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     We spent year after year after year watching

Thunderous, lightning clouds with no rain

And winds like storms which neither pass as a storm

Nor lie quiet—we sleep and wake up in fear of them.

     Badr Shakir al-Sayyab, “The Song of Rain,” 1960 (Translated by Issa Boullata)

    

   



    
     
      Preface
     

    

    
     
      
       T
      hose nineteen young Arabs who assaulted America on the morning of 9/11 had come into their own after the disappointments of modern Arab history. They were not exactly traditional men: they were the issue, the children, of disappointment and of the tearing asunder of modern Arab history. They were city people, newly urbanized, half educated. They had filled the faith with their anxieties and a belligerent piety. They hated the West but were drawn to its magnetic force and felt the power of its attraction; they sharpened their “tradition,” but it could no longer contain their lives or truly answer their needs. I had set out to write a long narrative of these pitiless young men—and the culture that had given rise to them. But the Iraq war, “embedded” in this cruel history, was to overtake the writing I was doing.

     A war fated and “written,” maktoob, as the Arabs would say, this Iraq war turned out to be. For the full length of a decade, in the 1990s, the anti-American subversion—and the incitement feeding it—knew no respite. Appeasement had not worked. The “moderns,” with Bill Clinton as their standard-bearer, had been sure we would be delivered by the marketplace and the spread of the World Wide Web. History had mocked them, and us all. In Kabul, and then in Baghdad, America had taken up sword against these troubles.

     “The justice of a cause is not a promise of its success,” Leon Wieseltier wrote in the pages of The New Republic, in a reassessment of the Iraq war. For growing numbers of Americans, the prospects for “success” in Iraq look uncertain at best. Before success, though, some words about the justice of this war. Let me be forthright about the view that runs through these pages. For me this was a legitimate and, at the beginning, a popular war that issued out of a deep American frustration with the “road rage” of the Arab world and with the culture of terrorism that had put down roots in Arab lands. It was not an isolated band of misguided young men who came America’s way on 9/11. They emerged out of the Arab world’s dominant culture and malignancies. There were the financiers who subsidized the terrorism. There were the intellectuals who winked at the terrorism and justified it. There were the preachers—from Arabia to Amsterdam and Finsbury Park—who gave it religious sanction and cover. And there were the Arab rulers whose authoritarian orders produced the terrorism and who looked away from it so long as it targeted foreign shores.

     Afghanistan was the setting for the first battle against Arab radicalism. That desperate, impoverished land had been hijacked, rented if you will, by the Arab jihadists and their masters and financiers. Iraq followed: America wanted to get closer to the source of the troubles in the Arab world. It wasn’t democracy that was at stake in Iraq. It was something more limited but important and achievable in its own way: a state less lethal to its own people and to the lands and peoples around it. Iraq’s political culture had been poisoned by a crude theory of race and a racialist Arabism that had wrecked and unsettled Arab and Muslim life in the 1980s and 1990s. The Tikriti rulers had ignited a Sunni-Shia war within and over Islam. They had given Arabs a cruel view of history—iron and fire and bigotry. They had, for all practical purposes, cut off the Arab world from the possibility of a decent, modern life.

     It is easy to say that the expedition in Iraq is the product of American innocence. And it is easy to see that the American regent, L. Paul Bremer, didn’t find his way to the deep recesses of Iraqi culture. Sure enough, it has proven virtually impossible to convince the people of Fallujah to take to more peaceful ways. It is painfully obvious that at the Abu Ghraib prison some of America’s soldiers and military police and reservists broke the codes of war and of military justice. But there can be no doubting the nobility of the effort, for Abu Ghraib isn’t the U.S. war. With support for the war hanging in the balance, Abu Ghraib has been an unmitigated disaster. But for all the terribleness of Abu Ghraib and its stain, this war has not been some “rogue operation” willed by the White House and by the Department of Defense. It isn’t Paul Wolfowitz’s war. It has been a war waged with congressional authorization and fought in the shadow of a terrible calamity visited upon America on 9/11. Sure enough, the United States didn’t have the support of Kofi Annan or of Jacques Chirac. But Americans can be forgiven a touch of raw pride: the American rescue of Bosnia, in 1995, didn’t have the approval of Boutros Boutros-Ghali (or of the head of his peacekeeping operations at the time, the same Kofi Annan) or of François Mitterrand either.

     My sense of Iraq, and of the U.S. expedition, is indelibly marked by the images and thoughts that came to me on six trips that I made to that country in the aftermath of the destruction of the regime of Saddam Hussein. A sense of America’s power alternated with thoughts of its solitude and isolation in an alien world. The armies and machines—and earnestness—of a great foreign power against the background of a big, impenetrable region: America could awe the people of the Arab-Muslim world, and that region could outwit and outwait American power. The foreign power could repair the infrastructure of Iraq, and the insurgents could wreck it. America could “stand up” and train civil defense and police units, and they could disappear just when needed. In its desire to redeem its work, America could entertain for Iraqis hopes of a decent political culture, and the enemies of this project could fall back on a bigotry sharpened for combat and intolerance. Beyond the prison of the old despotism, the Iraqis have found the hazards and uncertainties—and promise—of freedom. An old order of dominion and primacy was shattered in Iraq. The rage against this American war, in Iraq itself and in the wider Arab world, was the anger of a culture that America had given power to the Shia stepchildren of the Arab world—and to the Kurds. This proud sense of violation stretched from the embittered towns of the Sunni Triangle in western Iraq to the chat rooms of Arabia and to jihadists as far away from Iraq as North Africa and the Muslim enclaves of Western Europe.

     In the way of people familiar with modern canons of expression—of things that can and cannot be said—the Arab elites were not about to own up in public to the real source of their animus toward this American project. The great Arab silence that greeted the terrors inflicted on Iraq by the brigades of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi gave away the wider Arab unease with the rise of the Shia in Iraq. For nearly three years, that Jordanian-born terrorist brought death and ruin to Iraq. There was barely concealed admiration for him in his native land and in Arab countries beyond. Jordan, in particular, showed remarkable sympathy for deeds of terror masquerading as Islamic acts. In one Pew survey, in the summer of 2005, 57 percent of Jordanians expressed support for suicide bombings and attacks on civilians. It was only when the chickens came home to roost and Zarqawi’s pitiless warriors struck three hotels in Amman on November 9, 2005, killing sixty people, that Jordanians drew back in horror. In one survey, conducted a week after these attacks by a public opinion firm, Ipsos Jordan, 94 percent of the people surveyed now said that Al Qaeda’s activities were detrimental to the interests of Arabs and Muslims; nearly three out of four Jordanians said that they had not expected “at all” such terrorist attacks in Jordan. Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s own tribe now disowned him and broke ties with him. He had “shamed” them at home and placed in jeopardy their access to the state and its patronage. But even as they mourned their loss, the old habits persisted. “Zionist terror in Palestine = American terror in Iraq = Terror in Amman,” read a banner held aloft by the leaders of the Engineers’ Syndicate of Jordan who had come together to protest the hotel bombings. A country with this kind of political culture is in need of repair; the bureaucratic-military elite who run this realm have their work cut out for them. The Iraqi Shia were staking a claim to their country in the face of a stubborn Arab refusal to admit the sectarian bias at the heart of modern Arab life.

     It would have been heady and right had Iraqis brought about their own liberty, had they demolished the prisons and the statues on their own. And it would have been easier and more comforting had America not redeemed their liberty with such heartbreaking American losses. There might have been greater American support for the war had the Iraqis not been too proud to admit that they needed the stranger’s gift and had the United States come to a decent relationship with them. But the harvest of the war has been what it has been. In Kurdistan, Anglo-American power has provided protection to a people who have made good use of this new order. There is no excessive or contrived religious zeal in Kurdistan, and the nationalism that blows there seems free of chauvinism and delirium. There’s a fight for the city of Kirkuk, where the Kurds will have to show greater restraint in the face of competing claims by the Turkomans, and by the Arabs who were pushed into Kirkuk by the old regime. But on balance Kurdistan shows that terrible histories can be remade. In the rest of the country, America rolled history’s dice. There is a view that sees Shia theocracy stalking this new Iraq, but this view, as these pages will make clear, is not mine. Iraq may not provide the Pax Americana with a base of power in the Persian Gulf that some architects and proponents of the war hoped for. America can live without that strategic gain. It is the Iraqis who will need the saving graces of moderate politics.

     I am keenly aware that for many Baghdad was not the right return address for a war against terror. But the Iraq war inexorably unfolded out of the American reading of the Arab-Muslim world in the aftermath of 9/11. Three years after these attacks, there would settle upon America doubts about the wisdom and the urgency of the war. In the autumn of 2004, the chief U.S. arms inspector for Iraq, Charles A. Duelfer, came forth with a definitive report that confirmed that Saddam Hussein had possessed no stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction and no active weapons programs. In January 2005, Duelfer’s Iraq Survey Group officially folded up its work. The pursuit of a menacing dictator had shifted: Saddam was now a pathetic figure, a delusional man idling his time away writing bad novels and reading Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea. But this was hindsight and bore no resemblance to the fears that played upon Americans when the decision to go to war had been made.

     Much has been said about the “Bush Doctrine” of preemptive war. But after Iraq, caution will be the animating principle of American conduct abroad. Iraq put on display the things that military power can and cannot do. The expedition unnerved Syria and Iran, to be sure. But the Pax Americana now shared borders with these two regimes, as it were. The dictators in the Arab-Muslim world could now rest easier. The Syrian dictator was not about to be chased into a spider hole, deep into the Alawite strongholds in the mountains. And the Iranian theocracy was not going to be sacked by soldiers from West Virginia and Indiana and Vermont. The Iranians would have to secure their own liberty; Americans now knew better than to provide it to strangers sure to second-guess on the morning after.

     An officer in the Marine Corps, Colonel Stephen Ganyard (a former student of mine), trying to speak to my anxieties about this war, offered a soldier’s consolation—the clarifying power of time and of patience. “Tell me in twenty years,” he wrote, “how this war will have turned out, for it will take that long for it to reveal its full harvest.” We judge quicker. Without the soldiers’ mission, without their poise, we ride the roller coaster of a war whose justice and heartbreak alternate in endless succession. Nowadays you dread the Department of Defense releases of the mounting number of those predominantly young men lost in the “Iraq theater of operations.” Nowadays you look away in hurt from the crawl at the bottom of the TV screen bringing news of another roadside bomb and another American fatality. There was a stirring Iraqi election on December 15, 2005—the third in eleven months—and eleven million Iraqis cast their ballots. But on that day the Department of Defense’s tally of American service members killed in Iraq reached 2,142. It hasn’t been easy and it hasn’t been cheap, this new military campaign brought about by the coming apart of an Arab-Muslim world unwilling to deal with its despotisms and purveyors of terrorism. It would be a consolation were we to think that, after Kabul and Baghdad, there would be repose and an end to vigilance. But we should know the burning grounds of the Arab-Muslim world better by now. And one can be forgiven the premonition that this isn’t the end of the matter.

      

     In a work of penetrating insight, al-Iraq al-Amriki (American Iraq), a highly respected Iraqi intellectual and diplomat, Hassan al-Alawi, observes that it is proper to speak of an American Iraq as one does of a Sumerian, a Babylonian, an Abbasid, an Ottoman, and then a British Iraq. The time of the Americans, he notes, is destined to be exceedingly short but of great impact. Where British Iraq was Sunni, American Iraq can be said to be Shia. During the time of British primacy, the Sunnis were shrewd and accepted the logic of power, and of defeat; they got a homeland, a political kingdom, embassies, and official positions, while the Shia were left with the legend of the resistance to British rule and the “rusty, old rifles” of the Marsh Arabs. Iraq could have done better for itself, Alawi writes, had it accepted American power, had it turned away from violence and from rebellion. The Shia have not been as brilliant and cunning in the time of the Americans as the Sunnis were under British rule and tutelage, he adds. But a beginning has been made, and the old order has been shattered for good.

     Alawi—himself a Shia, and a “soft” Baathist who broke away from the regime in 1979 to join the opposition to Saddam’s rule—sees this American era as a time of transition. There is an “explosion of freedoms” in today’s Iraq, the pent-up energy of a people long repressed. It is too early to see in this time of transition genuine political parties and adherence to the law. That kind of transformation will require a confident middle class that will carry the banner of freedom under the law. It will not be easy, Alawi says, to bring about this kind of historical shift, and it will be immensely important for the Shia to go beyond the memory of those “martyred” by the old regime, beyond the partisanship of the established Shia movements keen to consolidate their hold on power. These Shia movements bear the burden of their birth outside the soil of Iraq: they were formed in exile and have functioned away from the land of Iraq for more than a quarter-century. “I am a Shia,” he forthrightly says, “and the Shia state that forms political parties is Iran and I will never be with Iran.” A new Iraq would draw on the rich Shia heritage, but that heritage itself will have to come to terms with both the specificity of Iraq and its pluralism.

     The future of this Iraq will have to be “federal and democratic,” for no force can bring back the old order. For their part, the Sunni Arabs, with the skills of authority and administration given them by a long history of rule, will have to break with the Sunni jihadists from Arab lands who have come to Iraq armed with a warrant to kill the Shia “apostates.” In a clever turn of phrase, Alawi writes that the Sunni jihadists, Zarqawi among them, have their gaze fixed on the “green fields of paradise,” while the Sunni leaders of Iraq are focused on the Green Zone, the headquarters of the American regency. The Shia could help bring about the break of Iraq’s Sunni Arabs from the wider currents of Arab jihadism were they to accept a role for the Sunnis of Iraq disproportionate to their numbers. This is a bow to the logic of necessity and of realism.

     A federal, democratic Iraq will have to accept the uniqueness of Kurdistan and the historical conditions that have forced the Kurds into a country they did not want in the first place. No one would have wanted the Kurds in Iraq had they been Shia, Alawi writes. They were pressed into this country to balance the demographic weight of the Shia. The Arabs of Iraq will have to concede that the Kurds, though Muslims, have never been Arabized. A prudent country would do its best to understand why the Kurds have never taken to the Iraqi flag; a prudent country would add to its flag the yellow color of Kurdistan. And a country keen to succeed would not expect the Kurds to accept a nation that slights their rights and their history. In the cruel play of the region’s history, the Kurds have been the sacrificial lamb at the altar of Kemalist Turkey, Pahlavi Iran, and the Iraq of the monarchy. Now the Kurds are done with that history of subjugation, and the attempt to Arabize their region has resulted in failure. There are “extremists” among the Kurds, Alawi warns, and their map will have to yield to the logic of things, for American power—which sheltered the Kurds—is sure to distance itself from a bid for a Greater Kurdistan. This new world can’t bear “frightening maps,” and a reasonable Iraqi polity that comes to terms with these realities will have America as a “guarantor” of its place in the region against the ambitions of Turkey, and of Iran.

     Hassan al-Alawi has given his country the gift of clarity. He has given the American project in his country its due. He is wistful, but resigned, that his country has not followed the lead of Germany and Japan in the aftermath of the Second World War—accepting America’s stewardship and making the best of it. And he is unerringly accurate that the Americans are not in Iraq for the long haul. Three years after America struck into Iraq, there would be new limits on the scale of the American commitment. The budget request for fiscal 2007 included no new reconstruction funds for Iraq. The three-year $18.4 billion U.S. rebuilding effort had a mixed record: there had been corruption, contractor overcharges, and the burden of a virtually impossible security situation. And an audit of contracts that the United States had undertaken with $5.8 billion of Iraqi money was to expose a pattern of widespread waste and unfinished work. The accent now was on Iraq’s ability to fend for itself. Fatigue and disillusionment with the corruption rampant in Iraq and with the virulence of the insurgency had done their damage. And over the horizon loomed new limits on the size of the American force in Iraq. The Iraqis would have to secure their own defense; no one had intended for this American expedition to “own” and claim Iraq.

     As March 2006 came, the Iraq war acquired another marker, its third anniversary. It was hard to recall, amid the retrospects, that this war, now practically an orphan in the court of public opinion, was once a popular war. Seventy-seven percent of Americans surveyed in January 2003 had favored military action to remove Saddam Hussein. Now a minority of just 29 percent thought the war in Iraq was worth the cost. Revisionism had taken hold, as people abandoned what they had once written and advocated.

     This wasn’t the war they had signed up for, some of the new opponents of the war asserted. Recent American military interventions had been forgiving. There had been those interventions in the Persian Gulf in 1991, Bosnia in 1995, Kosovo in 1999, and there had been that swift campaign against the Taliban launched in the shadow of 9/11. These were virtual wars, affairs of technological mastery. (A lone suicide bomber, a boy in a Mercedes truck loaded with TNT, in Beirut, had inflicted more fatalities upon American forces on October 23, 1983, when he attacked the marine barracks on the outskirts of that city than had the army of Saddam Hussein in 1991.) This new campaign in Iraq was different. It was the war after the war that was to frustrate American will. And it was not just the insurgency and the combat. A foreign power good at releasing communities from the burden of the past, and from the limits and confines of narrow identity, found itself deep in the thicket of a culture defined by sectarian loyalties. An innately optimistic America had struck into a land steeped in a history of sorrow. In Baghdad, a thoughtful man of the Iraqi political class, Zuhair Chalabi, the minister of human rights—and a Sunni Arab from Mosul at that—assured me some weeks before this somber third anniversary that his country felt deep appreciation for this American war, but he cautioned that it would take time for this gratitude to come to the surface. The time left for this expedition would be determined the only way it could be in a democratic society—by popular tolerance and support. The custodians of American power were under great pressure to force history’s pace.
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      On the Abandoned Lover’s Bridge: The Sorrow of Mussayib
     

    

    
     
      
       I
       went to Mussayib, on the Euphrates, some forty miles south of Baghdad, two days after a terrorist had driven a fuel truck to the town square and detonated himself next to the cistern of the truck, killing nearly one hundred people in this Shia farming town. This was mid-July, in the summer of 2005; on my way to Iraq, I had read about Mussayib’s calamity in a dispatch in the Jordan Times. In the article I read that fifty-nine of Mussayib’s people had perished, that the terrorist had struck in the evening as people had come out of their homes to catch a break from the day’s heat. By the time I got to Mussayib, the death toll had risen, and the town looked like the movie set for a scene of utter mayhem. There was soot everywhere, puddles of fuel and blood, and the hulk of burnt cars and the cistern of the fuel truck that had done the terrible damage. There were the black funeral banners of the Shia faith with the names of the victims. Overlooking the square, the balconies were charred and covered with soot. The flames had been horrific, more deadly than the shrapnel. Mothers had thrown infants from the balconies to escape the flames.

     I had come to Mussayib with the deputy prime minister of the Iraqi government, Ahmad Chalabi. Our convoy had driven through the “triangle of death,” a notorious stretch of land south of Baghdad, where the insurgents from the restive Anbar province routinely ambush passengers on the way to the Shia south and plant roadside bombs that target American convoys. Ahmad Chalabi knew the risks of this road: four of his bodyguards had been killed on it some months earlier. We came in a heavily guarded convoy, a fleet of Land Cruisers. After the main highway the road to Mussayib was paved in fits and starts. This had not been a place favored by the Baathist regime; with a touch of irony, Chalabi said that this must have been the way the countryside looked during Babylon, and perhaps it was even better then. No great history had played here. Hitherto, the town had been known for a timeless song about the abandoned lover lamenting his fate on the bridge to Mussayib. The song was in part a play on words, for the word mussayib itself meant an abandoned place, and the jilted lover was made to weep for himself on the “bridge of abandonment.” In the lyrics, a male lover laments his fate: “After you my eyes know no sleep/In the book of fate it is written that after you my soul is parched/I stay awake, I watch the stars and wonder why my beloved never comes/I befriend the night and my worries come and my soul withers.” The song’s most accessible line, “ala Jisr al-Mussayib Sayyaboni (on the bridge of abandonment they abandoned me),” had been this town’s claim to fame. Now an unknown man in a fuel truck had given Mussayib a new kind of recognition.

     No one knew the identity of the assailant. He had left no will or testament. He may have been a man of Saudi Arabia, for the Saudi border was nearby; he could have come from Arab countries further afield, for the neighboring Anbar province provided sanctuary and support for jihadists eager to kill and be killed in a campaign against Shia “heretics” and against the Americans who had made possible the Shia rise out of subjugation. (It is an article of faith in Iraq that suicide operations are the preserve of the Arab jihadists, that the local insurgents rarely if ever commit suicide.)

     Ahmad Chalabi had come to console this town. Though a man of Baghdad, he knew this world of the Middle Euphrates, shared the Shia faith of its population. One of the towns in the badlands of the triangle of death, Latifiyya, had been a childhood haunt of his, the location of a vast agricultural estate owned by his father. There had been endless grief in Iraq, and these stoic people were glad for the visit, oddly grateful that their sorrow had been noticed by a big man of the Baghdad government. Trailed by a phalanx of bodyguards and aides, as well as local officials and policemen, he came to the hospital, where the spectacle was one of unmitigated misery, the smell of the dead unmistakable through its wards. There were rows of people being treated for burns, and there were victims of shrapnel. A young Arab-American reporter for Knight Ridder, who, like me, had been given a ride to Mussayib, read my mind: she had been here two years and had seen suffering before and told me that these patients here at least had bedsheets and that in other places the burn victims had to lie on sheets of plastic. Chalabi made the rounds, and there was a discreet and quick visit to the women’s ward; the visiting politician asked his entourage to stay outside that ward.

     In the wards I walked through, every patient had his tale of grief. A young bearded man on his cot, heavily bandaged, Sattar Hamza, said that he had lost his brother, and that the body had not been found and identified, for many had been incinerated beyond recognition by the flames. Another man, Imad Abdulamir Ibrahim, said that he lost eleven members of his extended family. It was a strain for him to talk, and you could tell that he was a proud man, that he was uncomfortable with the prying eyes, and with the physical exposure of much of his body. A woman clad in black sat by her brother’s bed and wept for a nephew she had lost. “Find us a way out of this,” another wounded man pleaded with the visiting politician. Chalabi had no wand with which he could ward off the terror; the man pleading for a way out must have known that. Still, the plea was made, and this official visit was all this town had.

     “Our blood is halal,” permissible and cheap, “because we are Shia; we are singled out for this violence,” said an agitated man who had pushed his way to the front of a crowd that had followed Chalabi to the police headquarters. A young Shia cleric with a white turban, Muqdad Kazim al-Janabi (his tribe has Sunni and Shia “branches”; he came from the “good Janabis,” a policeman standing next to me said) laid out the grief and the needs of this town. With a cleric’s command of the language, he said that he represented the office of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani of Najaf. “Mussayib desperately needs fire trucks and hoses and an emergency service. We could have saved a large number of victims, at least eased the suffering of the wounded.” He wanted “respect” from the police, a change in their ways, an acknowledgment of the abuses of the old order. But even this cleric knew the limitations of the army and police units: they were heavily infiltrated by the insurgents; they turned a blind eye to the perpetrators of terror, supplied intelligence to the insurgency. They were outgunned in this swath of the country, the forces of order. The insurgents had better cars, better weapons, the chief of police ruefully conceded. He spoke of a town not so far from here, a Sunni town, Kafr al-Sakhr, as a place where the insurgents and the jihadists plot their deeds of terror, a place that aids and abets this terrible work. The forces of order could not cope with this terror: their own ranks had been among the victims of the terror.

     We left the town by the bridge with the famed name. Down below, the Euphrates flowed, wide and full by this town, offering a contrast of its own to the grief of Mussayib. And by the foot of the bridge, I caught a glimpse of a solitary man standing there casting his reel into the water.

     Before returning to Baghdad, the convoy drove to a power plant nearby: it was under construction; a big Texas firm with the initials STIS was building this plant. It was “state of the art,” nothing like it even in the United States, the chief technician, Carl Bloomfield, told us with the drawl and manner of the rural South. He had been here for four months, he said. He planned no vacations; there would be more months to come. He had done this kind of work in other Third World lands, and this place “is as dangerous as they come.” When it kicks in, he said, this plant will give a big boost to the country’s electricity grid. The solitude and desolation were overwhelming. We had found the power plant at the end of a side road of gravel and dust. Bloomfield and his technicians were not the only Americans on the premises. There was a military contingent of the 155th Separate Armored Brigade. There were Iraqi soldiers as well, sandbags and heavy fortifications all around, and there were the signature American trailers behind the barricades. We might have been the first visitors in a long time; the young army captains who received us were glad for the visit, and for the interruption of the routine. I could not help feeling a touch of melancholy, thinking of these young Americans away from everything familiar to them. I knew that this was the life they had chosen, but I could not shake off the feeling of sadness that came upon me. They were unfailingly polite and curious. They had seen and heard the explosion in Mussayib and spoke of this region and its people with tenderness and pity. Many of their workers hailed from the devastated town: the soldiers did not yet know how many of them were killed, what became of their families, and how many would turn up for work after the obligatory period of mourning.

     The technicians from Texas and the American soldiers were walk-ons in a battle as old as this landscape. In one of the trailers, there was a billboard, in Arabic, meant to instill hope in the Iraqi soldiers. Its words mourned for the “martyrs of Mussayib” but proclaimed that terror was a sign of weakness, that its perpetrators had already lost the battle for the new Iraq. Doubtless, in villages and towns not so far from here, beyond the stretch of desert and the palm groves, there were men in safe houses biding their time, possessed of an entirely different reading of this battle for Iraq.

      

     A fortnight later I traveled the same road southward out of Baghdad. I was going to the Shia holy city of Najaf. I was to get an audience with the reclusive Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani. Ahmad Chalabi was to see him and I was to come along. I did not quarrel with that piece of fortune, and the pessimist in me assumed that the arrangement might fall through. I was content that in the worst of cases I would see Najaf and get a reprieve from Baghdad’s confinement.

     Nowadays Baghdad is a sore to the eye, a place of cement barriers and barricades. Nothing relieves the senses here. The discarded junk and machinery and abandoned weapons of the old regime add to the desolation. A traveler taking the road southward is treated to the unsentimental logic of the Baathist regime. The approaches in and out of the city were places that Saddam Hussein had been careful to control. By the side of the road there were towns and housing settlements for his praetorian guard and for the men of his regime. The Saddam regime would have lasted a thousand years had the Americans not come in and decapitated it. The system of control had left nothing to chance: the capital was like a city under siege. And the drive past these suburban outposts is a drive through a hostile land. Some of the housing gave away the alienation of the regime, its separateness from the land: in a country with precious little stone, where houses are made of brick, there were ostentatious houses of stone, obscene against the background.

     After the triangle of death, and the stark desert road, we drove deeper into the Middle Euphrates. Now the landscape altered; this was historic Babylon. After Baghdad, this landscape was a gift. We drove past rice paddies and groves of palm trees, and the earth grew gentler. There were kilns for firing the mud into bricks—an inheritance that no doubt dated back to the Sumerians. And there were houses of great simplicity with gardens pleasing to the eye, and thatched huts where fruits and vegetables and cans of soda were sold. The old tyranny had given this people precious little; one of Saddam’s big palaces stood there, large and mute, out of place in the land.

     Before long, after the bustling town of Hilla, we arrived in Kufa. We were now in the cradle of Shiism. It was in this town, in its very mosque standing there like a buttressed fortress, that the first of the revered twelve imams of the Shia, Imam Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, had been assassinated in AD 661. It was to this place that his son, Imam Hussein, was traveling, at the invitation of its people, when he was abandoned and cut off at the plains of Karbala, and where he was beheaded in the year 680. The chroniclers of early Islam assign a big role to this city in the spread, and early political troubles, of Islam. It was from this place, for all practical purposes a garrison town of the Arabs, that much of the conquest of Persia was launched. This had been a volatile town, its rivalry with Damascus in the first century of Islam a centerpiece of the fight between orthodox Islam and the partisans (the literal meaning of the word shia) of Imam Ali and his successors. The imprint of Shiism was everywhere—in the black banners of mourning announcing the deaths and the deeds of the departed, in the graffiti on the walls denouncing the crimes of the Baath Party and proclaiming loyalty to the Shia movements. There was a martyr’s square and a place commemorating Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim, a political-clerical leader who had returned from a long exile in Iran to be struck down by a huge bomb in the summer of 2003. The portraits of Grand Ayatollah Sistani were everywhere, and so were sketches of the early saints of the Shia faith. Sunni Islam bans visual representation, but the Shia faith is altogether different. And by now, those figures of the seventh century are represented and known in a fashion that approximates photography. The faithful willed the features of these saintly men.

     The holy city of Najaf was not far; it was an extension of the sprawl of Kufa, and the golden dome of the Shrine of Ali could be seen glittering in the sun. A place of memory and faith, the holy city is associated with all sorts of legends. In one pretty story, one of Noah’s sons refused to board the Ark, choosing instead to stay atop a mountain that covered present-day Najaf. Then the mountain crumbled, drowning Noah’s son, and a river appeared. Eventually the river dried up, giving the city its name—najaf, or dry river. In a specifically Shia legend, after the assassination of Imam Ali in the mosque of Kufa, his body was loaded on a camel, and the believers agreed that he would be buried where the camel knelt down. The camel wandered into the desert, then rested on a little rise. And there the city of Najaf was born. History was to bring this city all the sanctity and all the heartbreak of Shiism.

     We drove to a simple lane in the souk. I was not prepared for the simplicity of Sistani’s house; it was a few steps removed from the shops, in the middle of an ordinary alleyway. A young cleric was waiting for us; with him were three or four younger men. There was nothing on the premises to announce the presence of the country’s most powerful man. A piece of white and blue batik hanging from a line was all that separated Sistani’s house from the street outside.

     Beyond the steps of the house, there were two adjacent rooms, one full of visitors, the other completely empty. We were met by Sistani’s principal aide, his son Muhammad Reda, forty-two years of age, a wiry man with stylish glasses. He wore no flowing abaya, but a tight-fitting black tunic, a white thoub, and the black turban of a sayyid; this was the attire of a young cleric at work, announcing a kind of serious simplicity. He greeted us warmly; he embraced me as though we had known each other for ages. I needed this comfort, for the sanctity of the town and the prospect of meeting the great figure of Iraqi Shiism had unsettled me. After we took off our shoes, Muhammad Reda led us to the empty room.

     The room itself was airy and spacious, painted in a soft white, with a high ceiling, an air conditioner humming overhead, and a white fan. There were no chairs or tables; Persian carpets covered the entire floor. I had grown up in and around houses that displayed Persian carpets, and these were of middling quality. On the floor, against the walls, there were two rows of cushions; the walls were stark, with no adornment save for a glass frame with a calligraphy that read, “Blessed are those who listen and from what they hear abide by that which is good.”

     Baghdad had come to Najaf; a politician from the highest reaches of the government had come to call on the jurist. Sistani’s son sat straight up on his knees facing us and spoke with candor of the state of affairs in the country. “We are disappointed in the performance of the government. We supported the emergence of this government, held out high hopes for it, told our people to support it. Now we can’t show our faces to the public, because we are so embarrassed by the condition of the country. This is an ordinary home; when the electricity is cut off from other homes, it is cut off from this house. There is no security in the country. The forces of order can’t be trusted, and the Americans will not let them defend the people and do their duties.” He found it “strange and inappropriate” that the members of the National Assembly had voted for themselves an allotment of $50,000 each at a time of “widespread need and misery.” He had no patience with those calling for an end to subsidies on the price of gasoline; “the people are in distress, and they won’t take to this measure.”

     Sistani’s son had delivered his father’s message. He had done it skillfully, but he had spoken as a friend of the deputy prime minister, and he warded off with no small subtlety Chalabi’s query whether he, Chalabi, should resign from the government. The son now left the room through a back door that led to his father’s private quarters. We were meant to wait. He had not said that we would be given an audience, but it was a safe assumption now that there would be a meeting with the ayatollah. I had been given this experience through no great effort of my own, and I was eager for it to come about.

     We were not to wait long—just long enough, it was obvious in retrospect, for the son to brief his father about his meeting with Chalabi. Sistani’s entrance was majestic and simple at the same time. Great, powerful men rarely if ever let us in on how they view themselves, but surely this man knew the reverence millions have for him. I had seen the photograph of Sistani available everywhere—the visage stern, perhaps unapproachable. In person, the face was entirely different, friendly and welcoming, the cheekbones and features recognizably Persian. Sistani is said to be in failing health, but I saw no evidence of that. He was a man of medium height, quite trim, and the white beard against the black abaya and turban added to his striking aura. He did not hold himself aloof. He embraced Chalabi, whom he knew quite well, and he greeted me in the same way. I was being received as a man of faith, my American nationality perhaps regarded as secondary to my birth to a Shia family. He then sat down in a corner on a cushion clearly marked for him. A silence settled on the room. He might have been praying, I thought, but there was not the murmur of prayer. It was a moment of privacy for him. He put his hands on his folded knees and welcomed us, thanked us for making the trip from Baghdad.

     When Sistani spoke, the voice was steady, the Arabic rigorous, and the words were carefully chosen. But I heard Persian intonations and a Persian way of pronouncing Arabic letters. The jurist had come to Arabic as a second language, a language of learning. His care with the language was that of an immensely learned man.

     Chalabi told the jurist of our visit to Mussayib, of the grief he had seen. The sorrow of Shiism was endless, the politician said, and it has been like this for a long time. He thought, he added, of a great book on the martyrdom of the Shia written in the tenth century by a celebrated author, Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani (899–966). That author had not been a Shia partisan; he had been moved by that deep Shia sorrow that persists to the present. The scholar in Sistani took the bait, but only slightly. He talked of that author and of the Shia inheritance. “But azizi, my dear, let us not talk of history. Let us talk of the present.” The country was in the throes of a decisive fight over a new constitution, and Sistani’s message to the man of the government was unambiguous. “I want you to do everything you can to bring our Sunni Arab brothers into the fold.” That community had stayed out of the national elections that had taken place nearly six months earlier, and the national balloting had not worked to its advantage. Sistani pressed for a change in the nation’s electoral laws to give the Sunni provinces a greater share of the national power. “You are the elected government; the people voted for you; they went to the polls under mortar rounds.” He spoke of this democracy with reverence; he would take no credit for that democratic opening, “for the credit belongs to the people.” He spoke with feeling of what the people had endured before the fall of the Baath dictatorship. “I myself was here for thirty-five years. I saw how the people were treated; I saw the abuse. It was not the life of human beings that they had lived. For myself, I want nothing. Azizi, my dear, I live in a rented house, and you know how I live. It is important to go on, to do all we can for this tormented country.” No, he did not seek the resignation of this government, he only wanted greater competence in the service of the Iraqis.

     I had no burning questions of my own. I had come for a sense of the man, not for an interview. I asked him about the terror at play in the world of Islam, of the use of religion in the service of a cult of violence; I added that there were many people in the Islamic world grateful for the mercy and the moderation he has continued to preach. He sidestepped the compliment and spoke about the terror. He listed recent deeds of terror with precision, in their sequence—deeds in Iraq, the transit bombings in London, the terror attacks in the Egyptian resort of Sharm al-Sheikh. He would provide no names of preachers who winked at the terror. But he hoped that the Islamic world would shake off this scourge. He returned to Iraq; he had faith, he said, in the good judgment and decency of the Iraqi people, in their desire to be done with the violence. I asked him if he had been surprised by the enthusiasm for democracy shown by the Iraqi people in their national elections. No, he said, it had not come as a surprise; they had yearned for it, and it was they who deserved the credit for that break with the terrible past.

     We took leave of Sistani and then bade his son farewell. Alleyways keep no secrets, and this was no ordinary alleyway: we came out to find a bank of microphones and television cameras waiting to report on the politician’s visit to the religious leader. Chalabi has mastered this art form: he had come, he said, to visit Sayyid Sistani, and to consult with him about the state of public affairs: it was natural to come to Najaf to seek Ayatollah Sistani’s advice and to brief him about the business of the government, and to seek his opinion. The politician was a secular man through and through, but there had been a profound change in Najaf’s fortunes, and these people crowded in this alleyway knew that. There had come reverence to the jurist; there would be no Baathist terror squads in the streets of the holy city. Sistani had confined himself to his residence for a number of years during the terror, not even setting foot in the shrine of Imam Ali, just across the street from his home. Now the secular rulers came to acknowledge the role of the clerical institution of Najaf in the governance of the land. A worldly politician with the best of Western education and a huge fleet of Land Cruisers and armed bodyguards had come to the door of the ascetic man of religion. By the strictures of the faith this was the way the world ought to be ordered. The jurist would not govern; the men of religion would “enjoin the good and forbid evil,” as the tradition had it. They would advise but keep a discreet distance from the rulers. In their turn, these rulers would not trample over the religious and moral scruples of the faith.

      

     “For fourteen centuries, no ruler has given us justice, but we have endured. Above all we are repelled by the shedding of blood, because our blood was shed for so long and by so many.” The man providing these reflections was Sayyid Muhammad Reda al-Ghurayfi, the influential overseer of the shrine of Imam Ali. We were inside the shrine, in the overseer’s private quarters. Ghurayfi was a widely published scholar, fifty-one years of age, short and portly with a gray beard, his brown abaya hanging indifferently over his shoulders. Where his mentor, Sistani, exuded calm and elegance, Ghurayfi communicated enormous joy and a love of storytelling.

     We had come to see Ghurayfi and to pay the shrine a respectful visit. The bodyguards with their weapons were to stay outside the main gate. The sun bounced off the white marble floors of the courtyard, and the place was bathed with light. It was a two-story structure with calligraphy on the arches of the balconies, and white and blue tiles. The place was not particularly large: the feeling was one of intimacy rather than awe. The effect was one of great serenity: an old woman clad in black huddled in a corner as children played about her. An old man found a place in the shade and sat there taking in the coming and going around him.

     The overseer’s private chambers had a touch of casual elegance. There was a huge sketch of Imam Ali; there were comfortable seats set in a rectangular arrangement against the walls, and the obligatory white fan overhead. Ghurayfi filled this room with his buoyancy; a book manuscript he was working on was piled up in front of him. There was to be no formality in this man’s presence. A group of young seminarians, devotees of Ghurayfi, added to the casualness of the atmosphere.

     Still, the history Ghurayfi gave us was the sorrowful Shia narrative. “The Shia of Imam Ali are born to suffering. We have to be in a constant state of agitation. This agitation made us what we are. We are born oppositionists.” A new power had come to the Shia, but Ghurayfi seemed averse to giving up the agitation. He was sure that the world would always deny the Shia; to him this agitation was precious, the scorching brand of the faith. He gave me his personal history—the adversity he recounted at odds with the joy of the man. “Go ahead, write it down,” he said as he saw my hesitation, caught as I was between the protocol of listening to him and the desire to put down in my notepad what he had to say. “I was born in 1954, in Baghdad, to a family from Najaf of Bahraini origins. My family has branches in all Arab countries. I am a son of this religious institution. I have been thoroughly immersed in it since I was six years old. I lived right here in this sacred place throughout the long years of oppression. I went nowhere else. Since childhood, I have distributed leaflets and scribbled graffiti on the walls. I have had no other passion save the life of this place.” He took pride in this personal history; he narrated it to the appreciation of the young seminarians, who clearly relished being in his presence and loved his mastery of the language, his knowledge of religious subjects and modern poetry alike.

     I threw him a predictable remark about the influence of Iran, in the form of a question about Iran’s weight in the affairs of the Shia of Iraq. The question was less weighty than his reflections, and he fielded it with an edge of impatience. “We have nothing to do with Iran. We share the same faith, but we are different. We don’t want Iran to rule us.” He beheld the world beyond Najaf with a sense of confident superiority. “Najaf is the sun, it transcends all, and all the other cities of the Shia world revolve around it, live off its illumination.” He did not like political Islamists, whether Shia or Sunni. He told me that an envoy had come to Najaf from Beirut on behalf of the leader of the Party of God, Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah. A breach had opened between the Party of God, with its virulent anti-Americanism, and the Shia clerical institution in Najaf; the Shia of Lebanon had not supported the coming of this new order in Iraq. “We told him to go back and to tell his leader that we are constantly praying for his undoing and his eternal damnation. We used to respect him as a resister to Israel’s occupation of his land; Najaf always stood with Lebanon. But we are through with the likes of Nasrallah.”

     Of Iraq, he spoke with cautious hope. “Nothing could be worse than what we have seen under the Baath. After 1991, the secret police had the run of our city. Their agents were everywhere. People of unknown origins turned up in our seminaries as seekers of religious knowledge. Turbans covered heads of people with black hearts and evil intentions. We preserved and purified this place. This country will have to be healed. I told Muhsin Abdul Hamid [a leader of a Sunni-based political party] that we are in the same boat, but that people on his side were busy puncturing this boat, and that we will all drown together if he didn’t do all he could to stop the subverters. These Sunnis are a people of power; they are accustomed and addicted to it. They will have to change to accept the new reality.”

     The conversation had lasted into prayer time. For me, this was a moment of delicacy. I am of the Shia faith, but I have never prayed, nor did I know the ritual washing that precedes the prayer. I was tempted to dissimulate, but I was spared. He read my hesitation, and he and the people in his entourage left for the prayer hall. On his return, he offered me the ritual invocation given to those who perform prayer, “Qiballah,” may God accept our prayers. “We have no compulsion in religion,” he said. “We ask only for discretion. If people want to sin, then do it in private. If people want to drink, let them do it without great noise. If a woman wants to unveil, let her assume the burden of her decision.”

     We had stayed long, but we were not to be released. He extended to us the rare honor of lunch on this sacred ground. He does not normally eat on the grounds of the shrine, he said, but this was a special occasion. A lunch was laid out on the carpet, on the other side of a low divide in the room, a simple fare of chicken and rice and watermelons and soft drinks. He had held us with his delivery; for me, it had been easy, the straight man providing promptings and openings for his pronouncements. Now he wanted me to display what I knew. He wanted to know what America “intended for Iraq.” I circled his question, told him that I was writing a book and that I myself was wondering about the same thing. I said that my sense was that the Bush administration wanted a release from Iraq’s burden. His response came as no surprise to me: he did not look with favor on the prospect of American withdrawal. I don’t have his exact words, for I had set my notepad aside for the lunch. But he phrased his sentiment artfully in the form of a question: Why should we assume, he said, that the American withdrawal would be a good thing? As a religious scholar, he would not trumpet support for an occupying power. But he was a shrewd man; he had been here—he had insisted on that—as his people and his sacred city suffered. In the course of this conversation, he would offer no diatribe against the Americans. He was full of curiosity about American society; he displayed a keen interest in the cultural fault line between the “red” and the “blue” states in the United States. He wanted to know where I had been on the morning of 9/11, and he spoke of that day with dread and with sympathy for the victims.

     It was time to depart: he handed me a white manila envelope in which he had put two of his books and some postcard-size photographs of the shrine. He gave me as well a slab of marble, wrapped in a green cloth—a sacred gift, a prayer stone. I carried the books back to Baghdad and brought them with me to New York City. I thought I would read the books to honor the author, to better understand him. The marble with the green cloth I left in Baghdad, on the dresser, in the place where I had been staying.

      

     On a flight out of Baghdad to Amman, I was given one of those fragments of Iraq’s history, pained but easily available, that offer themselves everywhere. Across the aisle from me sat a dignified man, formal in the way of people of small towns, well dressed in a brown suit and a tie with a wide knot. We had met in Suleimaniyah the year before, he told me. His name was Adel Karim, and he was a deputy minister in the Iraqi government. He was a Kurd, so we fell into a conversation about Kurdistan. I told him that I had gone to Halabja, the town that had been on the receiving end of Baathist terror in 1988, where chemical weapons and nerve gas had murdered no fewer than five thousand people; I told him that I had seen the monument erected in memory of the victims of Saddam Hussein. Quietly, and with great reserve, he said that his older brother, Omar Khawar, was the man in perhaps the most searing image to reach the world from Halabja: a man clutching a bundled infant in his arms, struck down by the nerve gas. I recalled that photograph, but this man of forty-five, sitting across the aisle, had a different knowledge of it. His older brother had been a man of fifty-eight then. He had fathered eight daughters, loved them all, but had tried without success to have male children. He had been on the verge of giving up, late in life, when luck delivered him twin boys. He named them Ahmad and Mohammed, and doted on them. It was never known which of the twins he had been holding when the tyrant’s forces struck. It was never known where he was buried. All his children, male and female, had perished with him.

     The man across the aisle was traveling to Amman on government business. It was hard, he said, to root out Saddamism from Iraq’s public life, but he and his colleagues were trying. In the way he told the story, he offered me another variant of Iraq’s gift that I found repeated time after time: the reminder that life renews. For odd reasons I can’t explain, he reminded me of the man I had caught a glimpse of at the foot of the bridge in Mussayib, casting his reel into the water after the terror and the flames had engulfed his town. I had had an anxious ride to Baghdad’s airport. I had nearly missed my flight, I had overstayed my visa, and this had given me more grief, another obstacle. Now this fellow passenger had given me this tale—a reminder of where I had been, and what furies and real grief had blown through that land.
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      “Tell Me How This Ends”
     

    

    
     
      
       T
      he stranger does not have to be unduly curious: the sorrow of Iraq offers itself easily and is everywhere. In August 2004, on my third visit to Iraq since the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime, on the grounds of the American compound where I was staying, a young Iraqi Army officer, Abbas Fadel Abdul Sahib, a man of rugged good looks and quiet intensity, treated me to the details of his life. He was in the midst of a hectic—and futile—search for his dearest friend. The friend had had a new American car, and he and the car had disappeared a fortnight earlier. The officer spoke of his friend with great sorrow. He had warned him about the hazards of owning an American car amid the banditry and the breakdown—and the envy. Abdul Sahib described him as a man of gentle disposition: the officer feared the worst for his friend and dreaded visits to the man’s family, the heartbreaking news that there was nothing new to report on yet another day.

     Then the grief for his friend flowed into his own. Several months earlier, Abdul Sahib had been asked to tape an appeal on television calling on former army officers to return to the service of the country. It was easy to see why he had been chosen for that assignment. He had not only good looks but, as I could see immediately, a way with the Arabic language: melodic and fluent, gracefully mixing precision with evocative power. He had not hesitated when he was asked to perform this task. He loved his country, he said, and was eager to do right by its new possibilities. With that television broadcast, he had become a marked man. His house was attacked, an infant daughter had been killed, and his mother had lost her eyesight in the attack. A volley of gunfire aimed at him had gone astray and he had survived, living on his nerves, staying a step ahead of the insurgents and the potential assassins.

     His country bewildered him, Abdul Sahib said, and he felt pity for it. “Foreigners have come our way, Americans who have sacrificed their sons and daughters, and still Iraq does not rest and know repose. The world over, people yearn for progress, but look at us: the electricity we sabotage; the oil pipelines we blow up; the foreign businesses we drive away. After thirty-five years of tyranny, we were given a chance, but it is on the verge of slipping away. There is no governmental authority anywhere, and everywhere it is the law of the gun and the masked men.” He did not know if sanity would ever come to his country. Above all, he told me, what he would love most now was some distance between himself and this volatile land. He was desperate to leave and had no way out. He wondered aloud if there was a foreign assignment available somewhere, but he had little hope that an escape would materialize.

     The desire for escape was to be the theme of a conversation with Laith, a younger man, in his midtwenties, a graduate student of industrial design in Baghdad. He had waited and pined for the war, he admitted, in the hope that the toppling of the regime would enable him to quit the country for a foreign land. He told me that he and his friends lived with the anxiety that the Americans may not carry through with the war, and that the dictator may be spared yet again. The war had come as a great relief, he said. But the hope of emigration had not been fulfilled. “No one wants us now that the world outside thinks we are terrorists and saboteurs and murderers,” he said. He was working for the Americans while waiting for the chance to find a new home outside Iraq, in “safe and prosperous lands.” The access to the American compound in the Green Zone was a nightmare, he said. The security was tight, and he would have to wait in a long queue. The long lines were a boon to the insurgents: they could identify those working with the Americans, take down their license plates, target them for assassination. He had given up on commuting by car after one attack on him. He now varied his route, in a steady effort to outwit the would-be assailants. The war came; it had given him a break. But as we sat down for breakfast, there played upon this young man’s face a mix of relief and disappointment. This country could not give him what he wanted, and the Americans could not open up the borders of the world for him. His needs—the needs of youth in a country that no longer met the expectations of its sons and daughters—were bigger and older than this war. Laith and the lucky few of his peers working for the Americans would take the foreign power’s money, but gratitude was another matter, and an open recognition of it always hard to come by.

     Iraq never yields a tidy truth: In the shadow of insurgencies by Shia and Sunni alike, on an August morning preceded by a night when the mortar shells had been steady and ominously close—“They’re getting better out there,” a veteran soldier in my trailer park had said of the insurgents and their fire—I had been given the chance to visit with the country’s interim president at that time, Sheikh Ghazi al-Yawar, a tribal Sunni Arab leader from Mosul. Sheikh Ghazi hailed from the Shammar tribe, one of the great tribal federations comprising no fewer than five million people in Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. (The Shammar had a substantial Shia branch, and this was of no small consequence to the identity of Yawar.) No proof could be more convincing that a new world was in the making in Iraq than an audience with this immensely gregarious and engaging man. If this new order of things sought to demonstrate its break with Saddam Hussein and his megalomania and cult of terror, Sheikh Ghazi was something of a casting director’s dream. Of all of Iraq’s principal leaders, he was the only one who dressed in the traditional Arab garb—a white kaffiyeh, a thoub, and an abaya; yet, for all this attire’s traditionalism, there was something familiar and accessible about him and, dare I say, a measure of Americanism given him by his graduate education in engineering at George Washington University. He had the ease of a natural politician; his tribal background had given him that touch. I had come to see him with a colleague of his, Deputy Prime Minister Barham Salih. We navigated an obstacle course of checkpoints—Iraqi police cars, American Humvees, a zigzag of barriers. Nothing had been left to chance. The man himself could not have been more casual. There was no official pomp, no great pretension, in him; he was at ease with himself. His residence within the Green Zone was being readied for him; in the meantime we found a quiet, small room of great simplicity. There was pounding upstairs, so he called on an aide and asked for it to stop. But after a brief interruption, the pounding resumed, and he was thoroughly and genuinely amused that his presidential authority was light enough that the construction crew could defy it.

     The geniality of Sheikh Ghazi was deceptive: he had great political dexterity. I had been told he was engaged to marry a Kurdish woman; I had been assured by the Shia politicians that the man was free of any taint of anti-Shia bigotry. If there was a new Iraq, this man was a good embodiment of it. He had run a successful business in Saudi Arabia; in Iraq, he was without enemies. He had a thorough command of the region’s politics. He was unsentimental but still oddly optimistic about Iraq’s neighbors and strategic environment. He was preparing for a state visit to Turkey; he knew the details of Saudi and Syrian politics. He had confidence in Iraq’s ability to emerge intact and as a “big player” in the politics of the Arab world. He had a lucid reading of recent Arab history, of the place of Iraq in the Arab balance of forces. He saw a “natural” rivalry between Egypt and Iraq, with Syria and Saudi Arabia always pulled into that fight. These neighboring states, he believed, would come around, for the stakes for them in an Iraq that would come apart were huge indeed. In strict constitutional terms, this man was Saddam Hussein’s successor. I was aware of this thought; I could not drive it away. And the modernism and the modesty and the warmth of the man were for me an unintended but powerful vindication of this war.

     I was to see Sheikh Ghazi again, a couple of days later, over dinner. He had invited a relatively small group of people, ten or so guests—journalists, Deputy Prime Minister Barham Salih, the Iraqi-American author and academic Kanan Makiya, who had gone back to Iraq to document the cruelties of the despotism of Saddam Hussein, and Fouad Masoum, the newly elected chairman of the Pan-Iraqi National Conference. The group was as varied as Iraq itself—Kurds, Sunnis, and Shia—and their comfort with one another was easy to see. The heat of the day had given way, and there was to the evening a surprising casualness and informality. The conversation flowed about Sheikh Ghazi; he never dominated it. He loved gossip, and he had an irrepressible sense of humor. A thorny battle against Moqtada al-Sadr had entered a critical phase. There were worries that some Shia members in the cabinet had been holding back from a decisive showdown with Sadr’s militia; there was truculence in the Sunni triangle, an unwillingness on the part of Sheikh Ghazi’s own community to partake of this new order. But there was serenity in the man, and among his guests there was the spirit of a cultured elite with a chance at a new world.

     Taking leave of Sheikh Ghazi and his guests, I waited outside for the security people to give me a ride home. It would take a while, but as I stood there with Fouad Masoum, I could only wish for this order to stick—and to prevail. The manners and elegance of Masoum—a Kurdish politician and former academic in his midsixties, a highly educated man with a doctorate from Cairo University—were of this old culture at its best. A man with an open face and an easy smile, he was now at the center of things, with the convening of the National Conference. He spoke of Iraq’s “factions” with patience and entertained decent hopes for the success of a parliamentary-pluralist undertaking in Iraq. He was not given to illusions about Iraq; as one of the founders of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, he had seen plenty of disorder around him. But a new possibility appeared within reach, and he looked at the prospects over the horizon with some optimism.

     Fair enough, these men had not by their own effort brought down the Tikriti tyranny. Mosul, the hometown of Sheikh Ghazi himself, was being contested now by the insurgents. The fragile peace that had held in that city was breaking down. There was agitation within Mosul, and there could be felt there the subversive reach of the neighboring Syrian regime winking at the jihadists and granting them easy access to Iraq. And no one could say with confidence what would become of this new order were the American protectors to pack up and leave, were the Nepalese Gurkhas and the young American soldiers guarding the homes of these interim leaders to be withdrawn. But for anyone who knows the ways of Arab politics—for anyone with even a scant familiarity with the courts of the Egyptian and Saudi and Syrian rulers—this order in Iraq was a decent undertaking. It was a sad commentary on contemporary Arab political life that this embattled experiment had become a repository of the hopes of Arab liberals and secularists, but such was the landscape of the Arab world.

     It was not just this decent man at the helm of the state who provided a measure of hope and a break with the past. In the Shia holy city of Najaf, as the battle with the young cleric Moqtada al-Sadr threatened to overwhelm the interim government, rescue came from the revered jurist Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani. Things were stretched to the breaking point: Sadr had ignited the crisis in early August when he ordered an attack on a police station after the arrest of one of his aides. He then sought sanctuary in Najaf, turning the mosque of Imam Ali into a virtual fortress. The rebel had warmed up to his role: he goaded the government and challenged the Americans. At one point he appeared in public with one hand bandaged, saying that he had been injured in the fighting. But if Sadr had worked his crowd to a fever pitch, there was mastery to Sistani’s performance as well. He had been in London for emergency medical care, but Najaf needed his authority, so he cut short his stay in England. In truth, Sistani had been double-crossed by the interim government of Iyad Allawi. He had gone to London with the assurance that no attack would be ordered in his absence. For all practical purposes, this betrayal sealed the fate of Allawi’s government with the jurist. Sistani was now done with Allawi; he returned via Basra, made his way back to Najaf in a motorcade. Tens of thousands had converged on Najaf to welcome him back and to proclaim his primacy over the holy city.

     Moqtada al-Sadr had gambled and lost and was looking for a way out. He had put into the field untold numbers of followers, the overwhelming majority of them ill-equipped and with only the most rudimentary military training. There were unofficial estimates that no fewer than a thousand of his followers had been killed in this round of fighting—by all accounts, the heaviest since the end of “major combat.” In the American compound, there were American officers who spoke with resignation and dismay of the cynicism of Sadr, of the uneven fight their soldiers had had with the Mahdi Army, of the lack of mercy Sadr had shown his own men. It was estimated that a vast bulk of Sadr’s fighting force consisted of young boys, thirteen to fifteen years of age. Sistani’s intervention couldn’t have been more timely. The word had gone out that an Iranian delegation had called on Sistani when he was still in London and had tried to convince him of the legitimacy of an Iranian role in Najaf’s—and Iraq’s—affairs, but that he would have none of it; it was said that the meeting had ended in acrimony. Sistani’s pride, perhaps the very source of his authority, lay in his independence. And his return to Najaf was presented to the faithful as the deed of a man who had consulted neither the Americans nor the interim government about his plans or the timing of his return. He had done it for his religious guild, for the peace of the holy city, and for Iraq. In an ideal world, it would have been better, a secularist leader in this government confided to me, had Sadr been thwarted by the interim government itself. But there was hesitation within the cabinet, and this had made Sistani’s intervention the only way out of this crisis of Najaf.

      

     I had come to Iraq from Kuwait City. I had been given a lift on the C-130 transport plane that makes the trip three or four times a week between the military airport in Kuwait and Baghdad International Airport. I had made this run before; now again I was given an intimation of America’s great power and reach, and the isolation of its efforts so far away from home.

     There were the KBR people—Kellogg Brown & Root—who did the paperwork and processed the passengers. In America, I would have seen the KBR people as ordinary people at home, going about their normal lives. But there they stood out, and for me, I was always thrown back on my memories of when I was a boy in Lebanon and the Americans were a breed apart. Years in America—the bulk of my adult life—had taken away from me that sense of the differentness of Americans. Amid the heat of Kuwait, against the desert background, the Americans stood out again. A country of extraordinary reach had pushed deep into this region: its people moved men and machines, put up “pizza inns” and sandwich shops and calling centers and blue U.S. mail boxes, but the foreignness of the effort, and of the men and women doing the work, was impossible to shake off.

     This war, this undertaking, had speed and surprise. America did not have an imperial edifice in Araby. It had paid this region attention intermittently. It had known little about Iraq. Yet a full-blown imperial venture had been “stood up” with breathtaking speed. The passengers who made the C-130 flight with me—having arrived by bus, from a Hilton resort hotel with bungalows and a Starbucks coffee shop—were a varied lot. There was a State Department official, an Egyptian-born Arabist and interpreter dispatched on a temporary assignment to help the American embassy bring its interpreters and Arabic language people “up to speed.” He was a man of enormous ability and deep knowledge of this region. There was an intelligence operative who had known Beirut in its better days: he had kicked around this region and was in the know about its ways. There was a cop, a Kansan, who was returning to Mosul from home leave. He was not a worldly man; he had a contract working to train Iraqi police units. He would not question, he told me, the rationale of this war. Leaders in the know, men and women whose authority he would never question, had called up this war, and this policeman, who had had an earlier career in the military, had ended up in Mosul.

     The C-130 arrived in Baghdad at midday: the heat was elemental and fierce. The wind whipped up the desert dust. There was to be more waiting here for the armed convoy that would take us to the American compound—once Saddam Hussein’s Republican Palace, then the headquarters of the Coalition Provisional Authority, now home to the American embassy. There was little shade to be had: I sheltered in the shadow of the PX, alongside two young soldiers, army privates—a soldier who hailed from Louisville, another from Arkansas. Weather was the natural topic for three perfect strangers. It was terrible here, they both said, but they had just returned from Qatar, where the heat was merciless. Their ease of manners was amazing given the place and the assignment they had drawn. The young soldier from Louisville had plans for attending college in his hometown when this assignment was over; his counterpart from Arkansas was not so sure, but he was proud of the football prowess of the Razorbacks, the team of the University of Arkansas, and he could see making his way there after Iraq. There was challenge and danger, they said, on patrols through Baghdad, but the young man from Louisville said that he was partial to the children of Baghdad, that he delighted in their company, and that they deserved something better than they had known. I had seen this earnestness among the soldiers many times before, and I would see it again in the days to come. But it always lingered with me—the soldiers’ clarity of mind, their ability to stay true to their tasks amid the dangers and the hell of this war.

     In the fortnight that followed, I was to stay in the American compound, in a trailer park. My neighbors were the soldiers and the civilians manning this American enterprise in Iraq. I had no fixed assignment. The traveler’s luck would see me through: I would see what I would see. It was important for me to be here, to see for myself the play of things. Two prior visits—in October 2003, then in March 2004—had given me snapshots of this war and this country. But the ground had shifted in the intervening months, and from afar I could not be sure that the truth of what I had seen had held. There was a “sovereign” Iraqi government in place now; the American regency had been (nominally at least) brought to an end. But the violence of Iraq, and its difficulties, had multiplied. One of the military’s genuine stars, the soldier-scholar Lieutenant General David H. Petraeus, had been sent back to Iraq for his second tour of duty (in the preceding year, as a major general, he had been commander of the 101st Airborne and had run the affairs of the northern city of Mosul and the larger Nineveh province around it). He had been given the make-or-break assignment of this war: leadership of the Multinational Security Transition Command, charged with the “standing up” and training of 250,000 Iraqi soldiers and police units and border guards. I had gotten to know General Petraeus: he had earned a PhD in international relations at Princeton University; he had done teaching of his own at West Point. He had a tolerance for curiosity and was willing to let a “low-maintenance” observer hang around on the outer margins of his work.

     There were truths the American compound revealed. On days when I could spare the time, I would take in the wide range of people pulled into this American enterprise. There was a huge cafeteria, in the ballroom of this sprawling palace, which fed more than two thousand soldiers and civilians a day. The people in this bubble within the Green Zone took their meals here. There were soldiers of fortune (this was my label for them), security people—Lebanese, South Africans—who had come here for the money, providing security details for those venturing beyond the confines of the compound. The Lebanese were no doubt alumni of the wars of Lebanon: they were young men who had done a fair amount of bodybuilding, and they kept their own company. There was a South African, beefy and heavily bearded, with a T-shirt a size or two too small for him, and the muzzle of a gun artfully showing through the top of his backpack. There were former ambassadors, Arabists who knew this region, rotated into Iraq from postings in other lands. There were people who had worked on the Hill, back in Washington, who had brought their skills here, applying them to the care and maintenance of visiting members of Congress. There was a Department of Justice lawyer working with the Iraqi Criminal Court, a Minnesotan with zeal for the law, sure that the American legal tradition was a boon and a potential inspiration for the Iraqis.

     There was earnestness and devotion aplenty. A polite and self-effacing middle-aged man, a naturalized American citizen of Lebanese background, Bassem Houssami, in the political section, spoke with feeling of his work: “We can’t take twenty-five million Iraqis to America, so we bring America to them.” He had come to America late in his life, and its optimism and openness had been a great gift, and he knew, he told me, that were Iraqis to give themselves this chance, they would emerge better off than their neighbors and they would shake off the deadly habits of their past.

     By chance, in this compound, in the same trailer park where I lived, I was to meet one of the best of my former students, from Johns Hopkins, Clifford Russell. A man in his early thirties, even in his graduate school days courteous and polite beyond his years, he had been drawn to development work. He had worked in Cambodia and Africa; he was now an adviser to the Iraqi Ministry of Transportation. He had been here three months. His work was dangerous; it took him outside the Green Zone. He had ridden the trains throughout the country. He had come to terms with his work. He would let the Iraqis he encountered on his projects know who he was; there was no need, and no advantage, in trying to conceal his identity. He had his way of coping with it all: he read no daily papers, watched no television broadcasts. He worked in the field, returned to his trailer, and kept his head down. His sympathy for the Iraqi people was of a piece with his temperament, and with my sense of him from his student days. He gave the Iraqis high marks for industry and skill, for their desire to improve their lives. He knew the dangers on the road, but he beheld a kind of optimism that this effort would not come to grief.

     This was a twilight war, a thin line between ordinary life and mayhem, and the life of the compound showed it. There was a swimming pool and a clubhouse under tall palm trees. (The despot had been kind to himself and his own.) At times, by the pool, there was a colonial overhang, a tropical feel. At dusk there would be young men and women, soldiers and civilians, doing laps in the pool, grilling steaks under the trees, trading stories of their day outside the bubble. But Baghdad was not the tropics: for several nights, at the beginning of my stay, the false peace by the pool was shattered by mortar rounds, and sirens ordering everyone to take cover indoors. Invariably, the evenings ended up like that: peace in the late afternoon and at dusk, then shelling at night.

      

     “Tell me how this ends”: this was one of David Petraeus’s mantras. Superbly articulate and confident, he had a way of flinging about his more revealing utterances as he went about his daily work. Leadership is a gift, something you recognize when you see it but cannot quite render. Petraeus came by his sense of command in a natural way. Intense and wiry—physical fitness was a personal code—he moved about with speed and restlessness. He had “cannibalized” the best of the American military to put together his command. There was Elizabeth Olivia Young, a Rhodes scholar, an impish young captain, the star of her class at West Point. There was a lieutenant colonel, a military lawyer, Mark Martins, with dazzling academic credentials; Martins, on loan from his work for the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Richard Myers, had an intellectual curiosity matched by his decency and grace of manners. There was the public affairs officer, my guide through this maze, Captain Steve Alvarez, from the Florida National Guard, a man of striking looks and intellect, who had put on hold a successful career in information technology back home and the plans for a second child. And there was Petraeus’s steady companion, his shadow, a Palestinian-American translator by the name of Sadi Othman. In this compound, Sadi was known everywhere and to everyone by his first name alone. “Translator” does not quite capture the full sense of what he did; he was more like a cultural interpreter of the ways of the Arabs, his leader’s bridge, at times, to the Iraqis. Sadi, orphaned as a young boy, had made his own way in the world. A lanky six-seven, he had played basketball in Jordan, had made his way to a Mennonite college in Kansas, had worked as a New York City cabbie. Answering an advertisement for translators, he bonded with Petraeus in his command in Mosul, hooked up with him again on this second tour of duty.

     Sadi knew the cast of characters—Iraqis and Americans—caught up in this drama. He had seen plenty in his time in Iraq. He had been there when two helicopters crashed in Mosul, had seen the wreckage and the maimed and the dead. He had held an Iraqi policeman, spoken to him, as the man expired in his arms. He never used the word exactly, but he had a sense of pity for Iraq. Loyal to his boss in a kind of eastern way, he amplified his boss’s optimism, but doubts always broke through the reports of progress and accomplishments.

     Amid the hectic motion, Petraeus kept his cool—and his own counsel. The inner workings of his mind, I came to suspect, he never quite revealed. He knew the hopes invested in his work; his mission was the linchpin of America’s exit strategy. He would train the Iraqis, a national army would stand and fight for its country, and Americans would be able to make an honorable exit. The country’s borders were porous—terrible borders with Syria and Iran, more ambiguous but still troubled borders with Jordan and Saudi Arabia. There were estimates that a force of thirty-two thousand border guards would be needed, and the country barely had a fraction of that available to it.

     “This is not April” was another of Petraeus’s favorite declarations. The reference was to the searing American experience the preceding April when Iraqi units trained (barely so) and equipped by the Americans melted away or switched sides and joined the insurgents in Fallujah and Sadr City. This time, Petraeus had vowed, would be different: the troops would fight, they would not “cut and run,” the training would be better, the vetting of officers more thorough, and these soldiers would withstand the call of their clans and sects.

     I accompanied General Petraeus on his excursions to the field. On one occasion, he had a congressional delegation, five members of the House of Representatives who were touring the region. He took the visitors to see the training of an Iraqi intervention unit, an elite special force. Despite the barrier of language—and Sadi always did a masterly job of rendering his boss’s exhortations and battle sermons—the bond of Petraeus with these Iraqi units was quite special. The training was being done in an old military compound, an officers’ training college. There was dereliction everywhere: a hothouse was run-down and its glass ceiling shattered, the vegetation around it wild and unkempt; a clock tower that harked back to a simpler age stood amid the decay.

     An Iraqi brigadier and a young lieutenant colonel proudly displayed the military maneuvers of their young recruits. The brigadier was from Mosul, Petraeus’s old base, a Sunni Arab, and was clearly a protégé of the American commander. The lieutenant colonel, Safeen Abdul Majid, a Kurd in his midthirties, had an easier way about him than his more senior colleague from Mosul. He was articulate, and he knew this was a group of some importance. “Don’t leave,” he said in Arabic, with Sadi translating. “We are not yet ready for independence. If you take a man deep into the sea who does not know how to swim and leave him there, he is sure to drown. The Iraqi people are not used to freedom. They have been deprived of it for four decades. They took freedom to mean the right to commit murder and arson: they need to be firmly governed, and then they will be ready, and you will have done well by us, and we shall be grateful.” From afar, there were the standard public opinion polls that Iraqis were done with American tutelage. Two months earlier, in one such poll by the Independent Institute for Administrative Civil Society Studies, 92 percent of Iraqis had reportedly described the Americans and their coalition partners as “occupiers,” and only 2 percent had embraced them as “liberators.” This officer—and many Iraqis encountered along the way—gave voice to a sentiment at variance with the public disaffection with the American presence.

     If this occasion was meant to be a pep rally, something happened to give it a solemn and serious edge. Wayne Gilchrest of Maryland, a quiet congressman, older than his colleagues, with nothing flashy or sunny about him, spoke to the Iraqi recruits. More than three decades earlier, Gilchrest had seen combat in Vietnam. He had been wounded, and thirty-six hours had passed before he could be evacuated from the field. He spoke to the Iraqis as “fellow soldiers,” told them that they were his “brothers,” in the way that all patriotic soldiers are brothers. He recognized in them, he said, and saw in their eyes the same courage and love of comrades and fear that he had seen among American soldiers in Vietnam. “You will make your country proud,” he told them. Americans will soon be on their way out, he said, and Iraqis and Americans would be friends, and Americans would look back on this “friendly nation” as a vindication of their effort here. “We have no schemes on your country. We want to see you make your way in the world and succeed.”

     In the evening, there came to the American compound reports that this unit had seen combat in the afternoon in Sadr City and that three of the men had sustained injuries. “This is the way of combat; this is the way combat culture is formed,” Petraeus said to me as I ran into him making his way to his trailer at the end of a long day. “We want to recede into the background,” he said. (This too was one of his favorite maxims.) Few Americans had been looking for an imperial burden in Iraq, but here it had been acquired in the aftermath of a lightning victory. The foreigners were determined to transmit to Iraqis the ways of professional combat and the ethics of soldiers, but Americans were learning things in the bargain. A captain spoke to me of the clash between the way he had been trained, the attitudes he had brought with him, and the surprising ways of Iraq. “They stab each other in the back,” he said of the Iraqis. “You train them, assume all is well, then they slip back into the ways of their sects and clans. They don’t trust themselves, and they don’t trust their fellows.” I had known this young officer a while. There was a streak of perfectionism in him; he was hard on himself. He had wanted this assignment, pined for it. It was his first exposure to foreign lands and foreign ways. He conceded that he had to rein in his “idealism” as he went about his work.

     For all the soldiers of fortune and the contractors such wars attract, there was no shortage of idealism in this undertaking. I think of Richard Shammas, an Iraqi-American interpreter who was hit by a mortar round. It was the randomness of war. He had sustained, while in his trailer park, a terrible injury to his shoulder and a minor one in his leg. The word had gone out in his circle of friends and acquaintances. I went with General Petraeus and Sadi Othman to see him at the hospital. He was about to be taken out of the country to Germany, then home to the United States. Sedated and heavily bandaged, he still showed a grace, gratitude for the visit, and an odd acceptance of what had happened. In Petraeus he had the ideal visitor: in 1991 the general had been shot in the chest in a training exercise when an infantryman had tripped and discharged his M-16 rifle. It had been a very close brush with death, and Petraeus drew on that experience to buck up Shammas’s spirit. “You will be as good as new before long, maybe better with physical training and therapy. Believe me, I know.” There was no hesitation in Shammas: he said that he had not told his family back home about his injury, and he was certain that after his recovery he would be back to resume his work.

     There was cruel irony to Shammas’s injury: it had come after several nights of mortar attacks. The next day, unexpectedly, the night came and it was still and quiet in the Green Zone. That night the insurgents were not heard from.

      

     Knowledge of a different kind about Iraq and about Iraqis came to me when I went north to Kurdistan. I flew with then Deputy Prime Minister Barham Salih to his hometown and political base in Suleimaniyah. This political leader and technocrat, born in 1960, the son of a judge, had made his mark in that part of the country in the Kurdish regional government. He had known brief imprisonment under the Baath, then had made his way to Britain, where he completed a doctorate in statistics and computer modeling. Having represented the Kurds in London and Washington, he knew the world beyond the hill country of Kurdistan. He spoke Arabic, Kurdish, and English with equal ease. A can-do man and an optimist of enormous will and talent, he had left his base in Suleimaniyah to be part of this interim government. He was going to visit his family and be with his mother and to call on his political leader, Jalal Talabani.

     After the checkpoints and the gunfire and the mortars of Baghdad, the tranquility of Suleimaniyah came as a surprise. There was peace in the streets and normalcy, a boom of sorts in the building trade, houses going up everywhere, a public park with gardens and a lake where Iraqi military barracks and facilities had once stood, a sunlit library of exquisite design with books tumbling out of the shelves, computer terminals, a children’s reading room. A kind of modernity was being grafted onto the place, the peace of a people who know that fate can turn cruel at any time.

     On my first day there, I was invited for a private lunch with one of Kurdistan’s most accomplished writers, Noshirwan Mustafa Emin, a man who straddles the worlds of literature and politics. Graceful and reserved, perhaps oddly shy for someone so political, Emin had been born in Baghdad in 1944 and had come into his own in a bicultural world: the culture and language of his home were Kurdish; the politics at the University of Baghdad, where he had studied, were those of Iraqi and Arab nationalism.

     We were joined by two of his children, young men seventeen and nineteen years of age, who were home for the summer holiday from their studies in England. This was good family life, and it showed. The boys were glad to be in Suleimaniyah. “We are mountain people, and we love the light of this place,” one of the boys said. He said it with some shyness, as one offers an unexpected thought. He wearied, he said, of the darkness of London. We were at the foot of the mountains. From the large windows, the hills were near, and the settled life seemed like a way of staying close to the mountains.

     Emin and I spoke in English: it was his choice and mine as well, though every now and then an Arabic expression or phrase offered itself. (His sons, like so many young Kurds, knew no Arabic, for the Kurds had made a life for themselves in their own language, in the years of their estrangement from the rest of Iraq.) I asked him if Kurdistan was enough for the Kurds: the question was a stranger’s response to the mountains and the isolation of the place. He did not hesitate. No, he said, it was too small and vulnerable. Baghdad would be useful for the Kurds as a counter to the weight of Iran and Turkey and Syria. Iraq had been cruel to the Kurds, he observed, but it was important for the Kurds to hold on to the idea of a federal state based in Baghdad. “It is good for the Kurds to have a port in Basra, pipelines that reach into Syria and Saudi Arabia. It is both wise and good to work through a larger government based in Baghdad.” He cited the success that the Kurds had had when they turned back a proposal by the Bush administration to introduce forty thousand Turkish troops into Iraq. “Had we been alone,” he said, “we would have had quite a struggle with the Americans. But we were not alone in wanting nothing to do with this scheme: we were joined by the whole Governing Council—Sunnis and Shia alike—and that proposal was turned back.”

     This man knew the Arab world as it was: he spoke with sorrow and disappointment of the indifference of the Arab states to the suffering of the Kurds. He said that the Arabs were now on the ropes, in the grip of a deep crisis, but it was still important for the Kurds to have access to that Arab world, if only to have wider horizons as a people. This man had not lived a sheltered life, but he spoke of Iraq’s prospects with measured hope. He would not allow himself a severe judgment of American policies in Iraq. “No one here,” he said, “had the power to topple the regime, and this must be remembered as we speak of particular American deeds.” He spoke, but with irony, and free of shrillness, of the Americans’ shoring up U.S. borders while leaving Iraq’s borders open to the infiltrators from Iran and Syria. He would not offer a precise view of Iraq’s prospects, but he thought the political center would hold, that the sheer brutality of the alternatives would bring Iraqis to their senses.

     In their heart of hearts, my hosts in Suleimaniyah preferred the purity of their world: they spoke Kurdish during the Friday lunch that brought together family and close friends at the home of Barham Salih’s mother. In deference to me, they would switch to Arabic or English, but I assured them that I would not feel left out and that I preferred to see them at ease during a family gathering. They had made a world of their own—small but theirs. They had gone, so to speak, to Baghdad, sent the best of their own—Barham Salih from this part of Kurdistan, the foreign minister Hoshyar Zebari from the town of Arbil to the west, and others as well—to give this new order a chance. But a line of retreat was open to them. They wanted nothing to do with a Shia theocracy or a pan-Arab Sunni state. They were doomed to live with ambiguity, in this halfway house between independence and a federal Iraq. The flags on public display gave away the ambivalence at the heart of their political life: now and then an Iraqi flag was displayed, but everywhere there was the flag of Kurdistan—a yellow sunburst on red, white, and green stripes.

     “We’re two separate nations: everything about us is different—language, culture, history.” This was the view put to me by the celebrated Kurdish poet Sherko Bekas. I had come to visit him in a publishing house over which he presided. I was told that he was a poet with a remarkable feel for the language—and the geography, and the pain—of his people. His Arabic—the medium of our conversation; he knew no English—was melodic. I could imagine the beauty of the language of his daily life and his craft.

     There was a hardness to his view of the border, the separation, between Arabs and Kurds. Though he presided over an Arabic edition of a literary magazine, Sardam Al-Arabi, he had arrived at an acceptance of Kurdistan’s estrangement from the Arabs. At my request, he gave a brief rendition of his political and personal odyssey. He was a “son of this town,” he said, born in 1940. His father had been a celebrated poet in his own right. He himself, educated in Baghdad, had started writing poetry in the early 1960s. In that decade, he drifted into Kurdish politics and the cause of autonomy for the Kurds. He then made his way to the mountains and to the “armed struggle.” In 1975, when history turned cruel to the Kurds and a rebellion supported by the shah of Iran was abandoned and betrayed by that monarch, the Kurdish resistance had collapsed, and Sherko Bekas had been sent into “internal exile” in Ramadi. He was to know another period in the mountains in 1984, with the forces of the preeminent leader of this region, Jalal Talabani. Four years later, he sought a period of peace in Sweden, where he lived for three years and knew a measure of literary success. When Anglo-American power provided Kurdistan with protection in the aftermath of Desert Storm, the poet was back in his town, serving for a brief period as minister of information and culture. The place he worked, the publishing house, was modest and dimly lit, but it was his and his colleagues’. I could not see this man trading this world for the uncertainties, and the hazards, of Baghdad. (Six months later, I would read of Bekas taking the lead in a nonbinding plebiscite in which Kurds were asked to choose between Iraq or an independent state of their own. No surprise, 99 percent of those surveyed had chosen independence.)

     The independence of this world was made clear to me on an evening drive into the hills to visit Jalal Talabani. A narrow road snaked into the mountains. The hills below and around looked majestic, stark, and endless. These hills would be wild with vegetation come spring, I was told. Fog was blowing in, and it was getting cooler. At the roadside, families had congregated for picnics and dinner. There were fires being readied for the preparation of the meals. There was no privacy here, and no great need of it.

     Talabani’s heavily guarded residence was elegant but within the bounds of taste. This was no palace in the Saudi mold and size. A gregarious, overpowering man in his midseventies, Talabani was surrounded by a dozen or so of his colleagues. He filled the gathering with his presence. No host could have been more attentive: he urged more food on me. We sat in his garden under a starlit sky, enveloped by the mountains. The heat—and the insurgency—of Baghdad seemed worlds away. There was no trace here of the anti-Americanism that dominates many an evening in Arab lands. Talabani spoke of America and Americans with genuine fondness; he wanted more Americans in Kurdistan. This man had known combat; in his youth, he had been a Marxist. But in his mountain lair, he harked back to an older role, a chief of his people. He took pride in the peace of Kurdistan: a Chinese restaurant had opened in Suleimaniyah, and he took pleasure in that. Indeed, he had some of that restaurant’s dishes added to an already huge dinner. Talabani exuded optimism. In the scramble for this new Iraq, he had a seat at the table. He had his younger colleagues represented in the interim government. But he had these hills, and the town below, and the armed militiamen defending this turf as well; they were what he relied upon.

     The next day I was to go to the town of Halabja, little more than an hour’s drive away. This was where the Baath despotism had committed mass murder with chemical weapons in 1988; the Kurds had turned the place into a monument of Kurdish sorrow and memory. The landscape alternated—patches of green, fields of sunflower seeds and pomegranates and corn broken by fields of wheat and barley and by the threshing floors of peasants. (I knew and loved those threshing floors from my childhood in Lebanon; politics yielded in my thoughts to the timeless ways of the land.) The villages by the road were forlorn and poor places that the Baath utopia of power and progress had never reached. I had not been prepared for this neglect. I had seen rural poverty in other Middle Eastern lands, but these villages dug into the hillsides with houses of rough stone and flat mud roofs were poor even by those standards. The satellite dishes atop the shacks and the mud houses were an ironic reminder that the “timeless” rhythm of the countryside had been broken.

     There was something else that broke the rhythm and stood out against the landscape: mosques of a bluish color, large and elaborate, by the shacks. I did not count the mosques, but practically every village had one. They were the gift of the “charities” of Saudi Arabia: the plaques at the entrance to these mosques acknowledged the names of the charities and of the donors. Deildar Kittani, a secular Kurdish woman—with years of education in England behind her—heaped scorn on these charities. These villages were bereft of roads and clinics and schools, she said, but no one had come to their rescue. This organized religious drive had blown here, bringing disputes and bigotry in its wake.

     On a clearing at the foot of the hills, a monument to the victims of Halabja had been erected. It was elegant and subdued. Inside—inspired by the Vietnam War Memorial—on a black wall were inscribed the names of the five thousand people who perished when the Iraqi Army struck in March 1988. There was installation art and black-and-white photography that honored the dead. The director, a dignified, quiet man, led me through the monument.

     I then went through the town itself—a small, bustling place. The commerce in the shops offering the usual fare of out-of-the-way places was an odd consolation that life renews itself. I paid a visit to the cemetery on the town’s outskirts. Rows of neatly arranged headstones suggested method and care. One plot was reserved for a family of twenty-four people who had been cut down that day in 1988. This was the burden of Kurdistan’s—and Iraq’s—history.

      

     It was on our flight back to Baghdad—by Black Hawk, courtesy of the American forces—that the land below yielded hints and suggestions. At first we flew over the pastoral lands of the Kurds, hills and meadows. The farmers tilling the soil, the men on tractors, and the children could be seen greeting the choppers. The gunners on both sides of the helicopters invariably waved back, and there was a discernible ease in the way they scanned the ground below. Then the landscape altered: we flew over the Zagros Mountains, a stark brown moonscape of stone and desolation. Before long we would be over Kirkuk—a town rich with oil and ethnic tension. The flares of the oil wells burned against a merciless sun. There was another kind of desolation here—the junk of the old regime, its discarded trucks and tanks. To refuel, we landed at an air base, and its dereliction spoke of a regime that could purchase modern technologies but could never maintain them or connect them to the larger life of the land. “God, Country, Leader” was the slogan emblazoned on a decaying hangar.

     More desert stretched out beneath us: the machines of a great power flew over an occasional mud village, shepherds with their flocks, herds of camels. Now and then we came upon ponds of bluish water, surprises amid the desert. Then the land shifted again: we had come to western Iraq, and the thick groves of palm trees were like a sudden gift after the hard earth. They were achingly beautiful, and the mind could imagine a tranquil life amid those groves. This was Baquba, in the Sunni Triangle, I was told. The gunners grew more attentive. Gone now were the children waving at the choppers. A group of young boys could be seen below, in their long white dishdashas. They gestured in the motion of throwing stones at the choppers. Within minutes, we would be over Baghdad, flying low and fast, in a zigzag pattern, over the clutter and the rooftops of a huge, sprawling city, on the banks of the Tigris, shimmering in the sun. The Americans (when they could dodge the missiles) controlled the skies, and the native city stretched out beneath us, dense and impenetrable.

      

     “Heartbreak and heartening moments do go hand in hand here,” General David Petraeus wrote to me, in a note of December 22,2004. A day earlier there had occurred one of those grim episodes of terror that punctuated this war. A homicide bomber had struck in Mosul, in a mess tent, as soldiers had gathered at lunchtime. It was not a mortar round that had struck the mess hall, as earlier reports had indicated. There was material evidence consistent with a “suicide vest, as well as ball bearings,” investigators were quick to conclude. Fourteen American soldiers, four U.S. civilians, three Iraqi guardsmen, and an unidentified foreign worker had been killed in the attack. Petraeus had known the scene well—this was Mosul, after all, his first command in Iraq; the American troops who were there had replaced his own 101st Airborne Division—and apparently, he knew the “non-Americans” on the scene as well. In his note, he wrote, “We lost three of ‘our’ Iraqi troopers who were doing well up there in that tough environment and also one of our advisors.”

     Nothing was easy here; the sense of comradeship had to be balanced against the harsh insecurity. In my limited time in Iraq, I had many a meal in these mess tents. The fare, and the salad bars, and the presentation were all American through and through. They spoke at times, these mess tents, of a power eager to reproduce the culture and the diet of home in an alien, unsettling place. Iraqis and others drawn from foreign lands the world over had access to these places. There was no safety here and there were no clear front lines. Wholesale trouble had come to Mosul: the city—Iraq’s third largest—was no stranger to disorder. In the aftermath of the subduing of Fallujah, Mosul had become the epicenter of the insurgency. No fewer than two hundred Iraqi recruits into the army and the police, one knowledgeable source estimated, had been murdered in cold blood here for their collaboration with the Americans. There had been desertions from the ranks, as recruits balanced their needs for a new life and for steady wages against the terrors. The city’s police force had disintegrated as insurgents opened a new front here, a substitute for Fallujah. The country’s interim president, Sheikh Ghazi al-Yawar, had ducked that fight in—and over—his hometown. He promised he would go there to help in the restoration of order. But he had stayed away, and the hope that this Sunni Arab leader would step forth as a national leader—the hope, I have to concede, that I had entertained when I met him several months earlier—had been dashed. In the aftermath of the bloodletting in Mosul, the Americans would conduct the obligatory sweep of the city. It was doubtful that they would find their way into the inner reaches of Mosul, that the place would yield its secrets, turn in the insurgents, and turn its back on the underground and on the purveyors of terror.

     It was not an American investigation that revealed the workings of the terror attack in Mosul. News from Saudi Arabia laid out what had transpired at the mess tent. A young Saudi medical student studying in the Sudan, Ahmad al-Ghamdi, twenty years of age, had pulled off the deed. There had been held for him a funeral ceremony in Riyadh, and his family received throngs of people who had come to offer their condolences. There was nothing unusual about this homicide bomber or about the sorts of things his family said about him; by now the profiles of these jihadists and the statements of their parents had become repetitious. The young man was in the second year of medical school. He couldn’t have been a particularly promising student; the Sudan would not be the place of choice for a young Saudi of talent or means. His family had given him enough money to complete his academic year. But he had withdrawn the money a mere fortnight before the terror attack and had made his way to Iraq through “one of the neighboring states.” The point of crossing was left unspecified; this was a Saudi paper doing the reporting, so discretion was in order, but it was important to make it clear that the jihadist had not crossed to Iraq from Saudi Arabia itself. No one had noticed that he had grown particularly zealous or fanatical about the faith, his family claimed. In his family’s narrative, he had succumbed to the call of “the extremists” because he was “young and alone” in the Sudan. Once in Iraq, he had had a single telephone conversation with his father. He had made clear to his father that he had come to Iraq to pursue the holy struggle; his father had tried to dissuade him but had not been able to do so. (America had encountered young men from the Ghamdi clan before. Two Ghamdis, Ahmad and Hamza, were among “the muscle” aboard United Airlines flight 175 that crashed into the South Tower on 9/11. Another Ghamdi, Said, was aboard United Airlines flight 93 that was forced down in Pennsylvania by its heroic passengers.)

     This tale of the Saudi jihadist spoke to the broader breakdown in Iraq—and in Mosul, to be exact. A stranger with no knowledge of the geography or the social milieu of Mosul had been able to penetrate an American base. No doubt there had been careful preparation for this deed of terror, and there had been help for him from the Iraqi security forces themselves. Mosul was Baathist country now; the old security operatives, with Syrian help and connivance, had their way in this city. They could wear the uniforms of this interim government and take its salaries while providing intelligence to the insurgents. A young man from Saudi Arabia—speaking a wholly different dialect of Arabic—had to be taken and guided through the maze of Mosul. The peace had come apart; the rise of the Kurds in and around Mosul had triggered the wrath of the Sunni Arabs of this brittle city. A foreign jihadist willing to kill and be killed walked into a receptive environment. The perpetrators of this deed of terror played to the audience within and beyond Iraq. They had videotaped the entire operation. They must have been ominously close to the base, on its perimeter, as their camera caught the sound and the picture of the blast.

      

     “I would welcome a civil war,” an astute Iraqi with a thorough knowledge of the country’s politics said to me from his home in Baghdad. I had reached him, by phone from New York, after news of another terrible day in Iraq. On January 4, 2005, the governor of Baghdad, Ali Haidari, had been killed, along with several of his bodyguards. It was a killing in broad daylight. The insurgents had grown increasingly brazen. The man in Baghdad who would welcome a civil war was speaking with bitter irony, but only partly so. In a civil war, he said, there would be a “balance of terror” in which armed groups would check each other. A measure of restraint would come if men and neighborhoods were left to fend for themselves. But Iraq was stranded in no-man’s-land; the insurgents struck with abandon, and the interim government was powerless or unwilling to stop them. My informant described what had befallen the governor of Baghdad: his convoy had come under “concentrated fire” for fifteen minutes; the insurgents had not been timid or eager to flee. No one had come to the rescue of this high official; there had been a prior attempt on his life, and this time the insurgents succeeded where they had failed before. The forces of order—the battalions of police and commandos the Americans were training—were heavily infiltrated by the insurgents; the Ministry of Interior had become a stronghold of operatives of the old regime. The bureaucracy kept no secrets; the whereabouts of officials, and the routes they took on official business, were conveyed to the insurgents. The system was riddled with bribes and corruption, and there was rampant insecurity throughout the society. And there was official abdication: at any time, he added, a good number of the ministers were out of the country. He gave the example of a cabinet minister who had spent several months living in a hotel in Amman.

     In this man’s telling, the interim government and its American patrons were leaning over backward in their desire to accommodate the disaffected elements of the old regime. What aggrieved him was the indulgence given to the operatives of the old regime who showed no signs of remorse, no indications of a willingness to change their ways. The American regency had come to a decision that de-Baathification had not worked, and this decision was a boon to elements of the old regime. He gave the example of the head of the security services, one Muhammad Abdallah Shahwani, as a man of the former regime now fully rehabilitated and back in the swing of things. There was one case in which rogue elements within the security services settled old scores that my informant found particularly galling: the security services had raided the home of a legendary leader of the Marsh Arabs in the south, Sheikh Abdul Karim al-Mohammedawi. A follower of this man, who had been a bitter and celebrated foe of the Saddam Hussein regime, had asked the officer conducting this raid if he knew who Mohammedawi was. “Yes, we know him well. We had many clashes and confrontations with him and his forces when we were in the Fourth Corps,” he said, referring to his old army unit.

     The man describing the chaos then turned a corner in our conversation. The elections were four weeks away, and he was thoroughly immersed in their details, passionate about their promise. The American stewardship of Iraq may not have been brilliant, but he conceded the gains the country had made, was grateful that President Bush had held firm in the face of suggestions that the elections ought to be postponed. He was in his country—he had known years of exile—and he was free to speak on an open phone, without fear that the “visitors of dawn” would haul him off to prison or worse. He was a claimant to his country, and he could see something better taking hold amid the insecurity and the chaos. Two or three days earlier, in his neighborhood, a little after midnight, he had seen two policemen going around tearing down election posters and placards. He had expected better from the police; he saw this as evidence of the ability of the Baath Party apparatus to make its way into the new state. Still, he allowed himself a note of satisfaction that this was the new Iraq and that there were election posters and banners in the streets of his country. He was proud of the tumult of these elections—the wide range of political parties competing for places in the National Assembly—and took it all as evidence that his deeply wounded country could still find its way.

      

     By happenstance, the day before that episode in Mosul, President George W. Bush had been forced to speak to Iraq’s troubles in a rare press conference. His reelection behind him, he offered a subdued reading of Iraq. “Now, I would call the results mixed in terms of standing up Iraqi units who are willing to fight. There have been some cases where when the heat got on, they left the battlefield. I fully understand that…. On the other hand, there were really some fine units in Fallujah, for example, in Najaf, that did their duty. And so our military trainers, our military leaders have analyzed what worked and what didn’t work.” It was the better part of wisdom to be cautious. Iraq’s surprises knew no end. He was “wise enough,” he said, not to give a “specific moment in time” when the mission in Iraq would be seen to have reached a successful outcome, and when Iraqi units would be ready to secure their own liberty. The next day would bring news of Mosul’s calamity. The stakes in this war had grown with the sacrifices, and the gains had become harder to pin down, abstract perhaps in the face of concrete sorrow.

     Some eight decades earlier, in 1922, Winston Churchill, then Britain’s colonial secretary, had spoken with despair of the new Iraqi polity British power had willed and put together. The Hashemite monarch, Faisal I, imposed on this realm by British power, had proved hard to manage, and Churchill had penned a memorandum to his prime minister. “I am deeply concerned about Iraq. The task you have given me is becoming nearly impossible…. Faisal is playing the fool, if not the knave…. There is scarcely a single newspaper—Tory, Liberal, or Labour—which is not consistently hostile to our remaining in this country…. At present we are paying eight million a year for the privilege of living on an ungrateful volcano.” Had he had Churchill’s gift for the language, the American president entangled in Iraq might have allowed himself sentiments of a similar kind. But by the appearance of things, this American leader was wholly different. He would not quarrel with history or argue about its verdict. He had prevailed in an election in the midst of this Iraq war, and he had been vindicated. “We had an accountability moment, and that’s called the 2004 election. And the American people listened to different assessments made about what was taking place in Iraq, and they looked at the two candidates, and chose me, for which I am grateful.”

     These remarks were made five days before his second inaugural. With mayhem in Iraq, there was no stirring oratory about Mesopotamia. On the eve of this inaugural, a news poll conducted by the Wall Street Journal and NBC News delivered the sobering news that a 52 percent majority of the American public now believed that the Iraq war was not worth the human and financial costs, and that 54 percent of those surveyed believed that America’s standing in the world had eroded. Bush’s doubts—if they existed—had to be hidden, for this was a president who insisted that he led by “gut and instinct,” that he would stand on principle. The war in Iraq was now folded into a wider campaign on behalf of liberty and freedom. Though the inaugural speech had not a single reference to Iraq, that difficult war hovered over the occasion and the president’s larger abstractions. “Our country has accepted obligations that are difficult to fulfill, and would be dishonorable to abandon.” No relief was in sight: a stoical American public was being asked for patience. Nothing was said about Iraq’s mayhem, or about its readiness for liberty. The inevitable change had taken place. What had begun as a contest over Iraq’s ways had become a verdict on America’s will.

     “I firmly planted the flag of liberty,” President Bush said of the message of his inaugural, and of what he was attempting to do in Iraq. This was on January 26, in that brief interlude between his second inaugural address and the first Iraqi elections of January 30, 2005. Freedom was not a policy, the realists were quick to point out, and even the American leader himself seemed to seesaw between putting tyrannies on notice that America would be the friend of their dissidents and opponents, and then sending messages of reconciliation that there would be moderation and care in the conduct of America’s policies abroad. There remained of course the sobering truths of Iraq and its heartbreak, and Winston Churchill’s refrain: that flag of liberty had been planted atop a volcano; Iraq was its unforgiving self. The president’s remarks about the flag of liberty had been made on yet another harrowing day in Iraq. Hours earlier, a marine helicopter had crashed in a desert sandstorm near the Jordanian border, and all thirty-one service members aboard had been killed, while six other American soldiers had died in combat that same day. This would be the single deadliest day for American troops since the beginning of the American invasion twenty-two months earlier. Iraq’s roads were filled with danger, and the marines were being ferried by helicopter to provide security for Iraq’s elections. The broad assertions about the spread of liberty battled with the steady carnage.

     The Iraq war seemed to present the odd spectacle—a veritable reversal of intellectual galaxies—of a conservative American president proclaiming the gospel of liberty, with liberals falling back on a surly belief that liberty can’t spread to Muslim lands. Leave aside American liberalism’s hostility to this venture and consider America’s critics in European and Arab intellectual circles. It is they who were now propagating a view of peoples and nations fit—and unfit—for democracy. It is they who were now speaking of Iraq’s innate violence.

     In their condescension, people given to dismissing Iraq’s elections—dismissing the entire venture into Iraq as a doomed enterprise—said of Iraq that this was the wrong country for a Jeffersonian democracy. (Forgive the emptiness of this remark, for America itself is more of a Hamiltonian creation, but that is another matter.) No Jeffersonianism was needed, as these elections showed. The bluff of the insurgents and the jihadists was called. On a dramatic day, Iraqis seemed to reclaim their political life. The insurgents hadn’t gone away; Iraq’s troubles had not been healed. But it took no literacy in the writings of Locke and Mill to know the self-respect that comes with choosing one’s rulers.

     A kind of wisdom had been given ordinary Iraqis, an eagerness to be rid of the culture of terror and statues and informers. And that wisdom was on dramatic display as Iraqis went to the polls. There were men and women who brought to the voting centers memories of fathers and mothers and sons lost to the terror of the Saddam regime. Their vote was their revenge, a belated answer to the time of the great terror. An Arab reporter who flew from Amman to Baghdad on the day before Iraq’s election recorded this conversation with a simple Iraqi woman, fifty-three years of age, who had made the hazardous flight to cast her vote in her homeland. “I don’t know how to speak about political matters, but I will speak from the bottom of my heart. Under the former regime we would be herded to the voting stations like cattle to say ‘yes’ to Saddam even though in our depths we harbored a deep hatred of him. Under the former regime I lost two sons and always wished that I could stand in public, amid the people, and shout ‘no’ to Saddam. Now the time has come to say ‘no’ to all the oppression we endured in the past. That is why I am going to Baghdad to take part in these elections.”

     Perhaps the exuberance couldn’t redeem this war; for the war’s opponents, of course it could not. But set this election against the background of Iraq’s historical torment—and against the background of an Arab world thrashing about for a new political way—and one could be forgiven the sense that this was a signal day in Iraq’s history. A fortnight earlier, it had been the people of Ukraine with their Orange Revolution who had supplied evidence of liberty’s appeal. But Ukraine was, for Arabs, a world away. Now in Iraq, the men and women proudly displaying their forefingers dipped in purple ink were participants in an Arab experiment. The “democratic wave” that had remade other regions had previously bypassed the Arabs; nationalism here had trumped the demand for democracy and civil liberties. Iraq supplied proof that liberty needn’t be the aspiration of the upper orders and the bourgeois classes. Ordinary Iraqis, men and women, were eager to be counted. No surprise, democracy was for them about self-respect. A circle was closed. Two years earlier, there was the exhilaration that had greeted the demolition of the statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad’s Firdos Square. Then the Iraqis and the Americans had drifted apart. There were, to be sure, Americans on the scene in Baghdad and Mosul and Kirkuk possessed of genuine sympathy for Iraqis. But from a distance the American mood had darkened; fewer and fewer Americans liked what they saw of Iraq and Iraqis; there were even conservatives now, former supporters of the war, writing off the surly, violent country they saw on their television screens. Now Iraqis were performing the most American of political acts—casting their ballots, making their way, at that, past the threats of violence and terror. America’s truth had not suddenly blossomed in Iraq, but here was proof, just when needed, that this expedition had not all been in vain.

     It was, of course, the American regency in Iraq that protected these courageous people and made the elections possible. It took faith in the power and the discipline of the soldiers of the American-led coalition for Iraqis to brave their way to the polling stations in Basra and Mosul and Kirkuk. From Kirkuk, there came a “warrior note” from Colonel Lloyd “Milo” Miles addressed to his Second Brigade Combat Team, on the eve of these elections. This commander, whom I had gotten to know in the course of this war, told his soldiers of a meeting he had held with local leaders. One of these leaders had heard a rumor that the U.S.-led forces would be confined to their bases on the day of the elections and that security would be provided by Iraqi military and police units. The man was distraught and demoralized. “I beg of you, you must help us, do not let us walk alone on that day.” We know that the Iraqis did not walk alone on that signal day in their country’s history.

     There was no need to dwell on the demonstration effect of this election, on its meaning to other Arabs. Iraq had already become the battleground between Arab authoritarianism and participatory politics. This election was taking place under the gaze of other Arabs. Saudi women could see for themselves their Iraqi counterparts voting, and running for public office. The autocrats in the Arab world, and in Iran, had already placed their (nervous) bets that Iraq and the American venture in it were destined to fail. America was a “wounded beast” in Iraq, the clerical custodians of the Iranian regime announced, and had its hands full in that country, and was thus incapable of challenging the order of power in the region. America’s Arab allies in Amman, Cairo, and Riyadh were more subtle than their counterparts in the Iranian theocratic republic. But these men were no fans of liberty; they were given to a belief that political life divides in a simple way: autocracy on one side, anarchy on the other. Those streets in Baghdad and Mosul and Fallujah set ablaze by the insurgents and the remnants of the old dictatorship were, to these Arab rulers, a gift of deliverance, proof that men and women who venture beyond heavily monitored political orders were bound to wander into a kind of political wilderness.

     The American president could trumpet the cause of liberty and the holders of power in the Arab world would wait him out, trusting that the flames in Baghdad would drive all but the most foolhardy of their populations back into the fold of authoritarian rule. A man of the Egyptian regime, Hosni Mubarak’s prime minister, Ahmed Nazif, speaking from the watering hole of the global elite in Davos, at the World Economic Forum, gave away the view of the entrenched Arab autocracies: Iraq’s elections, he asserted, would mean little to Egypt, for every Middle Eastern country was “unique,” and Iraq was a “devastated” country with its own burden to bear. Egypt was not worried, he said, for it had a “close working relationship with Washington.” There was reform in Egypt, he claimed, thirty years of it, a “steady process that has been going forward.” Egypt was already being held up as a test case of this doctrine of spreading liberty, and this man of the regime knew that; the custodians of the Pax Americana were caught between business as usual and this new campaign of spreading liberty’s gospel.

     Iraqis given to anxiety about their country were not eager to proclaim it a model for other Arabs. They had no patience with those who spoke of Iraq’s showing other Arabs the way out of authoritarianism. But for the first time in a very long stretch of history, Iraq was at the center of Arab political life. It was a statement on the political sterility of other Arab lands that an election held under the protection of a foreign power, right alongside a raging insurgency, had come to be viewed as the herald of a new Arab political way.

     The newness of this Iraqi history was there to see on a day I spent at the Iraqi National Assembly in April 2005. By happenstance, this was the second anniversary of the fall of Baghdad and the destruction of Saddam’s regime. This was my fourth visit to the country. I had come with a colleague and close friend, one of America’s most accomplished foreign policy practitioners and analysts, Leslie Gelb, former president of the Council on Foreign Relations and a former columnist for the New York Times. We were there to give some lectures and to meet with Iraqi academics and political figures. The State Department had invited us for this undertaking, the first of its kind. We would visit Baghdad, Kirkuk, Suleimaniyah, and Arbil. We must have talked to literally dozens of Iraqi leaders and journalists—Sunni and Shia Arabs, Kurds, Turkomans, clerics and secularists, provincial legislators. But that day in the National Assembly stood out as the most consoling and comforting experience of that visit. From afar, there had been reports of the “acrimony” of Iraq, of the long interlude between the elections of January 30 and the interminable negotiations over the formation of a new cabinet. But that day in the Assembly, these concerns seemed like a quibble with history. We saw the spectacle of democracy: men and women doing democracy’s work, women cloaked in Islamic attire right alongside more emancipated women, the technocrats and the tribal sheikhs, and the infectious awareness among these people of the precious tradition bequeathed them after a terrible history. One of the principal leaders of the Shia movement the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, Sheikh Humam Hamoudi, an elegant, thoughtful cleric in his early fifties, brushed aside the talk of a Shia theocracy. This man, who knew a smattering of English, offered his own assurance that the example and the power of Iran shall be kept at bay: “My English is better than my Farsi, even though I spent twenty years in Iran.” He was proud of his Iraqi identity, proud of being “an Arab.” He was sure that the Najaf school of Shia jurisprudence would offer its own alternative to the culture and the worldview of Qom, across the border. He wanted no theocratic state in Iraq: Islam, he said, would be “a source” of legislation, but the content of politics would be largely secular. The model, he added, with a touch of irony, would be closer to the American mix of religion and politics than to the uncompromising secularism of French public life.
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