently faced with violent Kurdish nationalism, as it has been since the 
1920s, and it will also face the possibility that some Kurdish nationalists 
will morph into jihadists. The coming crisis of the Turkish state therefore 
points toward deepening democratization and EU membership as the best 
means of resolving Turkey’s Kurdish and Islamic questions.

The Turkish parliament avoided participation in the U.S.-led removal of 
Saddam in 2003 for wise though contingent reasons. For similar reasons, 
it may avoid an invasion and occupation of Kirkuk, but it will need to be 
steered into that position by orchestrated and co-coordinated U.S. and EU 
diplomacy in the course of the U.S. withdrawal from Iraq. Changes in the 
territorial status of Kirkuk should be supported provided that they are fair, 
and the United States should advocate that fair commitments should be 
made in Kurdistan’s regional constitution to the Turkomen—more gener-
ous ones than Turkey has so far made toward its own Kurds. The Kurds of 
Iraq would likely comply with any such request.

Turkey has legitimate fears about the PKK, which need to be treated seri-
ously by both the United States and the KRG. Originally a Marxist-Lenin-
ist party, the PKK became a deeply violent Stalinist cult under its leader, 
Abdullah Ocalan (“Apo”), who looks like a made-over version of the Geor-
gian tyrant who ran the Soviet Union. The PKK fought from 1984 until 
1999 to create a Greater Kurdistan. Its war led to the loss of over 30,000 
lives, mostly Kurds, and was estimated to have cost the Turkish government 
$10 billion per year at its peak.

The PKK’s central committee meetings were held in Turkish because 
that was the language in which its leaders had been (coercively) educated. 
Its heavily Turkish provenance was one reason the PKK had little resonance 
among Kurds who were not from Turkey. The exceptions to this pattern 
were some Kurds from Syria, encouraged by the Damascus government. 
Syria was a Soviet ally and had territorial and water disputes with Turkey 
and therefore provided a base for the PKK. Damascus was happy to allow 
its Kurds to cause problems for Syria’s regional rivals provided they raised 
no serious difficulties with their “home” regime. Until 1999, the PKK’s 
operations were directed by Ocalan from a safe base in Syria. But the end 
of the Cold War weakened the Syrian government, which had been heavily 
dependent on the Soviet Union. Turkey eventually assembled an army on 
its border with Syria and gave Damascus an ultimatum. Ocalan’s Damascus 
sponsors backed down. He left the country, and after a meandering trip 
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across places unwilling to grant him asylum, he was eventually kidnapped 
in Kenya—allegedly with the aid of the CIA. Under arrest and trial, the 
PKK’s leader soon proved much less hard line when it came to the sub-
ject of his own life—and his demoralized and subservient party ordered a 
cease-fire.

The PKK had initially won extensive support among the poor downtrod-
den Kurds of southeastern Turkey. But its authoritarian nature, its killings 
of Kurdish civilians—including teachers who taught in Turkish, as they 
were legally compelled to do—and its ruthless disposition toward all other 
autonomous Kurdish organizations rapidly dissipated the popularity it had 
won for challenging the Turkish state.16 Mas‘ud Barzani ended KDP coop-
eration with the PKK in the 1980s because it had “earned the hatred and 
disgust of all the Kurdish people”—which was true of most Kurds both 
inside and outside Iraq, including a high proportion of the Kurds of Tur-
key. The KDP would go on to cooperate with Turkish governments against 
the PKK in the 1990s.

The PKK’s extremism was in one sense a scream of rage at the Kemalist 
program of “nation-building”—that is, Turkey’s literal nationalizion of its 
populations into a single ethos, ethnos, and language. Turkey has had no 
patience for dual or multiple identities, and its governments mandated not 
just the definitional but also the cultural and even physical destruction of 
other nations within its borders. Late Ottoman, Young Turk, and Turkish 
regimes assaulted, expelled, exterminated, or coercively assimilated Arme-
nians, Greeks, and Kurds. On one careful estimate 1,883,000 were murdered 
in genocidal or ethnic purges by twentieth-century Turkish regimes.17 The 
Armenians and the Greeks of Turkey now have nation-states and have set-
tled some scores with their former masters, but the survivors of “Ottoman 
hospitality” live outside their ancient homelands of Asia Minor and Eastern 
Anatolia. The Kurds of Turkey have not been so lucky. The revolts led by 
Sheikh Sai‘d in 1925, the Koybun insurrection of 1929–30, and the Dersim 
rebellion of 1937–38 were all crushed.18 The Turkish army “found control 
of Kurdistan to be its prime function and raison d’être. Only one out of 18 
Turkish military engagements during the years 1924–38 occurred outside 
Kurdistan. After 1945, apart from the Korean War, 1949–52, and the inva-
sion of Cyprus, 1974,” all Turkish army operations have been against the 
Kurds19—until the NATO operation in Afghanistan. The Turkish military 
has done nothing more frequently since the Republic was founded than 
repress Kurdish rebellions. The PKK insurrection was put down through 
the destruction of thousands of Kurdish villages—draining the guerrilla’s 
sea—and the successful countermobilization of village guards, recruited 
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among Kurds opposed to the PKK. After its leader’s arrest in 1999, the 
PKK’s campaign seemed to be effectively over.

Under the implacable pressures of Kemalism, some Kurds in Turkey 
assimilated, and some have tried to forget their Kurdish roots. Educated 
Kurds speak and write Turkish in public; for them, Kurdish has become a 
language of the home.20 In his trial, the PKK leader Ocalan defended him-
self—if that is what he did—in Turkish, not Kurdish. Sustained, concerted 
pressures on the Kurdish identity in schools, workplaces, and public media, 
the pulverization of Kurdish villages, and the deliberate dilution of areas 
of Kurdish concentration have been devastating. The Kurds of Turkey are 
now less culturally Kurdish than they once were. They are also now much 
more dispersed; Kurds are said to constitute 3 million of Istanbul’s resi-
dents. They migrate within Turkey to the west, to its European shore, and 
from Turkey to Europe, where they sometimes blend, especially in Ger-
many, into the Turkish community.

With the PKK’s leader imprisoned,21 and the PKK having renounced its 
ambitions to achieve independence or even federal status for the Kurdish-
majority zones of Turkey, and with the PKK’s military prowess no longer 
what it was, why is there a PKK question at all? Largely because the govern-
ment of Turkey has refused to provide an amnesty to the surviving guerilla 
bands—and fighting for an amnesty seems the only way to understand the 
PKK’s current behavior. Cynics suggest the Turkish military has used the 
PKK as a pawn in its campaign against the AKP government. In support of 
this thesis are multiple episodes in which Turkish special forces operatives 
have been caught carrying out bombings or killings that were intended to 
be blamed on the PKK.22 But the PKK is not just a figment of Turkish para-
noia, or a bogey constructed by recalcitrant members of the Deep State. It 
still exists; it has some encampments (rather than bases) in militarily inac-
cessible mountain ranges within the KRG; and it has been able to kill or 
capture both Turkish soldiers and village guards. I have been to the lower 
slopes of many of the mountains within the KRG. No one needs to be a 
general to see why they form a perfect guerrilla habitat. They are inhospita-
ble in winter and have the kind of topography and microclimates that ren-
der fairly useless the helicopters used in high-tech counterinsurgency.

It is entirely appropriate for the United States to mediate between the 
government of Turkey and the KRG on the subject of the PKK. The for-
mer needs to be encouraged to recognize the KRG’s security powers under 
Iraq’s Constitution; the latter needs to show greater willingness to do what 
is necessary to prevent the PKK from using KRG soil to launch attacks on 
Turkey. It is true that the PKK question, as the KRG insists, should be han-
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dled politically; and that amnesties for the PKK rank and file will achieve 
the organization’s dissolution. The KRG can help with the demobilization, 
and with the cooperation of the Baghdad government, provide asylum sta-
tus for those PKK leaders willing to abandon violence. Having made peace-
ful overtures to the PKK on its soil, the KRG should not hesitate to engage 
in tougher action if necessary—the PKK did not hesitate to attack the KDP 
when the latter was suffering brutally at the hands of Saddam, so there is 
no debt of gratitude owed. The public of the Kurdistan Region does not 
want to assist Turkey or any other neighboring power in the repression of 
Kurdish guerillas, but in this case the PKK’s activists are deliberately jeopar-
dizing the safety of the KRG.

The Kurds of Iraq will put their own security first, knowing that most of 
the Kurds of Turkey will consider that a sane choice. Iraq’s Kurds should 
use their influence in favor of those Kurdish politicians and movements 
prepared to work for peaceful and democratic change in Turkey while 
arguing for political and amnesty measures to tackle the PKK’s surviving 
activity. Kurdish voters and their potential politicians in Turkey now shift 
between seeking cultural rights, working with soft pan-Islamists who rec-
ognize them as fellow Muslims and as Kurds, and hoping that Turkey’s 
possible entry into the European Union will bring relief. Having been dis-
organized, repressed, and partially assimilated, they are hopeful that a 
democratic and Europeanizing Turkey may eventually become a proper 
home for them. They hope to bring the border of the European Union to 
Kurdistan. That is a worthy project. U.S. diplomacy should assist it, sensi-
tively—Europeans do not take kindly to suggestions from Washington as to 
who should be members of their Union, and jihadism in Europe has aggra-
vated those European publics wary of opening their confederation to Tur-
key.23 The Turkish-KRG border, which could one day mark the border of 
the European Union, is at present the site of extensive trade and invest-
ment flows. The KRG has welcomed Turkish business to develop its air-
ports, roads, and cities. Settling the PKK question will enable that border 
to have multiple access points and to become a series of civilian bridges 
rather than military lines.

Iran: The Case for Détente Rather Than Cyanide

Détente is a diplomat’s word. The French noun describes the relaxation of 
strained relations between states. Since the 1979 revolution that toppled 
the Shah of Iran and brought the Ayatollah Khomeini to power, détente 
has not been a prominent feature of American-Iranian relations. Indeed, 
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since 1979 Americans have tended to demonize Iran and Iranians even 
if they did not all concur with President Bush’s thesis of an “axis of evil” 
linking Iran’s ayatollahs, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, and North Korea’s he-
reditary Communist despotism. Among the most prominent episodes that 
explain American public hostility toward Iran’s government are, first, its in-
dulgence and then exploitation of the Islamist revolutionary students who 
held diplomats and other Americans hostage at the U.S. Embassy in Teh-
ran for 444 days between November 1979 and April 1981. The hostages 
were maltreated,24 and the Carter administration was humiliated. Second, 
Americans are correctly taught that Iranian governments have sponsored 
organizations that have used terrorist methods—including Hezballah in 
Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine. This sponsorship led directly to the kill-
ing of U.S. Marines in Beirut in 1983 and other fatal attacks on Americans 
and on America’s allies, including Israel. Last, President Ahmedinejad’s de-
liberately provocative questioning of the Holocaust and of Israel’s right to 
exist is considered especially outrageous—and not only among American 
Jews concerned for the security of Israel.

Tehran and Washington have not had formal diplomatic relations since 
the hostage crisis. But just as there were times when it was appropriate to 
pursue détente with the Soviet Union and Communist China, so there is a 
case for détente with Iran, especially if such a policy best serves American 
interests. Many agree that U.S. policy toward Iran needs a diplomatic surge, 
but most seem to think that the direction should be the same as before: to 
squeeze Iran into following U.S. demands, especially on Iran’s prospective 
manufacture of nuclear weapons and its support for organizations that use 
terrorism in Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq. The squeezing proposed is usu-
ally heavy-handed, though not always as unsubtle as that commended by 
Benjamin Netanyahu, the former prime minister of Israel and the Likud 
Party leader who hopes to hold executive office again in Tel Aviv. In 2006, 
Netanyahu argued that the time is 1938, and that Iran is Germany—and 
that it is getting nuclear weapons. In response to this threat, he declared, 
“All ways must be considered”25—including, it would appear, bombing Iran. 
A candidate for the U.S. presidency has sung that argument to the tune of 
“Barbara Ann” by the Beach Boys, though he robustly maintains he did so 
in irony.26 Martin Woollacott, the seasoned English journalist, thinks these 
are no laughing matters. For President Bush and Vice-President Cheney to 
suggest that air attacks and the bombing of Iran’s nuclear facilities should 
be “on the table” is like saying that so should a bucket of cyanide.27

The negative fallout that might flow from U.S. (or Israeli) air attacks 
on Tehran’s nuclear facilities is easy to envisage.28 There might be large-
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scale civilian casualties in the built-up areas where the facilities are sup-
posed to be located. That is, assuming that the intelligence on their precise 
locations is correct and that the facilities have not been moved since they 
were first identified. There might have to be repeat missions, especially if 
such actions are as unsuccessful as was President Jimmy Carter’s “Oper-
ation Eagle Claw” in April 1980. (This operation to liberate the hostages 
at the U.S. Tehran Embassy had to be abandoned amid technical failures, 
crashes, and adverse weather.) Bombing Iran would almost certainly lead 
the price of oil to go through the ceilings established in 2008, both be-
cause of fearful reactions in the futures markets and likely Iranian produc-
tion and marketing decisions. America’s partiality toward Israel would be 
more globally condemned than it is normally: Israel, after all, has nuclear 
weapons, unlike any of its regional adversaries. Moscow (or Beijing) would 
seek to forge an alliance with Tehran, and Tehran might be receptive. Iran 
would almost certainly retaliate violently against the United States, imme-
diately and bloodily, or it would serve its revenge later, and with cunning. 
It would not confine its efforts to encouraging provocations by Hezballah 
and Hamas. It would be able to hit U.S. targets in Iraq: its officials have 
publicly declared that they know the location of all the American bases, 
which are within Iranian missile ranges. Iran would also cause trouble in 
any European countries that supported raids to take out Tehran’s facilities. 
It is an altogether unpleasant prospect. There is surely room for a more 
considered U.S. policy with less drastic side effects.

A considered policy is required for a successful substantive U.S. with-
drawal from Iraq. Effective policymakers should always put themselves in 
their adversaries’ shoes. Strategic effectiveness rarely occurs if regimes or 
their peoples are treated as mere parameters. American policymakers must 
conduct elementary appraisals of Iran—and Iran’s relations with Iraq. 
Being described as “the Great Satan” every Friday in Tehran’s mosques re-
minds Americans that Iranians unreservedly demonize them—along with 
Israelis. But they need to understand why America is demonized. Self-ha-
tred is not required, and Iranian renditions of history do not have to be 
swallowed whole. To understand does not mean to forgive all. To under-
stand is simply good strategy.

Under Point 1 of the Algiers Accords of January 1981, which ended the 
hostage crisis, the United States made a pledge to the government of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran “that it is and from now will be the policy of the 
United States not to intervene, directly or indirectly, politically or militar-
ily, in Iran’s internal affairs.”29 That it was Point 1 was no accident. The Ira-
nian regime feared for its survival. It still does. Khomeini’s guardianship of 
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the jurists was established and confirmed in a constitutional referendum 
during the hostage crisis, the same year that Saddam Hussein declared war 
amid the chaos of the revolution and disorder within Iran’s army. That war 
lasted eight years and bled Iran dry. Washington’s tilt toward Saddam under 
the Reagan administration prevented Iran, despite having three times the 
numbers of Iraq’s population, from achieving the victory it might other-
wise have secured. Khomeini eventually had to swallow poison—as he put 
it—and accept a UN-brokered truce. (He did so shortly after the U.S. Navy 
shot down, in a still disputed incident, an Iranian passenger plane—killing 
all those on board—in the Persian Gulf.)

The ayatollahs’ regime emerged in opposition to Iran’s monarchy, which 
the United States had reestablished and supported. The theocratic regime 
sought to expand in self-defense. It survived Saddam’s onslaught, although 
at tremendous cost in lives and finances—and despite losing some of its 
theological luster in the curious Iran-Contra affair.30 The point is that the 
Tehran regime owes its domestic legitimacy not just to Shia Islam but also to 
Iranian patriotism.31 That patriotism—both among the regime’s supporters 
and its domestic opposition—is deeply rooted in the rejection of previous 
and present American efforts to accomplish regime change. In 1953 Amer-
ica and Britain reinstalled the Shah of Iran. In doing so, they overthrew a 
popular and honest democrat and a liberal constitutional nationalist, Mo-
hammad Mossadegh, the prime minister of Iran. His crime had been the 
lawful nationalization of Iran’s oil industry (with compensation).32 Com-
munism was suggested, risibly. The Americans and the British thereby irre-
deemably stamped themselves as neocolonial imperialists in Iranian eyes. 
The English-speaking powers have done more than any other foreigners to 
damage Iran’s otherwise quite reasonable prospects of emerging as a lib-
eral, constitutional, and parliamentary state.33 Those charged with diplo-
matic engagement with Iran need to be familiar with this history because it 
shapes Tehran’s behavior now and will do so in the future.34

Since its revolution Iran has been both a champion of international Islam 
and Shia Islam, which earned it enemies among all the secular regimes 
of the Sunni Arab-dominated world. That was one reason why Saddam 
Hussein went to war against Ayatollah Khomeini and why he was eventu-
ally backed by the Reagan administration. Iran also inspired fear among 
overtly Sunni Islamic regimes. Saddam’s bloody draw with Iran halted the 
export of the Iranian revolution, as his Western and Sunni Arab backers 
had hoped. And after Khomeini’s death, Iran stood to one side as a U.S.-
led coalition gave it belated satisfaction by removing its deadly rival Sad-
dam from Kuwait, although not from office. After 1992 the United States, 
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rather than taking the risk required to build fully constructive relationships 
with post-Khomeini Iran, adopted a policy of dual containment and dual 
sanctions toward Iraq and Iran,. The scale of that lost opportunity is appar-
ent in one detail that is often lost sight of. Ayatollah Khomeini disbanded 
the Shah’s nuclear weapons program because he deemed it incompatible 
with Islamic ethics. His successors restarted it, not because they have differ-
ent ethics but because they were more fearful of their regime’s survival.

In Chapter 2, I argued that the Bush administration lost a possible oppor-
tunity to try to seek Iran’s cooperation in the overthrow of Iraq’s Baathists. 
Both the United States and Iran stood to gain, as the Iranians recognized 
better than the Americans. In May 2003, when President Bush was celebrat-
ing the defeat of Saddam, Iranian officials contacted the Swiss ambassador 
and asked him to convey proposed subjects for negotiation with Washing-
ton.35 The Iranians offered to freeze their nuclear program. They elabo-
rated: they would support a democratic and nonreligious government in 
Iraq, meaning that they would not encourage the export of their own re-
gime, which they had advocated during the Iraqi-Iran war. They also offered 
to cooperate fully in the war on terror and not just against the Sunni fanat-
ics in al-Qaeda. They would stop provisioning Hamas.

What did the Iranians want in return? To be assured that they would not 
be the subject of attempted regime change; to come off the list of state 
sponsors of terror; and not to be treated as part of the axis of evil. They 
asked the United States to repatriate to Iran the members of the Mujahi-
deen-e-Khlak (the MEK), who were living in bases in Iraq. This group of Ira-
nian oppositionists was an ally of Iraq’s Baathists. It helped Saddam crush 
Kurds in 1991, but that is not the only proof of its repulsive nature. The 
MEK is on the U.S. list of terrorist organizations, but because it works for 
regime change in Iran, it has been lightly treated by the Bush administra-
tion. The Iranians also wanted an end to all international and U.S.-ordered 
sanctions, support for war reparations in the course of an anticipated U.S. 
resolution of Iraq’s national debt, and the resolution of questions related to 
frozen Iranian assets in the United States. They also sought nuclear energy 
technology for economic rather than military purposes.

The Bush administration turned down this remarkable opportunity to 
trade favors without entering into any evaluation of the credibility or integ-
rity of the Iranian proposal. It was a moment of complete hubris, which cost 
America dearly in lives and resources, when Iran subsequently made Amer-
ica’s occupation of Iraq resemble hell. American commentators sometimes 
observe that Iranians think they are “the center of the universe.”36 Oth-
ers complain that Iranians have an inflated view of their civilization and its 
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global importance. Others think they ask for too much when they demand 
“respect.”37 Americans, however, need to be reminded that humility has 
not been the strongest suit of their own diplomacy in the Middle East. The 
Bush administration’s arrogant refusal to explore the Iranian offer in 2003 
needs to be seared in the memory of every official who may engage with 
Iran on behalf of future U.S. administrations.

Instead of a mutually convenient grand bargain, there has been a one-
sided exchange. The United States has removed the Baathist government 
in Baghdad. That has left Iran as the dominant regional power in the Per-
sian Gulf.38 Iran is very happy to see the Baghdad government led by its 
allies in ISCI and Da‘wa. But to inhibit any American ambitions to achieve 
regime change in Iran and to make an each-way bet, Tehran aided Iraqi 
insurgents and Sadrist actions against the United States—through supply-
ing arms, and explosives, and subtly exploiting multiple factional rivalries.

Iran’s strategy has been successful. The United States, if it is rational, is 
now in no position to follow up the Iraq wars with either an armed inter-
vention against Iran’s nuclear ambitions or with a policy of regime change 
in Tehran. The United States cannot have an Iraqi government that is anti-
Iranian—because the United States supports a democratic Iraq, which 
means that friendly Shia Arab parties whose leaders lived in exile in Teh-
ran are in power. The full consequences of these realities need to be fully 
absorbed by Washington’s policymakers.

The United States, if it is sensible, has to adapt to and try to steer with 
rather than against Iran’s new domination of the Persian Gulf. It was once 
U.S. policy to support a strong Iran, under the Shah. Thirty years later, it 
should become U.S. policy to build détente with the Shah’s successors—
if they are still open to persuasion, as they were in 2003, some time before 
President Ahmedinijad was elected in a four-way split of the candidates 
approved to run by Iran’s Expediency Council.

Some believe that leaving Iraq will make it easier for the United States 
to get tough on Iran. Perhaps so. But at what cost? The United States will 
be leaving behind a Baghdad government dominated by Shia Arabs that 
is well disposed to Iran. The KRG’s leaders have all at some juncture had 
good relations with Iran’s leaders. The United States and Iran backed the 
same side in the retaking of Basra in the spring of 2008: Iran’s ambassador 
to Iraq called the Sadrists “outlaws.”39 Iran mediated in the fights between 
the Iraqi government and the Sadrists in Sadr City.40 Obtaining an anti-
Iranian government in Iraq is a lost cause: the United States cannot bring 
back Sunni Arabs to power in Baghdad. A U.S. attack on Iran after an irre-

180      Chapter 8



sponsible exit from Iraq will simply mean that Iran will have every incentive 
to dominate Iraq even more.

The United States should learn from its recent strategic incoherence. 
It should leave Iraq and Iran to resolve all of their difficulties arising from 
the Iran-Iraq war and their previous legacies of conflict. A fully sovereign 
Iraq will be able to settle Iran’s security anxieties. The two countries have 
outstanding border questions to resolve. They also each need completely 
to dissolve support for organizations that use armed violence against their 
respective regimes. The Baghdad government will want Iran to withdraw all 
its direct and indirect investments in the Sadrists—something that America 
also wants. With the U.S. departure, the Tehran government will be well dis-
posed toward the Baghdad government because the Sadrists are the most 
Arabist and the least pro-Iranian among the major Shia factions in Iraq. It 
is not in Iran’s interests to see the Sadrists come to power or to become suf-
ficiently strong to destabilize the strength of the ISCI and Da‘wa. The Irani-
ans will be more helpful to their Iraqi allies when the United States leaves.

The United States would not be an especially welcome mediator or 
arbitrator at meetings between the sovereign governments of Iraq and 
Iran. The United States can, however, be helpful to Iraq through its own 
separate engagement with Iran. The United States should unilaterally end 
efforts to organize regime change in Iran by not supporting armed oppo-
sition to the Tehran government and subsidizing other opponents of the 
Tehran regime, especially its discredited royalists. Such activities merely de-
stabilize Iraq because they encourage bad behavior in response from Teh-
ran. Having done so, the United States will be in a better position to do 
what it can with its European allies in order to facilitate an Iranian step 
back on nuclear weapons development. All U.S. public intelligence esti-
mates issued to Congress in December 2007 unanimously concluded, with 
high confidence, that Iran halted its nuclear weapons development in the 
fall of 2003. That freeze date is important. It may have owed far more to 
the end of the existential threat to Iran’s security posed by Saddam’s re-
gime that it did to fear of the United States. Washington should move to re-
establish full diplomatic relations with Iran, creating forums to address past 
differences. It may not be too late to bargain for a better outcome than a 
nuclear-armed Iran. The use of soft power and exchange may work or they 
may not; but no one should imagine that Iranian nuclear disarmament will 
be accomplished through bellicose threats from the United States.41

There is a moral difference between Saddam’s Baathists and Iran’s aya-
tollahs. The former were genocidal and twice invaded other countries to 
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start major wars. Iran’s ayatollahs have been deeply repressive—of minor-
ities, of democrats, and of women—but their human rights abuses have 
never been on anything like the same scale as that of the Baathists. They 
govern with rather than against a Shia majority in their country. Starting 
détente with Iran does not mean that the United States should cease to 
advocate human rights improvements in Iran—Iran is a signatory to these 
international standards, and the next U.S. administration will be seeking 
to reestablish its own credibility on the nonuse of torture and “extraor-
dinary renditions,” in which suspects are handed over to foreign govern-
ments known to practice torture.

The United States does not, of course, publicly have to favor theocratic 
government in Iran any more than Tehran can be expected to endorse 
America’s Constitution as the best hope of mankind. All that the United 
States needs to do publicly and privately is to cease trying to destabilize 
Iran’s government. There are two negative reasons to do so: the United 
States has not been very good at the task, and this policy has jeopardized 
and continues to endanger America’s mission in Iraq, whether it is staying 
or leaving.

There is also a positive reason. The regime in Tehran is more likely to 
reform—liberalizing both its economy and its society—and move toward 
a full democracy that will displace the tutelage of the guardians, if it is not 
under sustained U.S. military pressure.42 The depth and intensity of U.S. 
pressure on Iran fit all patriotic Iranian narratives about American impe-
rialism. To be heard in Iran the Iranian opposition often has to distance 
itself from the United States. Iran is surrounded to its east and north by 
Sunni Muslim majority states. The United States is in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
which border Iran, and has alliances with many of the post-Soviet Central 
Asian Republics in Iran’s neighborhood. The United States is an ally of 
Israel, and of Turkey, which Iran fears may exploit its (largest and Turkic-
language speaking) Azeri minority’s nationalist sensibilities.43 If one is an 
Iranian, one sees an Iran surrounded by the United States and its clients. 
This geopolitical pressure makes it easier for Iran’s hard liners to win pub-
lic support and close ranks.

Détente with Iran will therefore not only benefit American policy in Iraq 
but will also give Washington a better chance of achieving endogenous and 
voluntary regime change within Iran. But will détente enable Tehran to 
deepen its repression of its national and religious minorities? Not neces-
sarily. Détente will lower the likelihood that Iran’s minorities will be seen 
as national security risks by the current regime. The smaller nationalist 
minorities of Iran—the Kurds especially, but also other groups—have had 
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a very grim twentieth century.44 In some respects the Kurds of Iran were 
treated better than the Kurds of Iraq: Iran early on recognized a province 
called Kurdistan (Kordestan in Farsi pronunciation). But successive regimes 
in Tehran (both royalist and religious) and Baghdad (both Baathist and 
pre-Baathist) exploited the other side’s Kurdish minority. In the twentieth 
century, Iran made alliances with Kurds from Iraq and used them to attack 
the Kurds of Iran. Iraq followed the same policy, seeking alliances with Ira-
nian Kurds and engaging them to attack Iraqi Kurdish organizations. They 
also usually divided the Kurds within their own regime. The Baathists and 
the ayatollahs both successfully exploited intra-Kurdish rivalries within 
their respective territories.

The Kurds in particular have much to gain from détente between the 
United States and Iran and between Iraq and Iran. It will partly desecuri-
tize their position. The Kurds of Iraq have won most of the freedoms they 
sought and control their own domestic security. Just as they do not want a 
Turkish intervention to jeopardize their gains, so the Kurds of Iraq do not 
want to antagonize the Iranian government. For that reason, they have no 
good cause to support armed Kurdish guerrilla movements against Tehran. 
Such movements have failed before and do not seem likely to succeed in the 
future. Periodic attacks by PJAK, the branch of the PKK recruited among 
Iranian Kurds, encourages Iran to bomb Kurdish villages in the province 
of Sulaimania inside the KRG. No one profits much from this—not even 
PJAK, which the media often misidentifies. The Iranians suspect the Amer-
icans (and the Turks!) of supporting PJAK. The KRG has every reason to 
cooperate with Iran to restrain PJAK, and they have a joint interest in hunt-
ing down Sunni jihadists who seek to establish themselves in the mountain-
ous terrain that separates Iranian Kordestan from Iraqi Kurdistan.

It is also not all obvious that the Kurds of Iran stand to gain from armed 
struggle against the Pasdaran, the Iranian revolutionary guards. The 
chances are that the Kurds of Iran will do better for themselves through 
following a peaceful, civil-rights based strategy—even though that will lead 
to periodic and severe hardships. They will likely achieve far more polit-
ically if they build alliances within Iran—peaceful alliances—rather than 
seeking unreliable American sponsorship for revolutionary action. In so 
doing, they would also be less likely to endanger the achievements of their 
co-nationals in Iraq.

No one is going to give the Kurds a Greater Kurdistan, either by diplo-
macy or by armed force. The road to a Greater Kurdistan will certainly 
not start with armed military struggle against Iran’s revolutionary guards. 
Kurds will achieve cultural rights and autonomy much more effectively, in 
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each part of historic Kurdistan (in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria), if they 
are not entrapped in armed struggles that work against one another’s fea-
sible political projects. Serious Kurdish strategists know this. An American 
withdrawal from Iraq does not therefore have to involve any betrayal of the 
Kurds—if executed along the lines proposed here. American détente with 
Iran would not betray the Kurds of Iraq or Iran, but it will need a complete 
reengineering of America’s Middle East policy.

The Kurds of Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran have one common functional 
resource and need: water. Turkey and Iran have both built huge dams 
for irrigation projects, which have reduced the flows into the Tigris and 
the Euphrates and have thereby adversely affected the Kurds of Iraq, the 
Arabs of Iraq, and traditional Kurdish habitats in Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and 
Iran. Kurdish nationalists will enrich international empathy for their cause 
if they highlight these ecological questions.45 Helping Iran, Turkey, and 
Iraq, directly or indirectly, to modernize their energy infrastructures will 
improve regional and intergroup relations within each state, and head off 
water fights. A strategic and high-minded American foreign policy should 
number that among its indirect objectives.

The Arab Neighborhood

Europeans and Americans typically tend to focus most on Iraq’s Arab neigh-
borhood and on the Arab world when they review the external impact of 
the repercussions of the U.S.-led intervention in Iraq. That is partly because 
of a series of usually unquestioned assumptions—for example, that Iraq 
is an Arab nation, that the intervention in Iraq is the latest in a series of 
European and American imperial interventions in Arab countries, and that 
Sunni jihadism has been exponentially encouraged by the U.S. interven-
tion in Iraq, with spillovers and blowback among the populations of “Eura-
bia” (as some have unpleasantly and inaccurately described the Arab and 
Muslim migrant peoples of the European Union).

Iraq, however, is not an Arab nation—or, it is less an Arab nation than 
the United Kingdom is an English nation. Although the Arabs are the larg-
est nation in Iraq, its largest Shia Arab component is much better disposed 
to Iran than it is to the Arab states to the west and south of Iraq, which 
supported the historical repression of the Shia. The Kurds of Iraq are 
not Arabs. They detest European and American “Arabists,” whether they 
be scholars or diplomats, because they see them as apologists for succes-
sive Iraqi and Arab dictatorships and as cultural relativists, who support 
democracy at home but not in countries with large Arab populations and 
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Kurdish minorities (like Syria and Iraq). Kurds have often observed to me 
that many champions of Palestine never publicly championed the cause 
of Kurdish national self-determination against Saddam’s Iraq.46 There is 
also a more than nominal case for questioning whether the March 2003 in-
tervention was conceived as a colonial venture. There are no settlers; and 
there was no plan for a long-term occupation of Iraq. The intervention had 
multiple motivations, as we have seen, but direct rule of Iraq was not one 
of them. And a democratic state is not a client state of traditional elites, as 
favored by imperialists.

Last, Salafi jihadism had its origins outside of Iraq—in Egypt, in Paki-
stan, in Afghanistan, and in Algeria. Jihadists went to Iraq in large numbers 
from Arab-majority countries after 2003—both to perform suicide mis-
sions and other anti-American or anti-Shia or anti-Kurdish terrorist oper-
ations. But the movement was already in existence. Iraq simply became its 
latest cause. Al-Qaeda in Iraq is now being defeated, mainly by Sunni Mus-
lims turning on its members. That is to the advantage of Iraqis and to the 
vast majority of Europeans and Americans who wish to see al-Qaeda extin-
guished. Likewise, the self-starting leaderless jihadists in Europe, analyzed 
so well by Marc Sagemen, have presented what has happened in Iraq as a 
justification for their activities, but had it not been Iraq it would have been 
Afghanistan, Kashmir, Israel, China, or anywhere where Sunni Muslims are 
in conflict with other states and civilizations.47

The present atypical perspective of a European (and U.S. permanent 
resident) author explains the much shorter treatment to be allotted to the 
Arab neighborhood of Iraq in what follows when compared with the pages 
just devoted to Turkey and Iran. A comparatively briefer treatment does 
not suggest that Arab citizens or peoples are any less normatively impor-
tant than any others, in the neighborhood or worldwide. It does suggest 
that the neighboring Arab states and peoples will have much less influence 
on the future of Iraq than Turkey and Iran. The latter two are regional 
powers, with large populations (of 72 and 66 million people, respectively) 
and formidable militaries (by local standards).

Table 8.1 provides estimates from multiple sources of the military and eco-
nomic capabilities of Iraq’s major neighbors. Turkey’s and Iran’s punching 
power looks far more formidable than that of Iraq’s Arab neighbors, espe-
cially since their militaries have had extensive recent experience—unlike 
Saudi Arabia’s. The offensive capabilities of Saudi Arabia’s, Syria’s, and Jor-
dan’s militaries are not given high estimates by foreign military experts. (To 
put matters in comparative perspective, Jordan’s military expenditures are 
only slightly higher than those of my country of origin, Ireland, a neutral 
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and pacific European democracy.) These considerations are put forward 
to emphasize a basic point. Strategically, getting U.S. foreign policy toward 
Turkey and Iran right, as part of a U.S. withdrawal from Iraq with integ-
rity, is far more important than getting policy right toward Iraq’s immedi-
ate Arab neighbors. That is not, however, to suggest that policy toward the 
Arab world can or should be neglected. It is just of less importance for Iraq 
than Europeans, Americans, and Arabs typically claim.

An America executing a substantive withdrawal from Iraq will appease 
(or elate) pan-Arab sentiment in Jordan, Syria, and Saudi Arabia, provided 
that the withdrawal is substantive, that any remaining American military 
presence is genuinely advisory, and that any U.S. bases in Iraq are a func-
tion of the will of elected Iraqi governments, federal and regional. In such 
circumstances it will be more difficult for the neighboring Arab regimes 
to continue to talk of an American occupation. Some of the Arab states 
will hope that the American withdrawal will be succeeded by sufficient sta-
bility in Iraq to enable the return of significant numbers of Iraqi refuges, 
which have caused serious humanitarian crises in Syria, Jordan, and Leb-
anon. Since Iraq’s territorial integrity will be intact, the neighbors will 
hardly be able to claim that America has partitioned Iraq—although that 
will not stop many (Sunni) Arab nationalists from saying otherwise. What 
America cannot give the pan-Arabists is what it took away: a Sunni Arab-
dominated Iraq.

Table 8.1 � Estimates of the Military and Economic Capabilities of Iraq’s 
Neighbors, 2008

							       Active
							       Troops
						      World	 (per
	 Population	         			   $U.S.	 Ranking,	 1,000
	 (millions)	 Active	 Total	 GDP 2	 billion	 2008	 citizens)

Turkey	 71.9	 515	 1,044	 888	 25.4	 12	 7.0
Iran	 65.9	 545	 12,585	 753	 6.3 	 25	 11.7
Syria	 19.7	 296	 537	 87	 0.9	 67	 15.9
Saudi Arabia	 28.2	 199	 235	 565	 31.1	 9	 6.8
Jordan	 6.2	 101	 146	 28	 1.3	 56	 17.4

1 Including reserves and paramilitaries.
2 $U.S. billion purchasing power parity.
Sources: Adapted from on-line data for 2007–8 published by Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, Washington, D.C., Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
and Central Intelligence Agency.

Armed Forces 
(1,000s)1

Military  
Expenditure
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The Gulf States are already engaging the new Iraq. The United Arab 
Emirates, Kuwait, and Bahrain have already reestablished their embassies 
in Baghdad.48 Kuwait, of course, is happy not to be talked about as Iraq’s 
nineteenth province by the new Baghdad government. Gulf business orga-
nizations are investing in the Kurdistan Region. King Abdullah of Jordan 
visited Iraq in August 2008. He has repudiated his frightened talk in 2004 
of a Shia crescent under Iranian hegemony, claiming that he was misun-
derstood. He has sought to reestablish supplies of Iraqi oil to his coun-
try—at a discount, and he has advised his fellow Arab leaders to reestablish 
diplomatic ties with Baghdad. Jordan is therefore signaling that it can live 
with the new Iraq. It appears to want other Arab governments to engage 
with Baghdad if only to limit Iran’s influence. Jordan will therefore cooper-
ate with any well-organized American withdrawal from Iraq.

That leaves two major immediate Arab neighboring states to consider—
Saudi Arabia and Syria. The former is a formidable financial and oil power, 
but its offensive military capabilities are unproved and much doubted. Its 
regime is virulently fearful of Iran—and of its potential ability to win ide-
ological support among the Shia Arabs of the eastern provinces of Saudi 
Arabia (where the country’s major oil fields are located). Saudi Arabia’s 
official version of Islam is Sunni, its version of jurisprudence is Hanabali, 
and it is doctrinally Wahhabi, treating Shiism as idolatry and apostasy.49 Its 
official intolerance is exported in Saudi missionary work. Saudi Arabia is a 
tribal monarchy for its aristocrats, a Wahhabi theocracy for its subjects, and 
the prime exporter of the theological intolerance in which Salafi jihadism 
flourishes. But it is also going through a distinctive and unresolved modern-
ization.50 We all know that nineteen of its citizens executed the attacks of 
9/11—compared with no Iraqis. But the Saudi regime is not itself jihadist 
in the contemporary sense. The United States relations with Saudi Arabia 
are complex, and they are not captured by any simple model of neocolo-
nialism or a client state.51

Throughout the two terms of the Bush II administration, Saudi Ara-
bia has indicated that its formal foreign policy priority is the comprehen-
sive settlement of the conflict between Israel and Palestine.52 It wants to 
achieve this goal partly to avoid Iran’s becoming the main external patron 
of Palestinian nationalism. The U.S. intervention in Iraq in March 2003 
was not causally linked to the Israel-Palestine question. Its neoconservative 
proponents sometimes suggested that peace in and over Jerusalem would 
be advanced by a regime change in Baghdad. Its opponents sometimes 
claimed that the U.S. intervention in Iraq was against America’s strategic 
interests and was enacted on behalf of hard-line Zionism (in Israel and 

Informing, Calming, and Working with the Neighbors      187



within the United States), and that the intervention in Iraq would aggra-
vate the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Both the proponents and the oppo-
nents, it is fair to say, exaggerated their arguments. Matters may, however, 
develop in stranger directions than either side anticipated.

There is “linkage” between a successful U.S. withdrawal from Iraq and 
the question of Israel and Palestine, but of an indirect kind. A U.S. admin-
istration that actively seeks to establish a Palestinian state—that is, a mean-
ingfully sovereign state with just borders and contiguous territory—will be 
different from recent U.S. administrations. If Washington overtly promotes 
a just resolution of the well-known final status questions (on Jerusalem/ 
Al-Quds, the right of return or compensation of Palestinian refugees, and 
the Israeli settlements in the occupied territories), it will be able to win back 
some trust in the Arab states and will certainly be well regarded in Saudi 
Arabia. In so doing, Washington may ease the difficulties that Arab states 
and their peoples might be able to pose to a U.S. withdrawal from Iraq. The 
principal threat capacities of the Arab neighboring states are obvious. They 
may continue to provision Sunni Arab insurgents in the hope of returning 
a Sunni-dominated regime to power, and they might turn a blind eye to the 
provisioning of al-Qaeda with money and recruits.

An America that is not seen to be Israel’s attorney will have considerable 
leverage over Saudi Arabia—including the Saudis’ current refusal to settle 
Iraq’s debts (from the wars it fought against Iran and Kuwait, the first with 
the Saudis’ full support). Saudi diplomats and intellectuals would appear 
still to entertain naïve hopes that federalism in Iraq can be reversed and 
that Iran’s regional rise can be averted.53 American diplomats intent on 
organizing America’s withdrawal from Iraq will be able to offer them no 
assurances of either a recentralized Iraq or of a Sunni Arab restoration in 
Iraq. If the Saudis care about Sunnis as opposed to Arabs, they should be 
advised to encourage Iraq’s Sunni Arabs to compromise with Sunni Kurds 
on federalism and the disputed territories, but the Kurds will not be hold-
ing their breath.

Syria’s priorities are different from Saudi Arabia’s. Its regime looked to 
be on its last legs when it was evicted from Lebanon under popular pres-
sure and when it was caught red-handed in assassinations in the state it 
considers its lost province. Damascus is full of Baathists from Iraq—Sad-
dam’s defeat has led to a certain rapprochement between Syrian and Iraqi 
Baathism, but the Syrian regime must know that the Iraqi Baathists will only 
secure a return to power in Iraq, if at all, at a provincial level and under 
new colors. Damascus has cooperated very fitfully in securing Iraq’s west-
ern borders, where Arab tribes, as in Jordan, are divided by the modern 
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demarcations. The Syrian government maintains good relations with Iran. 
Some would say, it is a disguised (secular) Shia dictatorship, but the princi-
ple that the enemy of my enemy is my friend is sufficient to explain its con-
duct. Syria cosponsors Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine. It is, 
in some respects, the last holdout of militant secular pan-Arabism.

How might a United States intent on a well-organized withdrawal from 
Iraq manage its relations with Syria? The Baker-Hamilton Report suggested 
that the United States should encourage Israel to return the Golan Heights 
to Syria as part of its plan to stabilize Iraq. The report in general won wide-
spread congressional approval, but this particular proposal was not deeply 
explored.54 Unlike Iran, the United States has less motivation to engage in 
détente with Syria because Syria’s wrecking capacities are less than Iran’s, 
and the United States has many ways of exercising leverage over Syria. But, 
that said, the Golan Heights are not part of historical Palestine, and Israeli 
governments have intermittently indicated that their return to Syria is nego
tiable. It will be an interesting surprise if American diplomats work more 
vigorously to accomplish normalization of relations between Syria and 
Israel and to promote a Palestinian state as a byproduct of a well-organized 
withdrawal from Iraq. Any U.S. administration embarked on this course 
may find itself at odds with hard-line Israeli politicians. The United States 
should pursue these goals in any case—as the best way to stabilize Israel 
and Palestine—rather than because of any uncertain pay-offs in the sta-
bilization of Iraq. If there is less regional Sunni Arab hostility toward the 
transformation of Iraq, that will be welcome; it cannot be guaranteed or 
engineered by any feasible U.S. policies.
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Chapter 9
Cleaning Up Without Ruling

We do not wish for anything outside the constitution and do not want 
anything more than what the constitution gives us.
—Mas‘ud Barzani, President of the Kurdistan Regional Government,

September 1, 2008

You never know where you are going to end.
—George Kennan on Iraq, 2002

The “i-Rack” is a satirical sketch that can be found online at YouTube.1 
It shows the founder of Apple Computers, Steve Jobs, announcing his lat-
est invention, the “i-Rack,” a play on the standard American mispronun-
ciation of Iraq. The “i-Rack” is to succeed the i-Phone, the i-Mac, and the 
i-Book, but it is a shaky contraption, with three rickety shelves. Jobs is pre-
senting this new “product” to an audience of Apple’s stockholders. They 
remonstrate with increasing anxiety that the i-Rack is unstable, to which 
Jobs responds with “trust me.” He maintains it can work without directions 
or plans, and that the mission is accomplished. He then places an increas-
ing number of Apple products on the shelves of the “i-Rack,” causing 
smoke and fire to emerge. When the audience suggests that things should 
be taken out of the “i-Rack,” he refuses, because he knows what’s best, and 
starts throwing dollars at the mess. As the stockholders start to panic at 
the fire he announces he will send 21,000 more items into the “i-Rack” 
(that is, “the surge”). The stockholders try to quit the building, but he tells 
them there is no “exit strategy.” They should stop focusing on the “i-Rack” 
and instead focus on his next product, the “i-Ran.” The video ends amid 
screams of shock and horror.



What Has Been and Is Being Claimed

Although it is not the i-Rack, the new Iraq is still in many ways a shaky 
contraption. It will not successfully stabilize through direct American gov-
ernance or from the supply of more resources toward the same policies. 
Neither more sustained use of U.S. troops in counterinsurgency, nor more 
American oversight of the recentralization of Iraq’s institutions, is in order. 
A consensual recentralization of Iraq (with broad-based majority support 
among all of its three major communities) could conceivably work in the 
long run, but that project is not this, or the next decade’s, feasible task.

Unilateral Arab recentralization will make much more likely a return to 
armed conflict between Kurdistan and Arab Iraq. As I write a clash has 
just been averted between Iraqi federal forces and Kurdish Peshmerga over 
Khaniqin, a Kurdish-majority city in northern Diyala—one of the disputed 
territories. There appears to have been no consultation with the KRG by 
the federal forces, and the Arab commander of the federal forces did not 
consult the Kurdish Chief of Staff of the Iraqi army. The episode led KRG 
President Barzani to issue warnings in an interview with a London-based 
Arabic newspaper with an English-language edition. As he put it, “The 
consequences of monopolizing authority are well known.”2 If a strength-
ened Baghdad decides not to fulfill the constitutional promise to enable 
the disputed territories to be resolved largely in Kurdistan’s favor, and if 
it contests control of security within the KRG’s expected zone of unifica-
tion, and, last, if it seeks a monopoly over the oil industry and its revenue 
allocation, then renewed civil war is certain. We will then be returned to 
Iraq before the Baath, with an alienated Kurdistan and with two places and 
peoples in antagonism: Kurdistan and Iraq al-Arabi. Any federation in Iraq 
has no chance of stabilization unless Kurdistan is satisfied on its southern 
boundaries, on its resource-allocation entitlements, and on its freedom to 
develop its oil and gas in unexploited fields—that is, unless Iraq’s Consti-
tution is implemented. If Kurdistan is not satisfied, then contests for power 
within Arab Iraq will spill over into conflicts with the KRG, and vice versa. 
If the United States wants a federation to work in Iraq, then it should do 
what it needs to do and steer its hard and soft power toward supporting the 
Kurdistan Region, the federacy that is the best byproduct, so far, of Ameri-
ca’s intervention in Iraq.

A multiunit federalized Iraq has much better prospects of achieving 
wider and sustained stability than a two-unit federation. That stands a good 
chance of creating a satisfied Kurdistan Region along with satisfied Arab 
majority regions and (largely self-governing) provinces. That will generate 
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a multipolar Iraq, in which power-sharing over limited federal functions 
has a decent prospect of success. That vision is made possible in Iraq’s Con-
stitution, under existing Iraqi legislation on region formation, and under 
currently stalled draft legislation (approved by the KRG and some in the 
Iraqi federal executive) that would allocate oil revenues proportionally 
across all of Iraq but would keep the federal government from controlling 
the pot. The United States has not properly supported the vista of a multi
polar Iraq because of its wish to reincorporate Sunni Arabs into Iraq, on 
the terms of the Sunni Arab agenda of recentralization (primarily because 
that agenda coincides with the U.S. desire to have a strong Iraq to balance 
against Iran). Existing U.S. policy simply rekindles Kurdish fears, strength-
ens the Shia determination never to be resubordinated, and encourages 
Iran to provoke mayhem (in perceived self-defense). If the United States 
wants a more stable Iraq after its exit, its favored policy of recentralization 
must be abandoned.

U.S. policy must be reoriented on the way out, not just because that is the 
right thing to do but also because it has a greater chance of being success-
ful than the existing policy. Under federalization, Sunni Arabs can recover 
self-government, facilitated through the existing possibilities for provincial-
ization. They will be able to do so on terms acceptable to Shia Arabs, who 
will not be obliged significantly to incorporate the Awakening and Sons of 
Iraq personnel into the federal forces. Provincialization is also fully accept-
able to Kurds, provided that the northern borders of the Arab-majority 
provinces are resolved largely in the Kurds’ favor—as they should be if the 
Constitution is implemented, if democratic preferences are respected, and 
if Saddam is not to dictate the border of Kurdistan from his grave.

This analysis has an important implication. One argument that we often 
hear about a U.S. withdrawal within the United States—that it should not 
take place until the Baghdad government is in control of the country—
is simply invalid. A withdrawal before a new Baghdad government has full 
control of the country is in fact far better for Iraq’s largest and small minor-
ities and for the policy advocated here. Provided U.S. diplomacy shields 
Iraq from its neighbors along the lines suggested in the previous chap-
ter, then Iraq will achieve much better progress in federalization with an 
unsteady Baghdad government. That is because the Shia-dominated Bagh-
dad government will have to make deals with both Kurdistan and the Sunni 
Arab-majority provinces rather than try to dictate terms to them.

Current American policy is in severe danger of overshooting in three 
ways, which are not typically appreciated. On the one hand, U.S. policy may 
be fostering restorationist illusions among Sunni Arabs, expectations that 
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are certain to be dashed. On the other hand, U.S. policy may be enabling 
the Green Zone’s government to overestimate its powers. Prime Minis-
ter Maliki and the Da‘wa party’s centralists are beginning to show signs of 
delusion, believing they can achieve a unitary Iraq under Shia dominance: 
Ramadi and Basra yesterday, Khaniqin and Kirkuk tomorrow. Such expecta-
tions and fantasies must be nipped in the bud. The third form of overshoot-
ing is less noticed. The new Iraq requires a military that is not a threat to its 
people or its neighbors. The stronger the Iraqi federal forces are becom-
ing, the greater the prospects that the army will be used to abuse minorities 
—and the lower the chances of successful civilian control of the military. 
An unsteady Baghdad government, by contrast, will be one in which the 
agenda of the Hakims of ISCI, based on an alliance with Kurdistan and 
the Iraqi Islamic Party, or the regionalist vision of Mowaffak al-Rubaie, will 
have better prospects of being realized. Under an unsteady Baghdad gov-
ernment Sunni Arabs can bargain but not dictate. For similar strategic rea-
sons, U.S. policy should in the future promote policing and intelligence 
improvements among the regions and governorates rather than further 
strengthening of repressive central institutions that might again be a threat 
to Iraq’s citizens and Iraq’s neighbors.

The U.S. role should be to try to protect a productive internal balance 
of power within Iraq—as is embedded in Iraq’s Constitution—not only 
because this is the best way to protect Iraq’s national and religious minor-
ities, but also because it is in U.S. strategic interests. Chapter 7 explained 
why partition should be resisted in favor of federalization, but rejecting 
partition does not make a case for recentralization. It should also be axi-
omatic that any thoroughgoing coercive domination of Iraq by either Shia 
or Sunni Arabs is undesirable. The United States should not waste any 
more time in pursuit of the chimera of a secular and cross-sectarian Arab 
nationalism. There is not sufficient support for such a program. It would be 
equally unwise to back the centralists within Da‘wa. They will lose if they try 
a thoroughgoing unitarism, as has every Baghdad government since 1920. 
Already some Sunni Arabs in the northern provinces are turning toward 
the KRG to balance against Shia Arab aspirations.

U.S. policymakers need to focus on facilitating and deepening the de 
facto power sharing that currently exists and that underpins the possibility 
that Iraq’s Constitution will in the future describe both how it functions as 
well as how it should function. U.S. generals need to ensure when they act 
that federal security policy is the joint policy of Iraq’s federal coalition—and 
not just the goals of the prime minister’s immediate coterie. They should 
fully consult with the KRG and any other regional or provincial govern-
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ment on security policies within their jurisdiction and respect their share 
of Iraq’s sovereignty. U.S. military, policing, and intelligence training and 
assistance, if requested, should in the future be allocated to the regional 
and provincial governments because these are the institutions that need 
to be built to make Iraq work as a multinational and multireligious federa-
tion. Existing or previous military bases could be converted into such assis-
tance centers, again when sought.

There is now a five-party council that displays sustained power-sharing 
potential at the federal level. It consists of the ISCI and Da‘wa among the 
Shia, the KDP and the PUK among the Kurds, and the Islamic Party among 
the Sunni Arabs. The last is the weakest component, and in the longer 
run Iraq will require all three of its ethnic and sectarian legs to stabilize 
its central seat of government. The long-run stabilization of power sharing 
requires greater Sunni Arab cooperation and incorporation, but that can 
easily happen only after the Sunni Arabs have revised their “restoration-
ist” ambitions. If and when they make such revisions, they will have Kurd-
ish partners who share their desire to prevent a tyranny of the Shia Arab 
majority and have roughly the same numbers of voters. Sunni Arabs would 
prefer it to be the other way around—that Kurds would be their partners 
in a recentralized Iraq. But that is not a strategy that any representative of 
the Kurds is any longer willing to consider. There are too many betrayed 
promises and mass graves for that. The Kurds have frequently felt excluded 
from major decisions by the three Shia Arab federal prime ministers since 
2004, even when consultation is mandatory or appropriate under the Con-
stitution. So power sharing has a long way to go before mutual trust char-
acterizes intergroup and interleader relations. But it is power sharing, not 
centralization, that the United States should be promoting both now and 
after its departure.

Readers of this book probably selected it because of its title. They may 
have an ethical conviction that the United States cannot simply walk away 
from Iraq, or they do not want to blame Iraqis for what follows after a U.S. 
departure. They may fear catastrophe, and therefore they want a respon-
sible departure. They rightly ask those who chortle at the prospects of 
democracy, federation, and constitutionalism in Iraq what they would rec-
ommend instead. They usually find them to be silent. Occasionally they 
find apologists for dictatorship. Sometimes they find advocates of partition. 
This counsel, I have shown, can be reasonably rejected without having to 
indulge in blasé optimism.

Ethical Americans know it will be unhelpful to have a debate that blames 
a new U.S. administration for not “staying the course” if things go wrong. 
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The course set under the Bush administration—a recentralized Iraq—
cannot work in the long run. It promises only the peace of more graves. 
That is not to disparage some of the recent security gains won by U.S. 
troops, but it is to suggest that a different political course will better exploit 
the advantages created by the surge and other recent positive changes in 
the security situation. Americans, Republicans or Democrats, do not have 
to resign themselves to hopelessness. The course set by Iraq’s Constitution 
can work for both Iraqis and Americans, and it will work better if the U.S. 
withdrawal is designed along the lines proposed here.

Americans know that the new Iraq has no weapons of mass destruction, 
and it will not develop them—if it abides by its Constitution. Jihadist terror-
ism has taken a heavy blow, partly because of al-Qaeda’s conduct in Iraq. It 
has turned its own core constituency of Sunni Muslim believers against it. 
The new and recuperating Iraq will include many people who will want to 
attack U.S. personnel and interests, but after a successful disengagement 
they will be controlled by Iraqi governments (federal, regional, and provin-
cial) that are more likely to have local legitimacy and that could in extre-
mis call upon U.S. military support.

A democratic Iraq will have been accomplished provided that Iraq’s 
Constitution holds and that scheduled provincial and federal elections go 
ahead within the next eighteen months. As long as the elections do not 
deliver power to parties determined to replace democracy with theocracy 
or autocracy, Iraq will have begun the walk toward regime consolidation. 
The creation of a federal and democratic Iraq will be of immense long-
run benefit to all its peoples. It can be better shepherded to consolida-
tion by America’s withdrawal from efforts to directly govern Iraq. Such an 
Iraq will correspond with America’s reasonable interests and will have met 
the goal of what many have argued America owes Iraq, a new state strong 
enough and legitimate enough to stand on its own and not to be a threat 
to others.3

America’s intervention in Iraq has been domestically and internation-
ally controversial. That is a deliberate understatement in the interests of a 
calm hearing from both those who supported and those who opposed the 
intervention. Those who supported the intervention can rightly claim—
“no intervention, more Saddam.” Those who opposed the intervention can 
rightly claim, “with intervention, chaos in Arab Iraq.” This book is inspired 
by the conviction that there is a general strategy that America can follow if 
it wishes to end its intervention with integrity irrespective of people’s fun-
damental judgment on the origins of the intervention. Instead of focusing 
on the justice of the intervention, we need to focus on a just departure.
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This then is the reappraisal that should shape American policymaking 
in its withdrawal from Iraq. The United States should respect Iraq’s sov-
ereignty and its Constitution and work to facilitate power sharing in the 
federal government while making the decentralization of security and 
resource allocation among regions and provinces work as effectively as pos-
sible. This strategy can and should be pursued by the new administration, 
in conjunction with America’s allies in Iraq, Iraq’s neighborhood, and the 
European Union. The strategy requires respect for Iraq’s sovereignty and 
for Iraq’s Constitution, both to ensure that there is no form of imperial 
government over Iraq and to respect Iraq’s democratic and constitutional 
transformation.

What has been advanced here is not an instruction manual on how to 
get out of Iraq, complete with logistical planning for the military,4 detailed 
treaty provisions, and the minutiae of useful constitutional amendments 
and power-sharing institutions. Nor does this book provide extensive dip-
lomatic talking points. Instead, what has been offered is a set of arguments 
for a major strategic reorientation, which, in principle, can be converted 
into detailed operational security and diplomatic instructions and appro-
priate institutional design and support. This strategic reorientation has far-
reaching implications and will enable an honest and morally responsible 
withdrawal.

This resteering of U.S. policy toward Iraq would be compatible with a 
surprising number of the original goals of the Bush II administration and 
the more mainstream goals of key figures in the U.S. Congress. Some of 
these absurdly ambitious goals cannot be met, such as immediate and wider 
democratization of the region. Other goals that cannot be met should not 
occasion despair but a rethinking of the issues. Détente with Iran, consid-
ered disinterestedly, offers surprisingly good prospects for regional stabili-
zation. If a U.S. president could go to Maoist China, a U.S. president can 
go to Tehran. The trickiest reorientation will be required in foreign policy 
toward Turkey. Here the United States has to work with Turkey’s democrats 
and restrain its Kemalist military. The United States and Turkey stand to 
gain immensely from stabilizing a satisfied Kurdistan Region, which is sec-
ular, has no irredentist claims on Turkey, and will play its part to make Iraq 
work as a federation. Turkey will need to end its strategic manipulation of 
the Turkomen and focus on coexistence with the Kurdistan Region.

As for the imputed goals of the Bush II administration, some of these have 
been (fortunately) shown to display hubris and to be infeasible or immoral: 
imperial unilateral demonstrations, establishing a client state, or construct-
ing an Iraq whose oil is owned by U.S. corporations. What is salvageable in 
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Iraq is what was worth considering in the intervention in the first place—
the replacement of a genocidal regime by a loose, pluralist federation.

Respecting Iraq’s sovereignty will require that any continued American 
military presence in Iraq in 2009 and after should rest on the explicit autho-
rization of Iraq’s governments in freely negotiated agreements or treaties. 
The Iraqi federal government is responsible for Iraq’s national security pol-
icy and, so far, is responsible for the domestic security forces of Iraq out-
side of much of the KRG. The KRG, by contrast, is the lawful authority for 
domestic security in the Kurdistan Region and the de facto authority in 
most of the disputed territories outside the rim of the existing KRG. A pol-
icy of rapid withdrawal of U.S. and Coalition combat troops to bases and 
the withdrawal of American forces from major built-up areas in Arab Iraq 
is likely to be sought by the Iraqi federal government within the next year, 
with negotiable adjustments on timing. Such requests should be accepted 
and respected.

Respect for Iraq’s Constitution, and for its sovereignty, will impose several 
obligations on American foreign policy. These entail decisive shifts from 
current expedients, which I have elaborated in the preceding chapters. 
Respecting Iraq’s Constitution does not mean that America has to accept 
every reading of that document given by officials in Baghdad, especially 
in the absence of an established and authoritative Iraqi federal supreme 
court. Iraq is now a federation in progress, but it is a far more decentralized 
federation than most in the records of constitutional history. The United 
States respects the European Union but knows that EU policy is a function 
of its many members’ interactions, and the United States has separate and 
distinct external relations with all the members of the Union. It should act 
in the same manner with Iraq. Under its Constitution, its regions are enti-
tled to independent diplomatic representation on any matters outside of 
the exclusive competence of the federal government. At this time only the 
Kurdistan Region has availed itself of that right, but others may join it if 
other Iraqi provinces exercise the right of region formation.

Respect for Iraq’s sovereignty and Constitution will require the United 
States to use its leverage to ensure that Turkey, Iran, and Saudi Arabia and 
other Arab states respect Iraq’s sovereignty and Constitution—including its 
borders, its federal entities and regions, and any border adjustments that 
are made to the KRG’s southern borders under Article 140 of Iraq’s Consti-
tution. Chapter 8 advanced reasons to believe that such a policy has some 
prospects of success.

The new policy orientation would, of course, have implications for how 
the United States helps, rather than dictates, Iraq’s institutional develop-
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ment. Assistance in public administration and governance—if sought—
should be focused on regional and provincial governments—aiding the 
building of workable, transparent, and effective institutions. Help at the 
federal level of government—if sought—should be focused on drawing 
from the constitutional and institutional experiences of other pluralist 
federations and meaningful power-sharing systems. Iraq could never be a 
mini-America, and it will be very difficult for it to become a big Belgium, 
or a big Switzerland, or another Canada, but the latter are better targets of 
policy ambition. Advice at federal level, if sought, should focus not on how 
to make the prime minister more powerful but on how to make the Coun-
cil of Ministers more effective and collegial, on how to make the prime 
minister work collegially with his deputy prime ministers, how to form and 
manage coalition cabinets, and how to coordinate policymaking among 
multiple parties. In short, advice, if sought, should focus on how to make 
coalition governments work—on how to make Iraq more like the power-
sharing European parliamentary democracies.

The new policy should be accompanied by a shift in U.S. resources toward 
logistical and diplomatic support for humanitarian relief efforts. Assistance 
in the care, resettlement, and relocation of refugees and the internally dis-
placed is badly needed. This will also assist in constructive relations with 
the neighboring Arab states. The U.S. Defense and State Departments owe 
debts of honor to the numerous Arabs and Kurds who have served them as 
interpreters—or indeed as informants. They will have to be given asylum 
or citizenship or helped in relocating within Iraq.

The new policy orientation mandates a downsized U.S. embassy. The 
gargantuan scale of the existing embassy symbolically spells out imperial 
hubris and temptation. It invites persistent Arab Iraqi nationalist discon-
tent. If it is feasible to share the embassy with all the Western democracies, 
including the European Union, and all the offices of international organi-
zations, including the World Bank and the Arab League, well and good. If 
not, a major downsizing is in order. The existing Embassy might usefully be 
sold to the Baghdad governorate council.

The new policy orientation would also have commercial implications: 
The U.S. Departments of State and Commerce should stop sanctioning or 
threatening U.S. or foreign firms that prospect and work within the KRG 
according to the provisions of Kurdistan’s Investment Law and Kurdistan’s 
Petroleum Law. These are lawful activities under the KRG’s rights within 
Iraq’s Constitution. The relevant legislation was deliberately drafted to be 
compliant with Iraq’s Constitution. The State Department often discour-
ages such U.S. investors because it supports the centralizing objective of 
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making the federal government the major agent in the management of 
Iraq’s oil and gas policies. Other Iraqis are, of course, entitled to have that 
as their policy goal, but they will need to change the Constitution if they 
wish it to be the universal law of the land. This is another example of how 
the United States can best protect its ally, the Kurdistan Region, by respect-
ing Iraq’s Constitution, even when not all the Iraqis in the federal govern-
ment are doing so.

Will there be any strategic benefits to a U.S. military withdrawal from 
Iraq? Yes, if Iraq is not left in chaos and does not immediately suffer from a 
rekindling of its civil war. U.S. strategic needs in the neighborhood can be 
met. They are preventing any regional or other global power from devel-
oping a monopoly or chokehold over oil and gas supplies to the Western 
economies before they have changed their energy consumption and pro-
duction policies, and preventing threats posed by jihadist terrorists and the 
habitats that might support them. Both of these goals can be met by nur-
turing rather than trying to control the new Iraq, and by adopting a new 
foreign policy toward Iran and in the wider Middle East. Iraq will not have 
a federal hydrocarbons law soon that will rapidly and dramatically improve 
U.S. energy supplies, but an agreed-upon law is more likely when the pres-
sure to have one will be stronger. But all Iraqis and all Americans stand to 
gain from a rational power-sharing settlement over natural resources as I 
argue in Chapter 6—and the making of that agreement is more likely to 
occur under the pressure of a substantive U.S. withdrawal. Whether there 
will be U.S. bases in Iraq, and on what terms, will be decided, appropriately, 
by Iraqis rather than by Americans, but it seems highly likely that Iraqis will 
minimally provide full-scale intelligence cooperation against Sunni jihad-
ists. Over time, there may also be other long-run and less tangible strategic 
benefits. A democratic federal Iraq that works will have a positive influence 
on its wider neighborhood. The United States will have more of its hard 
power freed for other needs—including deterring renewed authoritarian-
ism in Russia and regulating the geopolitical ambitions of China.

Iraq Is Not Vietnam, Germany, Japan, Korea, or Bosnia

In thinking about America’s prospective withdrawal from Iraq, it is helpful 
to think comparatively about what it will not be like, and what it should not 
be like. Four comparative paradigms are strongly inappropriate (Vietnam, 
Germany, Japan, and Korea), but they are instructive. A last paradigm, Bos-
nia-Herzegovina, has the most parallels, but it also is replete with warnings 
as to what should not be done. Let me deal with each comparison briefly.
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Forty years ago John Kenneth Galbraith wrote a short, influential and 
impressive pamphlet, How to Get Out of Vietnam.5 I read it as a teenager in 
1975. It came to mind when I selected the title for this book, even though 
I believe that Vietnam and Iraq are strongly different examples of Ameri-
can interventions. Galbraith’s central argument was that America was not 
fighting Communism in Vietnam, even if it thought it was. It was fighting 
Vietnamese nationalism—and it could not win that fight, except at unac-
ceptable costs. Last, he claimed correctly, America had no fundamen-
tal strategic interests at stake in Vietnam. There would be no significant 
domino effect in favor of global communism, and he predicted, correctly, 
that the Chinese and the Vietnamese would not get on after the United 
States left.

It is easy to see how one might replicate Galbraith’s argument today, and 
people have, knowingly or unknowingly.6 They maintain that America has 
not been fighting al-Qaeda but against Iraqi nationalism, in a fight that 
could not be won, except at unacceptably high costs, in a place where the 
United States has no fundamental strategic interests at stake. Some also 
predict that Iran and Iraq will not get on after the United States leaves 
Iraq. It is not necessary to list advocates of each of these positions because 
there is no need to personalize what is at stake. But the arguments are not 
compelling, whatever their origins.

America has not been fighting Iraqi nationalism in any sense that is analo-
gous to Vietnam. America has been fighting Baathist pan-Arab Iraqi nation-
alists, but these have overwhelmingly been drawn from the Sunni Arab 
population, a minority of Iraq’s population of approximately one-fifth—
and they have never had unanimous support within that minority. America 
has fought racist and genocidal fascists in Iraq, and irreversibly removed 
the Baathist variety from power in Baghdad. Iraq’s largest community, Shia 
Arabs, is mostly Iraqi Arab nationalist, but it has been the victim and enemy 
of Baathist nationalism. The Shia Arabs have nearly all cooperated with 
the United States in the overthrow of Baathist nationalists. Sadrists have 
since fought against Americans, but not in significant coordination with 
the Baathists or with other Sunni Arab insurgents. The most powerful Shia 
Arabs, in their religious institutions and religious parties, have allied with 
America and the Kurds to overturn Baath nationalism, which Kurds classify 
as fascism and Shia Arabs as sectarianism. Kurdish nationalists are not Iraqi 
nationalists, they are Iraqi federalists, but they have fought for their own 
nation. Vietnam had no large territorial compact national minority that 
resembles the Kurds, and had no centuries-long religious and political divi-
sion among the Vietnamese. Iraq is just not a nation, unlike Vietnam. Iraq 
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is at most a binational entity, but there is a case for arguing that the Iraqi 
nationalisms of Sunni Arabs and Shia Arabs are as opposed to each other 
as they are to the United States.

In Vietnam, America replaced a French colonial regime, sought to main-
tain a partitioned country, supported a coup (at least in outcome) in the 
South, and fought left-wing nationalists and Communists who had wide-
spread public support. In Iraq, the United States encouraged Kurdistan to 
rejoin the state, to remake it as a federation, rejected partition, and fought 
right-wing pan-Arab fascists and sectarian theocrats.

America has strategic interests in the Persian Gulf that transcend any that 
were claimed in Vietnam. America has an interest in preventing anti-Amer-
ican powers from establishing a chokehold or a monopoly over energy sup-
plies and supply routes that remain vitally important to the United States 
and the world economy. One may argue that the United States has not 
guarded its strategic interests well or appropriately, but that it has them 
neither its friends nor its critics deny.

Comparisons between al-Qaeda and Communism require more nuanced 
rebuttals. Al-Qaeda or Salafi jihadism, whether in the world of Islam or 
amid the Muslim minorities of the West and Asia, poses nothing like the 
strategic threat to the United States and its allies that was once posed by 
Marxist-Leninist regimes or by Communist parties in other regimes. The 
Sunni Salafists have had only brief moments of ascendancy, mostly in weak 
states such as Afghanistan and Sudan. They perhaps had a prototype in 
Libya that is now being repudiated by the man who brought it into being. 
Were Sunni Salafi to capture state power in oil-rich Iraq or Saudi Ara-
bia, then they could pose a much more profound strategic danger than 
at present. This is why it is important that al-Qaeda and Salafi jihadism be 
extinguished—militarily and ideologically, but as yet they neither have sig-
nificant states nor weapons of mass destruction.

A high proportion of Western liberals and leftists either sympathized 
with or directly supported the victory of Vietnamese nationalism under a 
Communist banner. They saw the victory of the Vietnamese as an anticolo-
nial struggle for self-determination. Only a self-hating minority would sim-
ilarly celebrate the defeat of America in Iraq under the banner of Sunni 
Salafi jihadism or Sadrist theocracy. A victory for the Baathists, ex- or oth-
erwise, would be a victory for a species of fascism. A victory for either the 
Sunni jihadists or the Sadrists would be a victory for neofundamentalist 
Islam with ethnic colors but with strikingly opposed views on the future of 
Iraq. And in any case, they are not going to win. The United States, on leav-
ing Iraq, will not be negotiating a treaty in Paris with a government with 
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which it has been directly at war, and with other great powers as signato-
ries. The United States will be leaving Iraq at the request of Iraq’s elected 
governments, not at the point of Arab guns or bayonets. There will not be 
helicopters leaving the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad with people hanging on 
for fear of retribution. In Iraq, the United States has brought a genocidal 
regime to an end; in Vietnam the United States executed major war crimes 
that led directly or through collateral damage to mass civilian deaths.

The U.S. occupations of Germany, Japan, and Korea were apparently 
required reading for neophytes in the Coalition Provisional Authority bent 
on “nation-building” and “state-building” in Iraq. Whatever guidance these 
cases may have provided in dealing with war-torn and devastated economies 
or in occupations organized through the Pentagon, they were inept for 
guidance on Iraq’s past and future. Germany, Japan, and Korea, like Viet-
nam, were homogeneous nation-states (and more homogeneous at the end 
of World War II than they had been before). Germany, Korea, and Vietnam 
experienced partition because of the Cold War, not because of internal eth-
nic or sectarian divisions. Germany, as it happened, was rebuilt in its west 
as a model federal democracy, but around a homogeneous people eager to 
avoid incorporation within the Soviet bloc. Japan was reconstructed with 
some of its old institutions, including its Emperor, and embarked on a long 
march to economic success. Germany and Japan had experienced mod-
ernization and fascism and had aggressively sought to carve out regional 
empires. In these respects they resembled Saddam’s Iraq, but the latter had 
never developed a comparable industrial economy. Korea remains parti-
tioned to this day, but much of its postwar history was under military dicta-
torship—hardly a model for what the United States should seek to pursue 
in Iraq. Above all, none of these cases warranted reconstruction as multina-
tional or multireligious entities (Catholic-Protestant relations in Germany 
were nowhere near as venomous as those between Shia and Sunni factions 
in Iraq). Altogether these comparisons are not fruitful—except in remind-
ing us that Iraq is primarily composed of three peoples, not one.

The United States intervened in the Balkans in the mid-1990s and re-
stored the external boundaries of Bosnia-Herzegovina, which had seceded 
from Yugoslavia only to have its secession militarily contested both by Bos-
nian Serbs and by Serbia. After extensive ethnic expulsions and genocide, 
a three-way war was brought to an end through American military and dip-
lomatic power, with some help from a divided European Union. In the 
Dayton Accords, American diplomats and lawyers forged a constitution 
for Bosnia-Herzegovina. They had earlier created a federation between 
the Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims) and the Croats, and they combined this 
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federation with Republika Srspka (the Serbian Republic). Three peoples 
were united in a confederation of two entities. One entity was a federation, 
the other a unitary state of Serbs. Power-sharing institutions and quotas for 
public office were established. Each entity had its own security powers. Im-
plementing the settlement was to be overseen by an international High 
Representative, backed up by the armed might of NATO.

On the face of it Iraq and Bosnia have some similarities. Both have three 
major peoples. In each case the U.S. intervention was (eventually) sup-
ported by two peoples but enforced on a third (eventually). Genocide and 
ethnic expulsion (past and present) were used to justify the two interven-
tions, directly in one case (Bosnia), indirectly in the other (Iraq). Some 
have also suggested that a confederal division of Iraq might make sense 
and might even be stable if it were to be produced through negotiations 
among the major participants and enforced by foreign military power. Bos-
nia suggests this possibility. And it has been nonviolent since 1995.

But there similarities may end, although not necessarily instructive com-
parisons. The establishment and maintenance of the Dayton Accords have 
required a huge NATO troop presence in a small country (whose total pop-
ulation is less than that of the Kurdistan Region). Even if such an agreement 
could be engineered in Iraq, partition to create a three-unit confederation 
would not necessarily accomplish what most American advocates of parti-
tion want: a substantive withdrawal of American troops. As the conservative 
writer Max Boot has argued, “a serious partition plan of this kind would 
require an indefinite, long-term presence by our forces—at least 450,000 
soldiers, if we are to have the same troop-to-civilian ratio as in Bosnia. 
Despite claims to the contrary by Henry Kissinger and others, it is hard to 
imagine that India or Indonesia would volunteer sizable numbers of their 
own troops to lessen our burden. They certainly have not done so in the 
past, notwithstanding considerable American pleading and arm-twisting. 
Yet without such outside supervision, any de facto partition would result 
not in less violence but in a great deal more, at least in the short run.”7 We 
are not likely to see a test of Boot’s claim in the last sentence.

The most important instructive lesson from the Balkans is this: Bosnia is 
still governed as an international protectorate, in which none of the entities 
enjoy fully meaningful self-government. In fact, Bosnia has all the global 
and European international organizations of a multilateralist’s dreams 
present within it and directly engaged in its governance. Successive high 
commissioners have sought to recentralize in order to create what they 
invariably call a common state. In the process they have stripped each of 
the entities of their sovereignty and of their autonomy in security affairs. If 
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they were free to reject this process the Bosnian Serbs would, and so might 
the Bosnian Croats. There are two reasons why the High Representative 
is obeyed. One is the sheer power of the foreign troop presence after an 
exhausting civil war (which on a per head basis almost certainly exceeded 
the scales of violence in postintervention Iraq). The other is the promise of 
admission to the European Union if Bosnia meets standards of compliance 
spelled out by the High Representative. Neither the stick nor the carrot to 
sustain this kind of system is available in Iraq, even if we were to conclude 
that it would be desirable.

There is another instructive lesson to be extracted from this compari-
son. In Bosnia an external partition was prevented, but its internal parti-
tions were broadly respected. The Bosniaks and the Croats had wanted to 
secede from Yugoslavia, whereas the Serbs did not. So Bosnia obtained its 
independence through a contested secession and descended into a deep 
war because the losers from its secession sought to secede themselves—and 
used expulsions and genocide to clear their path. No directly compara-
ble process has yet occurred in contemporary Iraq. Far from seceding, the 
Kurdistan Region has relinked with Iraq after Saddam, and neither Sunni 
nor Shia Arabs have sought to secede from Iraq. Iraq is being fought and 
struggled over, but so far no entity has sought to secede. Kurdistan reserves 
the right to secede in extremis. It will not do if its constitutional rights are 
implemented and respected. That is another reason the United States in 
its withdrawal should seek to protect Iraq’s Constitution—and Kurdistan’s 
rights. In so doing it will be heading off the dangers that might otherwise 
occur from a contested secession.

Neither Hopeless Nor Forlorn, and Without Illusions

It is for readers to judge whether these arguments have been compelling. 
They amount, in sum, to a defense of Iraq’s new constitutional order and 
the claim that the best way for the United States to defend that new order is 
through a well-organized withdrawal, first to military bases within Iraq and 
then comprehensively at the request of Iraqi authorities. Any U.S. bases 
in Iraq should be for a set period of time, present at the will of authorized 
Iraqi governments, federal or regional, and soon confined to training and 
any joint external alliance role that might be agreed upon. It is best to 
withdraw substantively sooner rather than later because that offers the best 
way to stabilize the prospects of the Constitution. Substantive withdrawal 
should occur while the Baghdad government is still weak enough to be 
obliged to negotiate with all the major communities of Iraq and before the 
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newly resurgent Baghdad government poses a threat to Iraq and its neigh-
bors. The argument is, finally, that the United States must use its diplo-
matic and other forms of power to stabilize Iraq’s neighborhood to give the 
new federation a chance to work.

This argument is made without illusions. No effort has been made to 
suggest that the new order in Baghdad, Erbil, and Basra is perfect. Its dem-
ocratic imperfections are obvious, although they are difficult to redress 
amid intense contention and civil strife. Its liberalism is limited, espe-
cially in Arab Iraq. Everyplace in Iraq would benefit from more account-
able, more transparent, and less corrupt government. But the new order 
is in major part a function of arrangements made by elected Iraqi leaders 
and endorsed by their voters. Democracy and liberalism should not be con-
fused: Iraq as a whole has much more of the former than the latter; the 
Kurdistan Region has an adequate and rising share of both.

Any decision to withdraw from Iraq must avoid illusions and not be 
based on feeble excuses. It is not true that Iraqis simply want theocracy: 
the Kurds want democracy and the Arabs democracy with Islamic charac-
teristics (see Appendix 2). Not all Iraqis want the United States to leave—
the Kurds are most fearful of a U.S. departure, which is another reason the 
United States should support Iraq’s Constitution, which if implemented, 
amply satisfies Kurdistan’s historical aspirations. If the United States leaves 
Iraq, it is an illusion to pretend that the United States will stand ready to 
go back to fight al-Qaeda. Unless by some strange route al-Qaeda takes 
power within a major territory of Iraq, that scenario will not happen: Shia 
Arabs, Kurds, and indeed the Sunni Arabs of Iraq will take care of al-Qaeda 
with the assistance of U.S. intelligence. It is an illusion to pretend that the 
United Nations can or should replace the United States in Iraq by pro-
viding security or governance, although it can assist in development and 
humanitarian work and in constitutional and electoral advice (functions 
it performs quite well). It is an illusion to pretend that the United States 
can promote or deliver a substantial modification of Iraq’s Constitution on 
behalf of Sunni Arabs, now or later. Such changes as may arise will come 
from bargaining among Iraq’s parties, not from U.S. diktats. It is an illu-
sion and contemptuous of Iraq’s sovereignty to require its elected politi-
cians to meet U.S. benchmarks and deadlines that confirm to conventional 
U.S. expectations of what would be good for Iraq.

It is also an illusion to pretend that a U.S. withdrawal from Iraq will nec-
essarily promote reconciliation. If Arab governing parties in Baghdad do 
not honor the constitutional commitments they have made to Kurdistan, 
that will make a breakup of Iraq likely—but that judgment merely under-
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lines the importance of U.S. support for the Constitution made under its 
protection though not under its instructions. But it is not an illusion to 
suggest that a withdrawal along the lines proposed here will make recon-
ciliation between Arab and Kurd and between Sunni and Shia Arab more 
feasible. And it is not an illusion to argue that the United States has the 
capabilities to sustain the kind of foreign policy that is required to give the 
Iraqi federation a chance to breathe. How these capabilities will be used 
will determine historians’ judgments on the president who takes office on 
January 20, 2009.
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Appendix 1
On Difficulties in  
Counting Deaths in Iraq

The Iraq Body Count, which sponsors the web site of the same name, is 
an independent group. Its founders opposed the intervention in Iraq. It 
counts deaths using numerous public sources. It thinks, fairly, that its fig-
ures are likely to be underestimates, although not major underestimates. 
It rightly criticizes the failure of the U.S. government and its allies to orga-
nize an official body count. Its web site is headlined with a quotation from 
U.S. General Tommy Franks—the commander of U.S. forces during the 
Iraq intervention—that “We don’t do body counts.” Despite the political 
origins of Iraq Body Count, it is criticized by far left critics of the U.S. inter-
vention, who prefer to extrapolate from survey studies done by Les Roberts 
and colleagues, two of which have been published in the UK’s The Lancet 
medical journal. These studies seek to estimate all “excess deaths,” subse-
quent to the intervention, that is, they include combatants, infant deaths, 
deaths from disease, and so on. They do so in relation to a presumed death 
rate that would have occurred without the intervention.

My previous primary empirical research domain was conflict in North-
ern Ireland. When I was on the faculty of the London School of Econom-
ics and Political Science I worked with the Irish Information Partnership, 
which was the first organized multiperson group to try to report all pub-
lic data on violence related to that conflict. It is for that reason that I am 
strongly inclined to respect the working methods and caution of the Iraq 
Body Count group. It also partly explains my agreement with the skepti-
cism that group has expressed about Roberts’s work. Roberts’s politics may 
not have contaminated his surveys, but it has colored his extrapolations 
from them.

The published studies in The Lancet appear to be classic examples of un-
representative samples. The Iraq Body Count writers and researchers ob-



serve that among the implications of Roberts’s and coworkers October 
2006 study published by The Lancet, which estimated, through survey meth-
ods, that over 650,000 excess Iraqi deaths had occurred since March 2003, 
are the following:

�On average, a thousand Iraqis were killed every day in the first six 
months of 2006, with fewer than one-tenth of them being noticed by any 
public surveillance mechanisms—including health authorities, security 
personnel, and mass media;
�Over 800,000 Iraqis suffered blast-wounds and other serious injuries 
in 2004–6, but fewer than 80,000 of them received any hospital treat-
ment—which would be bizarre behavior by injured people and their 
relatives;
�Over 7 percent of Iraq’s adult male population has been violently killed, 
with not less than 10 percent killed in the worst affected areas of central 
Iraq. This would mean a literal decimation of Sunni Arab males (not 
just those of combat age); and
�Half a million death certificates were received by families that were 
never officially recorded as issued.1

The methodology of the published Lancet studies, in principle, is fine, 
provided that the samples are representative and not biased toward zones 
of conflict, and provided that procedures and data collection are fine. 
There are, however, multiple difficulties on all these fronts. How does one 
get a representative sample in a state with no reliable census since 1947 
and that has been racked by internal repression and external wars since 
1979? The 1997 census was rigged by Saddam to inflate the numbers living 
outside the KRG—to maximize revenues under the UN oil-for-food pro-
gram. Flight-based demographic estimates, as in South Africa, have been 
shown to overestimate populations. How does one get reliable responses 
from people in a highly conflictual space? How does one measure “excess 
deaths” because of war without highly controversial counterfactuals? Esti-
mates of infant-mortality rates before and after the March 2003 interven-
tion are highly problematic (and some of the same surveyors, it has been 
suggested, have used conveniently different estimates over time to measure 
the impact of the UN-authorized sanctions in the 1990s and the March 
2003 intervention). Is it reasonable to attribute all “excess deaths” (based 
on some extrapolation of the regime’s likely performance in public health) 
to the American and British dominated intervention? Would life chances 
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have got worse or better or stayed the same under Saddam? (And whose 
fault would that have been?)

There are no “addresses” in the American or European sense in Iraq, at 
least not when I was last in Kurdistan and northern Iraq. Getting a properly 
stratified probability sample is therefore difficult. The method used was 
a grid, a geographical information system, followed by cluster sampling. 
The results, it has been suggested, may have been contaminated by “main 
street” and major “cross-road” bias; that is, oversampling may have occurred 
in areas likely to have higher levels of violence. The teams whose work was 
published in The Lancet failed, according to their own evidence, in giving 
appropriate time per interviewee—questionable conduct, not on the part 
of the organizers, but likely on the part of the possibly scared interview-
ers. The cluster sampling proceeded by word of mouth in order to inhibit 
suspicions, but that may have led to overconcentration on those who lost 
family members. (I give the teams the benefit of the doubt on family struc-
ture—that they have not, for example, over-reported the death of the same 
“brother” who is in fact a cousin of many but called a “brother” by many in 
the vicinity, as might happen among both Arabs and Kurds.) Last, the esti-
mates published in The Lancet vastly exceed all others, including those of 
the Iraqi Living Conditions Survey (to May 2004), which had a much larger 
and better distributed sample.

The published estimates in the two Lancet studies suggested death tolls 
even higher than those who have had an interest in exaggerating them. 
Before the reports were published, neither critics of the war nor armed 
opponents of the U.S. intervention suggested figures in these ranges. Now, 
sadly, they are treated as authoritative, especially in the European press 
and among critics of the intervention. The Lancet reports are also often 
cited elsewhere without their confidence limits, which are exceedingly 
wide. The October 2006 report expresses 95 percent confidence that the 
excess deaths are between 300,000 and 900,000. If these estimates are right 
and everyone else is wrong, then the daily deaths are both grossly under-
reported and undernoticed by both reasonable and highly partisan people 
who have an interest in reporting mass horrors. To put it rhetorically: Why 
does anyone think that United States, the United Kingdom, and the new 
Iraqi governmental officials have been competent in covering up genocidal 
massacres when they have been so incompetent in every other respect?

A more recent household survey, this time published in the January 31 
issue of the New England Journal of Medicine, estimated that 151,000 violent 
deaths occurred in Iraq between March 2003 and June 2006.2 The Iraq 

On Difficulties in Counting Deaths in Iraq      209



Family Health Study Group’s 95 percent confidence intervals are between 
104,000 and 223,000. These figures are just one-fourth of the point figure 
in Burnham and colleagues’ estimates published in The Lancet. They are 
also three times that of the Iraq Body Count in the same period—though 
the latter does not count combatant deaths, which would have been picked 
up in the surveys. The Iraq Family Health Survey Group had a much larger 
sample size, with more than a thousand separate clusters. Its quality control 
measures appear to have been much better, and it is much more convinc-
ing for these reasons than the reports published in The Lancet.3

The Iraq Body Count therefore seems to provide a reliable lower bound 
estimate of the number of violent civilian deaths that may have occurred, 
and the IFHSG’s study provides a good estimate of the highest number 
in the period it surveys. It is also reasonable to assume that the Iraq Body 
Count provides a good portrait of trends in violence, even if it does not 
capture all violence-related deaths.

In April 2008, Professor John Sloboda, the Executive Director of the 
Oxford Research Group, director of the ORG’s project on Recording Casu-
alties in Armed Conflicts, and a member of the Iraq Body Count, made 
an eloquent appeal entitled, “Can There Be Any ‘Just War’ If We Do Not 
Document the Dead and Injured?”4 He correctly observed that it is now 
much easier to record deaths during armed conflicts than it used to be 
and rightly suggested that it should be a governmental and military obli-
gation. He cites the Bosnian Book of the Dead as an example of what can be 
done. That book records all the details of 97,207 individuals killed there 
during 1992–95. Another example is Lost Lives, which records all the details 
of those killed in the conflict in and over Northern Ireland since 1966.5 
But, surprisingly, Sloboda does not reference Le Livre noir de Saddam Hus-
sein (The Black Book of Saddam Hussein).6 The subtitle of this book, edited by 
the indomitable Chris Kutchera, is Two Million Victims. It marks a first step 
toward an equally necessary but still unfinished, task to that commended 
by Sloboda. The lamentable task of composing a full Iraqi Book of the Dead 
remains to be fulfilled. The Iraq Body Count is to be commended for start-
ing the assignment for the period after April 2003.
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Appendix 2
Xenophobia, Sexism, In-Group 
Solidarity, Traditional Religiosity,  
and Democratic Dispositions in Iraq

Social scientists have long argued that existential insecurity—fear of death 
—makes people more likely than they might otherwise be to express xeno-
phobia, hatred, and intolerance toward foreigners and other out-groups. 
Existential insecurity also makes them strengthen their commitments to 
their traditional culture, their in-group (a variation of this thesis is some-
times called the “terror-management hypothesis” by social psychologists). 
An important study published in 2007 by Ronald Inglehart, Mansoor Moad-
del, and Mark Tessler, based on the World Values Survey (WVS), allows 
us to consider Iraq’s public (and its three major communities, Shia Arabs, 
Kurds, and Sunni Arabs) in a truly comparative and revealing perspective 
on these subjects.1

They show that at the end of 2004 the Iraqi public as a whole expressed 
higher levels of intolerance of foreigners than any other of the more than 
eighty publics surveyed in the WVS. It also showed an exceptionally strong 
tendency to disrespect lower status groups (women, for example) or out-
groups (such as homosexuals), and very high levels of in-group solidarity 
(demonstrated both in pride as Iraqis and with respect to solidarity within 
each of three main communities).

There are two obvious explanations of these patterns. One would sug-
gest that Iraqis have always been extraordinarily xenophobic, intolerant, 
racist, patriarchal, sexist, and sexualist. (One implication would be that 
Iraq is truly barren soil for democratic pluralism.) The major problem with 
this hypothesis is that it does not conform with most reports of Iraq before 
the Baathists, whether issued by anthropologists, travelers, historians, or 



Iraqis. Even if they were not Swedes, Iraqis were just not regarded as the 
world leaders in these negative respects. The second explanation and that 
favored by Inglehart, Moaddel and Tessler is that it has been the extreme 
existential insecurity engendered by the genocidal and repressive Baath 
regime, followed by the extreme insecurity of postintervention Iraq, that 
has generated these intensely negative attitudinal responses.

There were obvious reasons why in late 2004 Arab Iraqis would reject 
having Americans or British as their neighbors, one of the survey ques-
tions posed. But despite the fact that the French government had strongly 
opposed the U.S. intervention in Iraq, fully 90 percent of Arab Iraqis said 
they would not like to have someone from France as a neighbor. This is 
in contrast with 51 percent of Kurds, who perhaps disliked the French for 
not supporting the intervention but disliked them half as much as Arabs. 
In the case of every named group of foreigners in the survey, Kurds were 
more tolerant than were Arab Iraqis, but they were not especially toler-
ant by global standards. A full 61 percent of Iraqis as a whole did not want 
Turks as neighbors, and 55 percent did not want Iranians. Arab Iraqis are 
the global outliers in the WVS in not wanting to have foreigners as neigh-
bors. The Kurds of Iraq are nearly half as much as likely to display xeno-
phobia but still figure in second place among the global publics.

As for patriarchal views, 93 percent of Iraqi Arabs agreed that men make 
better political leaders than women by contrast with 72 percent of Kurds. 
When asked the values that should be encouraged at home in the devel-
opment of children, Iraqi Arab respondents were among the lowest in 
the world in selecting “independence”; by contrast, Kurds ranked slightly 
above the international median. Iraqi Arabs were, however, world leaders 
in emphasizing “obedience”; Kurds followed them, but not as intensively. 
Iraqi Arabs were joint top among the eighty publics surveyed (with Indo-
nesians) in emphasizing the importance of religion in their lives; Kurds, by 
contrast, fell well short of their Arab peers. Iraqi Arabs came second only 
to Pakistanis in considering atheists unfit for public office; by contrast, the 
Kurds of Iraq were significantly less likely to endorse this view but were 
among the higher-ranked publics of the world in low tolerance of atheists 
in government.

Fully 86 percent of Arab Iraqis were “very proud” to be Iraqi at the end 
of 2004—they were sixth in the world in national pride (the five nations 
above them are also besieged, so national pride seems higher amid adver-
sity rather than during periods of serene prosperity). Only a third of Kurds 
felt the same way as Arab Iraqis. With respect to in-group solidarity the 
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rankings of Iraq’s major communities were different: 96 percent of Kurds 
said they would trust other Kurds “a great deal”; 86 percent of Shia Arabs 
said that of Shia Arabs; and 68 percent of Sunni Arabs felt that way about 
their fellows. Even the last figure, however, is exceptionally high among 
the global publics. Insecurity generates both high out-group hostility, and 
high in-group solidarity. Inglehart, Moaddel, and Tessler report that both 
dispositions increased in 2006—when all, rationally, should have felt more 
insecure. For example, the percentage not wanting Turks or Iranians as 
neighbors went up to 71 and 61 percent, respectively.

These data are highly suggestive. The greater security of the Kurds (be-
cause of their longer freedom from Saddam and the greater internal secu
rity in the KRG) may explain their higher tolerance toward out-groups. 
The deep insecurities of Arab Iraqis, pre- and post-Baathist rule, powerfully 
explain their currently very deep xenophobia, intolerance, and emphasis 
on traditional values. There is an implication that Inglehart and his col-
leagues rightly allow their readers to entertain—namely, if security can be 
established in Iraq, then these intensely negative dispositions will fall and 
Iraq will have much better democratic prospects.

They report that the WVS survey shows that 85 percent of the Iraqi pub-
lic agreed that “democracy may have problems, but it is better than any 
other form of government.” Kurds affirmed this proposition more than 
Shia Arabs, and Shia Arabs more than Sunni Arabs, but all affirmed it at 
supermajority levels of support. Iraqis were also asked, however, to respond 
to the following question, “I am going to describe various types of political 
systems and ask you what you think about each of them as a way of govern-
ing this country. For each one would you say it is a very good, a fairly good, 
fairly bad, or very bad way of governing this country?” Among five options 
the two leading preferences were for “Having a democratic system” and 
“Having an Islamic government, where religious authorities have absolute 
power.” The results are shown in Figure A.

The results show that Kurds are strong exponents of democracy (92 per-
cent thought democracy was “very good” or “fairly good”). The Shia Arabs 
concur (at 90 percent), and Sunni Arabs are not far behind (with 85 per-
cent giving positive affirmations). But they also show that a supermajority 
of Shia Arabs, a bare majority of Sunni Arabs, and a minority of Kurds also 
favor Islamic government (phrased in a strongly theocratic form). These 
figures are highly suggestive. A high proportion of Arab Iraqis see no con-
tradiction between democracy and religious government, whereas a major-
ity of Kurds do. Arab Iraqis are more likely, it would appear, to want to 
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combine Islam and democracy, whereas most Kurds would want to subor-
dinate Islam to democracy. That may be because Kurdish culture is more 
tolerant than Arab culture; alternatively, it may be because Kurds have had 
longer experience of nondictatorial government; and there may, of course, 
be truth in both of these explanations.

Figure A.  Support for democracy as opposed to Islamic government (percentages) 
among Iraq’s three major communities (December 2004). Adapted from Ronald 
Inglehart, Mansoor Moaddel, and Mark Tessler, “Xenophobia and In-Group 
Solidarity in Iraq: A Natural Experiment on the Impact of Insecurity,” in Values and 
Perceptions of the Islamic and Middle Eastern Publics, ed. Mansoor Moaddel (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 311.
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Notes

Preface

1.  I remained a salaried member of the faculty of the University of Pennsylvania 
while the Kurdistan Government paid my university for my time. The other mem-
bers of the team in 2004 were Khaled Salih of the University of Southern Denmark, 
a Kurd and Swedish citizen and later the KRG Spokesman, and Peter W. Galbraith, 
the former U.S. Ambassador to Croatia. In 2005 the advisors included the Polish 
American Professor Karol Soltan of the University of Maryland and later Jonathan 
Morrow, an international lawyer.

2.  The word is often mistranslated; e.g., Aaron Glantz, How America Lost Iraq 
(New York: Penguin, 2005), 90, has it as “after-death men.” To judge by his book, he 
would prefer it if the Peshmerga were ghosts.

3.  See Middle East Watch, Genocide in Iraq: The Anfal Campaign Against the Kurds 
(New York: Human Rights Watch, 1983), and Joost R. Hiltermann, A Poisonous Af-
fair: America, Iraq and the Gassing of Halabja (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007). Hiltermann and I disagree about Iraq’s new Constitution (which he 
insisted should be immediately scrapped), on Kirkuk (which he thinks the Kurds 
should cease to aspire to unify with the Kurdistan Region), and on appropriate in-
ternational policy toward Iraq, but his data collection on the Anfal campaign will 
always remain important. Hiltermann seems to prefer Kurds as victims rather than 
as exercisers of their rights.

Part I Introduction

Epigraphs: President Bush quotation from http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/ 
releases/2003/05/20030501-15.html; Bush made these remarks on board the 
U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln, dressed as a fighter pilot, off the coast of San Diego, under 
the banner “Mission Accomplished.” Ambassador Crocker quotation from http://
armedservices.house.gov/pdfs/FC040908/Crocker_Testimony040808.pdf, Testimony 
to the Senate Armed Services Committee, 13.

1.  Aaron Glantz, How America Lost Iraq (New York: Penguin, 2005), published his 
book before the making of the Iraq Constitution (he chides the Kurds both for being 
realists and for expecting too much). David L. Phillips, Losing Iraq: Inside the Postwar 
Reconstruction Fiasco (New York: Westview Press, 2005), makes some telling obser-
vations on failures in U.S. planning and administration, but he does not consider 
whether any reversals or improvements in policy might be possible. Larry Diamond, 
Squandered Victory: The American Occupation and the Bungled Effort to Bring Democracy to 
Iraq (New York: Owl Books, 2005), has an important afterthought toward the end: 
“Despite the litany of blunders we have committed, Iraq may yet emerge slowly from 



the political chaos, first into a troubled semi-democracy, and then, gradually, into a 
democracy. But the costs will be much greater than we had imagined, or than were 
necessary” (305). While I would criticize his lack of knowledge of the Kurds and 
of their preferences and disagree with his criticisms of consociational democracy 
(317), Diamond’s afterthought accurately describes the most optimistic tenor in the 
book before the reader. My friend Peter Galbraith’s book, The End of Iraq: How Amer-
ican Incompetence Created a War Without End (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006), 
which is required reading, is infinitely better than its title, which prematurely pre-
dicted the death of Iraq and what fortunately has never happened, “a war without 
end.” Galbraith’s book is far more sophisticated than his publisher’s marketing strat-
egy, and at most points is compatible with what is argued here. Jonathan Steele, De-
feat: Why America and Britain Lost Iraq (London: I.B. Tauris, 2008), 2, advances what 
he calls a more fundamental thesis, namely, “No matter how efficient, sensitive, gen-
erous, and intelligent the U.S.-led Coalition Provisional Authority had been, it could 
not have succeeded. . . . The occupation itself was the mistake.” I agree, as does Gal-
braith, that the formal occupation, especially through the establishment of the CPA, 
was a critical mistake. But I disagree with many of Steele’s other arguments, as I will 
occasionally observe in the notes below. Steele treats Iraq as just an Arab country and 
assimilates Kurds and minorities into his assessments of all Iraqis. If he treated the 
English as equivalent to all the inhabitants of the United Kingdom, he would be re-
buked by his editors at The Guardian. Steele neglects how unintended good luck can 
emerge from chaos, the merits of Iraq’s Constitution, and the wisdom of Churchill’s 
observation that America can always be trusted to the do the right thing after ex-
hausting all the alternatives. If Iraq pulls through, he will be another author with an 
embarrassing book title in libraries. Charles Ferguson, No End in Sight: Iraq’s Descent 
into Chaos (New York: Public Affairs, 2008), the book accompanying his important 
documentary film, is a splendid series of interviews with participants in the U.S.-led 
occupation and may stand as the “verbatim” record of the “what went wrong litera-
ture,” but there may yet be an end in sight that is better than chaos.

2.  I use the plural “wars” in order not to forget that there was a first American 
war against Saddam’s Iraq in 1991—to compel Saddam’s withdrawal from Kuwait. 
This was followed by two civil wars—another war of the Iraqi state against Kurdish 
rebels and a war between the Baathists and the spontaneous and badly organized 
Shia Intifada uprising. From 1992 until 2003, there was a cold war between Iraq 
and a U.S.-led coalition—bent on enforcing UN Security Council resolutions that 
Iraq completely dismantle its weapons of mass destruction programs. “No-fly” zones 
were imposed and enforced by the United States against Saddam’s forces, protect-
ing an experiment in Kurdish autonomy, which was marred by an intra-Kurdish civil 
war. The second American war against Saddam took place in 2003. It was succeeded 
by a Sunni Arab-led set of insurgencies against the U.S. occupation and the suc-
cessor Iraqi governments. It was also succeeded by an intra-Arab civil war between 
Sunni and Shia militias and the Iraqi federal government—in which more people 
died than in the earlier wars. Last, there has been an intermittent war for influence 
launched by the Sadrists, both against the Americans and against the Sadrists’ nom-
inal partners in the Baghdad government. That makes eight wars since 1991—and 
arguments could be made for more.

Chapter 1

1.  “Background briefing” by White House Officials to the Press, White House, 
January 1, 2003.
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2.  For key documents on weapons of mass destruction until February 2004, see 
National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book 80, “Iraq and Weapons of Mass 
Destruction,” ed. Jeffrey Richelson, at http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/
NSAEBB80/. See also David Albright, Iraq’s Aluminum Tubes: Separating Fact from Fic-
tion (Washington, D.C.: Institute for Science and Security, December 5, 2003); Jo-
seph Cirincione, Jessica T. Matthews, and George Perkovich, WMD in Iraq: Evidence 
and Implications (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
January 2004); Anthony Cordesman, Intelligence and Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion: The Lessons from the Iraq War (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies, July 1, 2003); Barton Gellman, “Iraq’s Arsenal War Only on Paper,” 
Washington Post (January 7, 2004): A1, A14–15; International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction: A Net Assessment (London: IISS, Septem-
ber 2003); Kenneth M. Pollack, “Spies, Lies, and Weapons: What Went Wrong,” At-
lantic Monthly 293 (1) (2004): 78–92; and Thomas Powers, “The Vanishing Case for 
War,” New York Review of Books 50 (19) ( December 4, 2003): 12–17.

3.  CIA Director George Tenet was not alone in telling President Bush that it was 
“a slam dunk” that Iraq possessed WMDs; see Bob Woodward, Plan of Attack (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2004), 249.

4.  See Hans Blix, Disarming Iraq (New York: Pantheon, 2004).
5.  In speaking to the House of Representatives Armed Services Committee on 

September 18, 2002, Donald Rumsfeld said, “We do know that the Iraqi regime currently 
has chemical and biological weapons of mass destruction, and we do know they’re currently 
pursuing nuclear weapons, that they have a proven willingness to use those weapons 
at their disposal and that they’ve proven an aspiration to seize the territory of and 
threaten their neighbors, proven support for and cooperation with terrorist net-
works and proven record of declared hostility and venomous rhetoric against the 
United States. Those threats should be clear to all” (my emphasis); http://transcripts. 
cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0209/18/se.01.html.

On March 16, 2003, three days before the start of the U.S. intervention, Vice-
President Dick Cheney was interviewed by Tim Russert on Meet the Press. He said, 
“in the late ’70s, Saddam Hussein acquired nuclear reactors from the French. In 
1981, the Israelis took out the Osirak reactor and stopped his nuclear weapons de-
velopment at the time. Throughout the ’80s, he mounted a new effort. I was told 
when I was defense secretary before the Gulf War that he was eight to ten years away 
from a nuclear weapon. And we found out after the Gulf War that he was within 
one or two years of having a nuclear weapon because he had a massive effort under 
way that involved four or five different technologies for enriching uranium to pro-
duce fissile materiel. We know that based on intelligence that he has been very, very 
good at hiding these kinds of efforts. He’s had years to get good at it and we know 
he has been absolutely devoted to trying to acquire nuclear weapons. And we be-
lieve he has, in fact, reconstituted nuclear weapons. I think Mr. El Baradei frankly 
is wrong. And I think if you look at the track record of the International Atomic 
Energy Agency and this kind of issue, especially where Iraq’s concerned, they have 
consistently underestimated or missed what it was Saddam Hussein was doing.” See 
http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/bush/cheneymeetthepress.htm.

6.  Fouad Ajami is among those who maintain that “the claims about Iraq’s weap-
ons of mass destruction were to prove incorrect, but they were made in good faith.” 
“Why We Went to Iraq,” Wall Street Journal, June 4, 2008. See Mark Danner, The Se-
cret Way to War: The Downing Street Memo and the Iraq War’s Buried History (New York: 
New York Review of Books, 2006), for the now orthodox view of critics of the Bush ad-
ministration, namely, that reporting of intelligence was fixed to support a prede-
termined policy of invasion, to paraphrase a British official. There is now a more 
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recent claim from public and off-the-record sources that British and American in-
telligence personnel successfully turned the head of Saddam’s head of intelligence, 
Tahir Jalil Habbush, immediately before the intervention. From him they are said 
to have learned that Saddam had no weapons of mass destruction but needed Iran’s 
government to believe that he had. Such information was, however, unwelcome to 
senior officials in the Bush administration, who may have been intent on disinfor-
mation—or simply suspicious of the source. Outlined in Roy Suskind, The Way of the 
World: A Story of Truth and Hope in an Age of Extremism (New York: Harper, 2008), the 
story is accompanied by another remarkable claim, namely, that the White House 
forged a letter from Habbush that linked Saddam’s Iraq to the attacks on Septem-
ber 11. However, two of Suskind’s sources, one of them Rob Richard of the CIA, 
deny that a fake document was ordered or produced.

The literature on “threat inflation” by the Bush administration and the Blair gov-
ernment shows no signs of abatement. For a fluent statement, see Chaim Kaufmann, 
“Threat Inflation and the Failure of the Marketplace of Ideas,” International Secu-
rity 29 (1) (2004). See also Michael Isikoff and David Corn, Hubris: The Inside Story 
of Spin, Scandal, and the Selling of the Iraq War (New York: Crown, 2006); John Pra-
dos, Hoodwinked: The Documents That Reveal How Bush Sold Us a War (New York: New 
Press, 2004); and Paul R. Pillar, “Intelligence, Policy, and the War in Iraq,” Foreign 
Affairs 85 (2) (2006): 15–27.

7.  Article 9(E) of Iraq’s 2005 Constitution reads: “The Iraqi Government shall 
respect and implement Iraq’s international obligations regarding the non-prolif-
eration, non-development, non-production, and non-use of nuclear, chemical, and 
biological weapons, and shall prohibit associated equipment, materiel, technolo-
gies, and delivery systems for use in the development, manufacture, production, 
and use of such weapons.”

8.  The opponents of the intervention in Iraq usually like to emphasize its illegal-
ity and its preemptive nature. I think they cannot so easily have it both ways. How 
preemptive can a war have been that was formally intended to apply a numerously 
affirmed set of Security Council resolutions?

9.  In its latest annual report, for 2007, the University of Heidelberg’s conflict ba-
rometer, which measures conflicts and codes their intensities, classified Iraq as one 
of a small number of full-scale wars in the world for the fourth year in a row. See 
http://www.hiik.de/en/konfliktbarometer/pdf/ConflictBarometer_2007.pdf.

10.  See http://www.iraqbodycount.org/. The precise estimate on August 5, 2008, 
was between 86,456 and 94, 328 documented civilian deaths from violence. See Ap-
pendix 1.

11.  Bremer’s decision making and his liaison with his principals in Washing-
ton have been the subject of much debate. His defense may be found in his mem-
oir, L. Paul Bremer, III, My Year in Iraq: The Struggle to Build a Future of Hope (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2006), 57–58, 223–24. See Chapters 6 and 7 of Charles Fer-
guson, No End in Sight (Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs, 2008), for revealing in-
terviews with key decision makers. One thing is certain: Kurds and Shia Arabs in 
general were happy with the dissolution of an army that had become identified en-
tirely with the regime.

12.  Interview in Asharq al-Awsat, January 5, 2005.
13.  The Iraq Study Group subsequently identified four core problems with gover-

nance arrangements in the new Iraq: (i) biased government by the Shia-led federal 
government, (ii) insecurity, (iii) rampant corruption, and (iv) problems caused by 
missing technocrats lost in de-Baathification. See James A. Baker III, Lee H. Ham-
ilton, Lawrence S. Eagleburger, Vernon E. Jordan, Jr., Edwin Meese, III, Sandra 
Day O’Connor, Leon E. Panetta, William J. Perry, Charles S. Robb, and Alan K. 
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Simpson, The Iraq Study Group Report: The Way Forward—A New Approach (New York: 
Vintage, 2006). Who would not favor unbiased government, security, clean govern-
ment and technocratic competence? But Baathists never provided impartial, secure 
or clean government.

14.  It is conventional to refer to a “Sunni triangle” with its three points lying at 
(1) Tikrit in the north, (2) east of Baghdad in the central southeast, and (3) west of 
Ramadi in the central southwest. There is truth in the description, but the expres-
sion omits Mosul, the historic epicenter of Sunni Army officers, and tends to sug-
gest that Baghdad is majority Sunni, which it has not been for a very long time.

15.  An Iraqi general, Ahmed Rahal, said the regime did not even prepare for 
guerrilla warfare adequately: “We should have mined the roads and bridges. We 
should have planned a guerilla war. We were crippled by a lack of imagination,” 
cited in Ahmed S. Hashim’s Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency in Iraq (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 2006), 12.

16.  See Mohammed M. Hafez, Suicide Bombers in Iraq: The Strategy and Ideology of 
Martyrdom (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of Peace Press, 2007), Appendix 1. The 
number 56 incorporates numerous claims by separate brigades within these groups. 
Hafez’s generally well-focused study is complemented by the extended treatment of 
the Sunni-dominated insurgency groups in Hashim’s Insurgency and Counter-Insur-
gency in Iraq.

17.  Hafez, Suicide Bombers in Iraq, 53.
18.  For a discussion of Zarqawi of varying quality, see Loretta Napoleoni, Insur

gent Iraq: Al Zarqawi and the New Generation (London: Constable and Robinson, 
2005). The Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi had been an Afghan jihadist. Zarqawi 
and his colleagues fled to Iraq in 2002–3 after the Americans toppled the Taliban 
regime. They initially were hosted by Ansar al-Islam, the Islamic jihadists of Kurd-
istan, which was shortly after crushed by American troops and Kurdish Peshmerga. 
Zarqawi emerged soon after as the leader of the Tawhid wal-Jihad in Iraq—spe-
cializing in brutal Internet-broadcast beheadings and the organization of suicide 
bombings. In October 2004, he renamed his organization al-Qaeda in the Land of 
the Two Rivers (Mesopotamia or Iraq) and received Osama bin Laden’s public im-
primatur some two months after.

19.  Sadiq al-Sadr had been the cousin of a previous Grand Ayatollah, Moham-
med Baqir al-Sadr (Sadr I), whom the regime executed in 1980. His sister, Amina 
Sadr bint al-Huda, was raped in front of him, and he had a nail driven through his 
head before both were killed. For an intrepid and illuminating investigation of the 
Sadrs and the Sadrists, see Patrick Cockburn, Muqtada: Muqtada Al-Sadr, the Shia Re-
vival, and the Struggle for Iraq (New York: Scribner, 2008).
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McGarry, “Canadian Lessons for Iraq,” in The Future of Kurdistan in Iraq, ed. Bren-
dan O’Leary, John McGarry, and Khaled Salih (Philadelphia: University of Pennsyl-
vania Press, 2005), 92–115.
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quarters” (235). Had Steele probed further, he would have described the source 
of responsibility for these murders and attacks, namely, Baathist Sunni Arabs and 
jihadists rather than “ethnic tensions.” This is a regrettable example of how jour-
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in Iraq: U.S. Says Pact Still Needs Final Approvals,” Boston Globe, August 21, 2008; 
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2.  See Philip G. Kreyenbroek, Yezidism: Its Background, Observances and Textual 
Tradition (Lewiston, N.Y., Edwin Mellen Press, 1995). The Yezidis (“Angelicans”) 
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Zoroastrianism, which the Kurds, speakers of the Iranian branch of languages, were 
exposed to from the sixth century BCE. Mehrdad R. Izady notes that a Kurdish lit-
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Consociation as Political Prescription,” International Journal of Constitutional Law 5 
(4) (2007): 670–98, also published in Constitutional Design for Divided Societies: In-
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from most of the Iraqi Sunni Arabs, who mostly follow the Hanafi school). The Shia 
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Kirkuk and Mosul. (All figures from Mehrdad R. Izady, The Kurds: A Concise Hand-
book [Washington, D.C.: Taylor & Francis, 1992]: 133, Table 5.) There has always 
been a strong Sufi mystic tradition among the Kurds, and it is part of the less ortho-
dox and more tolerant practice of Islam among the Kurds of Iraq.

7.  See note 1 of this chapter. These provisions will need to replicated and im-
proved in regional constitutions to help the targeted minorities; “local rights,” we 
may presume, will include schooling and access to public administration in minor-
ity languages.

8.  Jim Quilty, “Laughing into the void, making the machine speak Kurdish: Film-
maker Hiner Saleem reflects on art, politics and good vodka,” Daily Star, October 
22, 2004. See Saleem’s marvelous memoir, My Father’s Rifle: A Childhood in Kurdistan 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005).

9.  See Khaled Salih, “Kurdistan: From Threatened Entity to Constituent Unit,” Mid-
dle East Roundtable, 3 (39) (October 27, 2005), http://www.bitterlemons-international. 
org/inside.php?id=427.
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2 of O’Leary, McGarry, and Salih, eds., The Future of Kurdistan in Iraq, 340). A genu-
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malleable and educable in 2005 than I have suggested: Weak Viability: The Iraqi Fed-
eral State and the Constitutional Amendment Process (Washington, D.C.: Special Report, 
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19.  The phrase is that of Dr. Jeff Weintraub of the University of Pennsylvania.
20.  Syria is not, however, a Sunni Arab regime; see Oded Haklai, “A Minority 

Rule over a Hostile Majority: The Case of Syria,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 6 (3) 
(2000): 19–50. It has been a universal norm of Baathist regimes to rest on a domi-
nant sectarian minority.

21.  Mowaffak al-Rubaie, “Federalism, Not Partition: A System Devolving Power 
to the Regions Is the Route to a Viable Iraq,” Washington Post, February 18, 2008: 
A19.

22.  All preceding citations are from al-Rubaie, “Federalism, Not Partition.”
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Civil Conflict,” Middle East Report 52 (February 27, 2006): ii. The ICG report showed 
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24.  Kanan Makiya, “Present at the Disintegration,” New York Times, December 11, 
2005. He published the still impressive The Republic of Fear under a pseudonym.
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tur, June 27, 2006, http://f28.parsimony.net/forum68059/messages/4187.htm.
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able to me by Jonathan Morrow, then of the United States Institute of Peace. This 
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back into English. Professor Nicholas Haysom of the United Nations, who was the 
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30.  Article 25(E) of the Transitional Administrative Law made “managing the 
natural resources of Iraq” one of the exclusive powers of the Iraqi Transitional Gov-
ernment and declared that they belonged “to all the people of all the regions and 
governorates of Iraq” (see Appendix 2, The Future of Kurdistan in Iraq, ed. O’Leary, 
McGarry, and Salih, 324). The textual contrast with the permanent Constitution is 
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both the English and Arabic wordings.

32.  There is no better evidence for the validity of Kurdistan’s construction of the 
key clauses of the Constitution of 2005 than some of the amendments being con-
sidered by a subcommittee of the Iraqi Council of Representatives, and that will be 
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asserts (and I assert) above; Deeks and Burton, “Iraq’s Constitution,” p. 57.

33.  See, for example, James Glanz, “Iraqi Sunni [Arab] Lands Show New Oil and 
Gas Promise,” New York Times (February 19, 2007): A1. This important article brings 
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known for some time.
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38.  See Chapter 1, note 30, p. 220.
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War Without End (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006), 199–200.
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Chapter 7

Epigraph: Editorial, “No Hope for Kashmir?” The Economist 356 (2000): 18–19.
1.  Al-Iraq al-Arabi is used in early Islamic sources but most frequently referred to 

what is now southern and largely Shia Iraq; al-Jazira, by contrast, described much of 
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what is now Anbar, Ninevah, and Syria. The name Iraq is therefore old, but the pres-
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2005; and The End of Iraq: How American Incompetence Created a War Without End (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 2006). See Christopher Hitchens, “Mesopotamia Split? 
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slate.com/id/2162656/. See also Edward P. Joseph and Michael E. O’Hanlon, The 
Case for Soft Partition in Iraq (Washington, D.C.: Analysis Paper, The Brookings Insti-
tution, June 2007), and David Brooks, “The Road to Partition,” New York Times, Sep-
tember 11, 2007. For a fanciful remaking and (re-) partitioning of the entire Middle 
East, see Jeffrey Goldberg, “After Iraq: A Report from the New Middle East—and a 
Glimpse of Its Possible Future,” The Atlantic 301 (1) (2008).

5.  Thomas L. Friedman, “Watch the Sunni Tribes,” New York Times, August 29, 
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7.  See Brendan O’Leary, “Debating Partition.”
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13.  James A. Baker, III, Lee H. Hamilton, Lawrence S. Eagleburger, Vernon E. 
Jordan Jr., Edwin Meese III, Sandra Day O’Connor, Leon E. Panetta, William J. 
Perry, Charles S. Robb, and Alan K. Simpson, The Iraq Study Group Report: The Way 
Forward—A New Approach (New York: Vintage, 2006): 39.

14.  I leave aside consideration of the disputes between Arab-majority governor-
ates in the South because they are unlikely to lead to major violence; they are not 
considered to involve major natural resource questions; and they can be decoupled 
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18.  In the plains of Ninevah province there are Christian villages to the East of 
Mosul that are trying to establish an autonomous entity. Though the idea has some 
support from Kurds (who would accept its affiliation with the KRG), it is not clear 
how borders could be drawn to generate a Christian majority entity.

19.  The Turkomen, who speak old Ottoman Turkish (unintelligible to the 
Turks of Turkey) and who write in “administrative Ottoman,” have origins that 
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20.  The first translation, by the Associated Press, rendered Article 140 in slightly 
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of the requirements of Article (58) of the Transitional Administration Law for the 
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other disputed areas to determine the will of the people) in a period no longer 
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obligating Kurds and Turkomen to define themselves as Arabs, a policy of coercive 
assimilation, illegal under Iraqi law, and a violation of the International Covenant 
of Civil and Political Rights (1966), of which Iraq was a signatory.

22.  Law of Administration for the State of Iraq for the Transitional Period (Transitional 
Law 040308), reprinted in The Future of Kurdistan in Iraq, ed. Brendan O’Leary, John 
McGarry, and Khaled Salih (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 
315–40.

23.  ”Kurdistan President Visits Kirkuk,” Kurdish Globe, August 14, 2008.
24.  See “Professor Brendan O’Leary Interviews Prime Minister Nechirvan Bar-

zani,” in Brendan O’Leary, ed., The Kurdistan Region: Invest in the Future (Washing-
ton, D.C., and London: Newsdesk Publications, 2008), 46–49.

25.  Cited in Sumedha Senanayake, “Iraq: Kirkuk Referendum Likely to Be De-
layed,” September 12, 2007, Radio Free Europe, Radio Free Liberty.

26.  The most reasonable reading of Article 140(2) is that the extension of au-
thority to the federal government—handed on from the transitional government—
is both time-limited and mandate-limited. Its authority continues only “provided 
that” it is fulfilling its obligations. It is mandate-limited because it is required only 
to rectify injustices according to the provisions in Article 58. There is therefore, in 
my view, no constitutional impediment to other executive authorities in Iraq acting 
to fulfill the provisions of Article 140, provided they respect the mandate to rectify 
the relevant injustices and all other provisions of Iraq’s Constitution. They could 
plead necessity.

27.  I spoke with them at a conference on the subject in Washington, D.C., in 
June 2008, held at the International Relations Room in the Rayburn Building of 
the U.S. Congress.
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Chapter 8

1.  Arshak Safrastian, Kurds and Kurdistan (The Hague: Mouton & Co, 1948), 97(a).
2.  Another translation has this pamphlet as “God should have abstained from 

creating three things: Persians, Jews and Flies”; Ala Bashir, The Insider: Trapped in 
Saddam’s Brutal Regime (London: Abacus, 2005), 285.

3.  I borrow the heading for this section from Michael Gunter, “Turkey’s New 
Neighbor, Kurdistan,” in The Future of Kurdistan in Iraq, ed. Brendan O’Leary, John 
McGarry, and Khaled Salih (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 
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lemma (Boulder, Colo: Westview Press, 1990); Kemal Kirisci and Gareth M. Winrow, 
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Frank Cass, 1997); Robert W. Olson, The Emergence of Kurdish Nationalism and the 
Sheikh Said Rebellion 1880–1925 (Austin: University of Texas, 1989); The Kurdish Na-
tionalist Movement in the 1990s: Its Impact on Turkey and the Middle East (Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1996); and The Kurdish Question and Turkish-Iranian Re-
lations: From World War I to 1998 (Costa Mesa, Calif.: Mazda Press, 1998). Robert Ol-
son’s epigraph to the last cited of these studies reads, “To the Kurdish peoples: may 
they live when their existence is no longer defined as a ‘question’ or a ‘problem’.” 
These are my sentiments, too. I have also drawn on the works of David McDowall, 
notably his A Modern History of the Kurds, and the superb wisdom of physicist turned 
anthropologist and Kurdologist Martin van Bruinessen, notably his Agha, Shaikh and 
State: The Social and Political Structure of Kurdistan (London: Zed Books, 1992); “Mul-
tiple Shifting Identities: The Kurds, Turkey, and Europe,” Paper read at Conference 
on Redefining the Nation, State and the Citizen, March 28–29, 1996, Marmara Uni-
versity, Istanbul, Turkey; and “Kurds, States and Tribes,” in Tribes and Power: Nation-
alism and Ethnicity in the Middle East, ed. Faleh Jabar and Hosham Dawod (London: 
Saqi, 2003), 165–84. The sources upon which I have relied for the PKK are listed in 
note 28 of Chapter 5.

4.  Hakan Ozoglu, “Will Turkey Seize Northern Iraq?” History News Network (2006), 
http://hnn.us/articles/32032.html. The writer is the author of an interesting essay 
entitled “‘Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables in the Late Ottoman–Early Republi-
can Era,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 33 (2001): 383–409, but shows 
characteristic Turkish reserve in acknowledging the depth of Kurdish nationalism.

5.  For a memoir of one of the British policymakers who determined facts on the 
ground see Cecil J. Edmonds, Kurds, Turks and Arabs: Politics, Travel and Research in 
North-Eastern Iraq, 1919–1925 (London: Oxford University Press, 1957), especially 
Part 4, “The Mosul Commission.”

6.  Kemal Atatürk mobilized the defeated young Turks after the Ottoman defeat 
in World War 1, and rebuilt Turkey as a secular ethnic Turkish state. But in the ini-
tial stages of the fight against the Greeks, the Armenians, and the European em-
pires he mobilized Kurdish notables behind a neo-Ottoman platform. But once the 
Kurds had outlived their usefulness they were subjected to the coercive assimila-
tionist rigors of Turkish nation-building—eventually being designated as “mountain 
Turks” in an infamous public lie (as if the Kurds had forgotten their true ethnic-
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ity amid mountain airs). For a sympathetic treatment of Kemalism, see Ernest Gell-
ner’s “Kemalism,” in Encounters with Nationalism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1994), 
81–91. On this subject I do not share my Ph.D. examiner’s evaluation.

7.  After Atatürk reconstructed Turkey out of its Ottoman core, Turkey resem-
bled a rectangle built around Anatolia—an apparently natural shape which en-
abled many Turks to forget that Atatürk had once hoped to incorporate the Mosul 
vilayat that the British successfully absorbed into Iraq. See Ümit Cizre, “Turkey’s 
Kurdish Problem: Borders, Identity and Hegemony,” in Right-Sizing the State: The Pol-
itics of Moving Borders, ed. Brendan O’Leary, Ian S. Lustick, and Thomas M. Callaghy 
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10.  See Michael Gunter, “Turkey’s New Neighbor, Kurdistan,” in The Future of 
Kurdistan in Iraq, ed. O’Leary, McGarry, and Salih, 219–34.

11.  See Robert W. Olson, Turkish-Kurdish Relations: A Year of Significant Devel-
opments,” Insight Turkey 10 (3) (2008): 23–51.

12.  For impressive documentation of the longstanding debates within Islam in 
which both modernist and fundamentalist positions have been taken, see Mansoor 
Moaddel, Islamic Modernism, Nationalism and Fundamentalism: Episode and Discourse 
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