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The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,

Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,

Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it.
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Iraq’s Ethnic and Sectarian Divisions



Kurdistan: Situated in Iraq’s northeast, the Kurdistan Region is a de facto independent state with its own president, parliament, flag, and army. Kurdistan’s present boundaries follow the Green Line (shown as a dotted line on the map) that separated the Kurdish enclave established in 1991 from territory controlled by Saddam’s army.

The Disputed Areas: Kirkuk and its surrounding governorate are at the heart of an eighty-year territorial dispute between Kurds and Arabs. The Kurds, who have controlled Kirkuk since helping liberate the province in 2003, want a referendum, as required by Iraq’s Constitution, to determine whether Kirkuk is incorporated into Kurdistan. Kirkuk’s Arabs and Turkmen oppose the referendum, which was postponed from its constitutionally required December 31, 2007, deadline. Kurds also claim a swath of territories south and west of the Green Line all the way from the Syrian border to the Iranian border. Arab Iraqis accept Kurdistan’s annexation of much purely Kurdish inhabited territory but reject other of Kurdistan’s claims.

The Sunni Center: Iraq’s Sunni majority areas in Iraq’s center and west form a rough triangle beginning at the tri-junction of Iraq, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, going east to Baghdad’s western suburbs and then heading northwest to Mosul and back southwest along the Syrian and Jordanian borders. The Sunni Center comprises: Anbar Governorate, which is 98 percent Sunni and includes the vast western desert bordering Saudi Arabia and Jordan and the one-time insurgent hotbeds of Fallujah and Ar Ramadi; Salahaddin Governorate, which includes Saddam Hussein’s home region of Tikrit and Samarra, where the destruction of the Shiite Askariya shrine in February 2006 triggered a dramatic escalation of Iraq’s Sunni-Shiite civil war; and most of Nineveh Governorate, with Mosul as its capital. Mosul, Iraq’s third largest city, is divided by the Tigris River between a Sunni west and a Kurdish east. To Mosul’s east are Christian villages that would like to form a majority Christian Nineveh Plain Autonomous Region; to the north, west, and east are Yazidi villages and towns; and to the west is volatile Tel Afar with its large Turkmen population.

The Shiite South: The southern half of Iraq is Shiite. This area is demarcated by a line starting on the Euphrates north of Karbala and extending east to the southern reaches of Baghdad and then on to the Iranian border. It includes the holy cities of Karbala and Najaf as well as Basra, Iraq’s second city, and access to the Persian Gulf. Iraq’s Council of Representatives has enacted a law permitting Iraq’s nine southern Governorates to form a single Shiite Region with the same powers as Kurdistan.

Baghdad: Baghdad, with 20 percent of Iraq’s population, is divided between a mostly Shiite east and a mostly Sunni west. After 2003, its once mixed neighborhoods became either Shiite or Sunni.
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UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES





Introduction



George W. Bush launched and lost America’s Iraq War. Losing is just one way in which the Iraq War did not turn out as planned.


	A war intended to eliminate the threat from Saddam Hussein’s nonexistent weapons of mass destruction ended up with Iran and North Korea much closer to having deployable nuclear weapons.

	A war intended to fight terror has helped the terrorists.

	A war intended to bring freedom and democracy to Iraq now has U.S. troops fighting for pro-Iranian Shiite theocrats and alongside unreformed Baathists.

	A war intended to undermine Iran’s ayatollahs has resulted in a historic victory for Iran. Iranian-backed political parties control Iraq’s government and armed forces, giving Iran a role in Iraq that it has not had in four centuries.

	A war intended to promoted democracy in the Middle East has set it back.

	A war intended to intimidate Syria and make Israel more secure has left Israel more threatened and Syria less isolated.

	A war intended to enhance America’s relations with moderate Islam has made Turkey among the most anti-American countries in the world.

	A war intended to showcase American power has highlighted the deficiencies of U.S. intelligence, the incompetence of American administration, and the limitations on the American military.

	A war intended to boost American global leadership has driven U.S. prestige to an all-time low.

	A war intended to consolidate Republican power in Washington for a generation cost the GOP control of both houses of Congress in 2006, and seems likely to help elect an antiwar Democrat president in 2008.

	A war intended to make America more secure has left the country weaker.



“The United States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons,” President Bush told Congress in his first State of the Union speech, on January 29, 2002. America, he promised, will “deny terrorists and their state sponsors the materials, technology, and expertise to make and deliver weapons of mass destruction.” And he warned, “America will do what is necessary to ensure our nation’s security.”

George W. Bush’s performance never matched his rhetoric. A year after that speech, he launched a war to eliminate Iraqi weapons of mass destruction that did not exist. Meanwhile, North Korea—a country he said was in an “Axis of Evil” with Iraq and Iran—took advantage of Bush’s preoccupation with a phantom Iraqi threat and withdrew from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. North Korea went on to make eight nuclear weapons from plutonium that had previously been safeguarded by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and then tested one in 2006. President Bush did nothing about North Korea for years before eventually concluding an agreement that required North Korea to dismantle its aging reactor but effectively allowed it to keep its nukes.

Iraq did not have a nuclear program but Iran does. From 1985 to 2003, Iran ran a clandestine program aimed at acquiring the technology to enrich uranium that could be used as the fissile material for a nuclear weapon. In 2003, Iran disclosed this clandestine program to the IAEA and agreed to freeze its uranium enrichment activities. George Bush’s Iraq War paved the way for Iran’s Shiite allies to take power in Iraq in 2005. With American troops bogged down in Iraq and its own strategic position incomparably stronger, Iran resumed enriching uranium in 2005 and has defied subsequent U.N. Security Council resolutions demanding that it stop. George Bush designated Iran part of the Axis of Evil in 2002 and accused those who want to negotiate with Iran of appeasement. This tough language is a diversion from the fact that George W. Bush has done nothing diplomatically, militarily, or otherwise to slow down Iran’s nuclear program.

On George W. Bush’s watch, Pakistan was the world’s most dangerous nuclear proliferator. It provided nuclear weapons technology to North Korea, Iran, Libya, and, almost certainly, other states. Prior to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, its nuclear scientists even met with al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. When its nuclear activities became public in 2004, George W. Bush meekly accepted the explanation of Pakistan’s dictator, Pervez Musharraf, that it was all a rogue operation run by Pakistani nuclear scientist A. Q. Khan. Bush never complained when Musharraf pardoned the supposed rogue a day after he confessed to running a proliferation ring or when Pakistan stonewalled U.S. requests to interview Khan.

George W. Bush did not keep his promise to “do what is necessary to ensure our nation’s security.” As an unintended consequence of his Iraq War, the countries of Iran, North Korea, and Pakistan all became more dangerous threats to America’s security.

Saddam Hussein had no role in the 9/11 attacks, as everyone now agrees. President Bush, however, insists that the Iraq War is an integral part of the war on terror. He has a point. George W. Bush gave al-Qaeda its opening in Iraq. If Iraq is now the central front in the war on terror, it is because George W. Bush made it so.

Prior to the invasion of Iraq, al-Qaeda was not in any part of Iraq controlled by Saddam Hussein. Al-Qaeda saw Saddam Hussein as a corrupt secular nationalist, precisely the kind of Arab leader it wanted to depose.* Saddam Hussein had few virtues, but in this unique case the United States was well served by his ruthless approach to internal opponents.

On April 9, 2003, U.S. troops took Baghdad on the orders of a president whose administration had made no plans to provide security or to administer the country. Chaos was the predictable result. For at least six weeks after the invasion, looters had access to every significant public institution, except for the Oil Ministry, which U.S. troops did guard. At the same time, the Bush administration fumbled from a plan to set up an interim Iraqi government (announced May 5) to a plan for a multiyear occupation (announced to the Iraqi leaders May 16). The confusion is directly attributable to a president who boasted he was the decider and yet never knew these were the sort of critical questions a president is supposed to decide. Chaos created an opening for Saddam’s Baathist cadres to regroup and for al-Qaeda and its allies to enter Iraq. Al-Qaeda and other Sunni fundamentalists discovered they could kill both Americans and Shiites in Iraq. The fighting derailed Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s plans for a rapid drawdown of U.S. troops. The continued presence of large numbers of American troops drew new recruits to al-Qaeda and made it a symbol of Sunni resistance to the infidel in Iraq and elsewhere in the Sunni world. While American troops had armored vehicles and secure bases, ordinary Iraqi Shiites did not. Al-Qaeda specialized in mass bombings that killed large numbers of adherents to a branch of Islam they see as heretical. Eventually these attacks triggered a civil war. Iraq did become the central front in the war on terror with the additional complication that the terrorists appeared to be winning.

When he ordered U.S. forces into Iraq in 2003, President Bush proclaimed the freedom of the Iraqi people to be his goal. The administration even gave the military campaign the code name “Operation Iraqi Freedom.” Almost immediately after ousting Saddam Hussein, the Bush administration began a major effort to remake Iraq into a free society. L. Paul (Jerry) Bremer III, the Bush appointee as head of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) for Iraq, moved quickly to abolish the old regime’s repressive apparatus: the Iraqi Army, the security services, and the Baath party. He went on to impose a sweeping lifetime ban on senior Baathists in the public service, to write an interim constitution replete with guarantees of personal freedom, and to remake Iraq in line with an American conservative’s vision of a market-oriented free society. Five years later, President Bush’s speeches about Iraq were still laced with references to freedom and a free Iraq.

Democracy does not exist in Arab Iraq. Shiite religious parties rule Iraq’s south, where they have created their own theocratic dictatorships. The good ones resemble Iran; others are a Shiite version of Taliban rule in Afghanistan where women do not work, girls do not go to school, and any deviance in dress or conduct means death. In 2008, al-Qaeda lost control of many Sunni areas. The new rulers were the same Baathists who had ruled in 2003, and were no more democratic than they had ever been.

By 2008, the United States was not fighting for democracy or freedom in Iraq. President Bush was sending U.S. troops into battle in southern Iraq to help Shiite theocrats fight their Shiite rivals and in central Iraq to serve alongside Baathist militiamen.

The Iraq War was intended to transform Iraq from brutal dictatorship into the Arab world’s first real democracy. President Bush fully expected a democratic Iraq would be both a role model for other Middle Eastern countries and a subversive force against the region’s authoritarian rulers. Envisioning a replay of the 1989 Eastern European revolutions, where elections in Poland set in motion a process that swept away the Berlin Wall and the Soviet Union, the Iraq War’s neoconservative architects imagined the quick collapse of Syria’s Baathist regime, the growing strength of prodemocracy forces in Iran, and ultimately the replacement of pro-American autocrats in Saudi Arabia and Egypt with pro-American democrats.

Iraq, however, did not become a democracy. Instead it split apart and descended into a brutal civil war. While the Bush administration boasts of the freedoms incorporated into Iraq’s constitution, prodemocracy reformers see that those freedoms exist only on paper. The constitution is a road map to partition, consolidating Kurdistan’s position as a de facto independent state and legalizing its separate government, laws, and army. Furthermore, the constitution leaves the door open for the Shiites and Sunnis to form their own regions with exactly the same powers as Kurdistan, and indeed, the Shiites are moving to do just that.

Far from inspiring other Middle Eastern countries to move toward democracy, these developments in Iraq have strengthened the region’s hard-line regimes. In 2005, Syria’s Baathist regime, led by Bashar al-Assad, was in deep trouble, having been caught red-handed in the Beirut assassination of former Lebanese prime minister Rafik Hariri. Three years later, the regime appears more entrenched than ever. In 2003, Iran had a liberal, reform-oriented president. However, the Bush administration’s combination of harsh rhetoric toward Iran and manifest incompetence in Iraq helped elect hard-liner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as Iran’s president. In spite of his bizarre utterances, Ahmadinejad has shrewdly used confrontation with the Bush administration to convert his largely powerless office into a more significant one.

Iran is the winner of the war that George W. Bush lost. Iran’s closest allies in the world are the Shiite religious parties that, thanks to the American invasion, today run Iraq’s central government. The Badr Organization, a Shiite militia, dominates the upper ranks of the Iraqi Army and effectively controls the national police. Iran founded the Badr Organization (then the Badr Corps) in Iran in the 1980s, providing funding, training, arms, and officers. Iran’s President Ahmadinejad has said his country will fill the vacuum left by the United States in Iraq, and he is well placed to do so.

George W. Bush’s strategic gift to Iran comprises that country’s biggest gains in four centuries. In addition to a leading role in Iraq’s central government, Iran’s Shiite allies now control most of southern Iraq. This puts Iran in the position to dominate the world’s largest oil reserves. Iran’s influence now extends across the vast oil fields of southern Iraq to the borders of Kuwait and Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province. The former is itself an important oil producer while Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, home to the kingdom’s Shiites, has the country’s most important oil fields. Iran is in a position to undermine the Sunni king of Shiite-majority Bahrain, the site of the major U.S. naval base in the Persian Gulf, and has become an important—and not helpful—player in the Levant thanks to its support for the Lebanese Shiite party Hezbollah.

Making the Middle East democratic was also intended to make it safer for Israel. But just as Iran has emerged as the unintended beneficiary of the changes wrought by the Iraq War, Israel is the loser. Instead of a democratic Palestine and a democratic Lebanon, it confronts two radical movements on the other side of its borders: Hamas and Hezbollah. By 2003, Saddam Hussein posed only a hypothetical future threat to Israel. Iraq had neither the rockets that could reach Israel nor the weapons of mass destruction (WMD) that could do it harm. A much-empowered Iran provided Hezbollah with the hundreds of rockets that actually struck Israel in 2006. Saddam provided cash payments to the families of Palestinian suicide bombers, but Iran’s president publicly doubts that the Holocaust ever took place and threatens the existence of Israel. And, unlike Iraq, Iran has an active WMD program that will give it the possibility of making nuclear weapons.

The Iraq War fit into a neoconservative security doctrine based on preserving American preeminence in world affairs. Having the United States come out of the Cold War as the world’s sole superpower, the ideologues shaping the Bush security policy were determined to prevent any “peer competitor” from emerging. A swift victory in Iraq was one way of confirming the unrivaled power of the United States.

The neoconservatives, however, failed to consider that military strength is only one aspect of power, and not necessarily the most important. (Russia is not a superpower even though it has all of the Soviet Union’s nukes.) American power comes not only from the strength of our military and the size of our economy, but also from the respect people around the world have for America and its leaders. Because of George W. Bush, the United States lost respect everywhere in the world, with the possible exceptions of Albania and Iraqi Kurdistan. In few places was the decline as dramatic as in Turkey.

In 2000, the United States enjoyed a 60 percent approval rating among Turks. This favorable rating was due to many things: the historic alliance with Turkey going back to the early years of the Cold War, Turkey’s self-identification with the West and Western values, and general admiration for America’s charismatic president, Bill Clinton. By 2007, just 9 percent of Turks approved of the United States and a whopping 83 percent disapproved. The American invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration’s arrogant dismissal of Turkish concerns about the war, the obvious American incompetence on display in Iraq, and disdain for George W. Bush have all contributed to this seismic shift in Turkish public opinion. While some of Bush’s defenders have tried to argue that world opinion does not matter as long as America does the right thing (by their lights), this is untrue. In October 2007, the Turkish parliament ignored American objections and authorized Turkish troops to cross the border into Iraq in pursuit of the PKK, a Turkish Kurdish rebel group. While Turkey had legitimate concerns about PKK activities, the Bush administration rightly worried that a Turkish invasion of northern Iraq could bring chaos to Iraqi Kurdistan, the one stable and pro-Western part of the country. With 160,000 U.S. troops stretched thin by the fighting elsewhere in Iraq, Turkey’s threatened invasion was not the act of a friend. That Turkey could contemplate such a course of action was one concrete example of the price America pays for its lost esteem.

The Iraq War was intended to project American strength in the world. Instead it revealed weakness. Foreigners who thought the CIA was omniscient and omnipotent learned that it could not distinguish trailers for weather balloons from mobile biological weapons laboratories and that the word of a drunken defector code named “Curveball” was considered dispositive. The U.S. president and secretary of state presented as the absolute truth conclusions drawn from fragmentary intelligence and crudely forged documents and, as a result, both foreigners and Americans now doubt administration warnings on Iran. The U.S. administration of postwar Iraq was so inept that it undermined the very notion of American efficiency and administrative competence. Even the ability of the U.S. military to strike fear in potential adversaries (a reputation that was central to America’s successes in the Balkans in the 1990s) was undermined by its inability to contain an insurgency that had only shallow support in Iraq itself.

Karl Rove, Bush’s political strategist, conceived of the Iraq War as part of broader political strategy that plays on the Republicans’ presumed political advantage on national security and fighting terrorism. This was intended to keep the Republicans in power for a generation. Instead, the Republicans lost control of the House and Senate in the 2006 midterm elections (losing an astounding twenty-four of the thirty-three Senate seats that were up for grabs) and appear poised to lose the White House in 2008.

George W. Bush has refused to take responsibility for the fiasco he has created. He has repeatedly said he will leave the problem of Iraq to his successor. In effect, he plans to run out the clock on Iraq. Americans should be outraged that the men and women of the U.S. military are being asked to risk their lives in pursuit of goals in Iraq that Bush no longer pursues but will not admit he has abandoned.

Aside from saying he used inappropriate language (it was a mistake, he now says, to have taunted Iraq’s insurgents in 2003 with the phrase “Bring them on”), President Bush acknowledges no specific mistakes in Iraq. His neoconservative allies are laying the groundwork to blame the next president—presumably a Democrat—for losing Iraq. Neoconservative think tanks, such as the American Enterprise Institute, and publications, such as the Weekly Standard, now produce a steady flow of reports, articles, and op-eds explaining how the United States has turned the corner in Iraq and is now winning. When the next president withdraws, those who actually lost the war will be making the case that defeat was snatched from the jaws of victory. While it is preposterous that there should be any debate as to who lost Iraq, the next president would ignore the matter at his peril.

The next president will, of course, face greater challenges than countering partisan assaults. He will have to decide exactly how to withdraw from Iraq and how to deal with what is left behind. The next president will need an Iran strategy that aims at avoiding having to choose between a nuclear-armed Iran and war with Iran. He will need to refocus attention on the war on terror and on nuclear proliferation. President Bush has chosen to ignore the inconvenient truth that Pakistan, an American ally, is both the world’s most promiscuous proliferator of nuclear technology and a breeding ground for Sunni fundamentalist terrorists, including al-Qaeda. Pakistan is more than episodically chaotic; it is at risk of becoming a failed state and the next president will need to apply both strategy and attention to events in the world’s second most populous Islamic state.

The next president’s most difficult challenge will be restoring American prestige and leadership in the world. U.S. approval ratings will go up the moment George Bush leaves office, but, no matter how appealing and effective the next president may be, he is unlikely to restore America’s standing in the world to what is was in 2000. The next president must focus on the larger implications of the issues thrown into stark relief by the American failure in Iraq: other countries have internal divisions comparable to those that led to the breakup of Iraq. It is time to rethink our reflexive commitment to the continuation of every country now on the planet and to reconsider our bias against self-determination. We need to figure out how to do postconflict nation building in a competent manner, because as much as our leaders insist this is not America’s mission, it is certain to be. Finally, the new president must look at the institutions of our own government that failed so miserably in the Iraq crisis: an intelligence system that got us into a war it didn’t tell us we would likely lose; a hopelessly politicized Pentagon where the most senior uniformed officers lacked the courage to give their bosses unpopular military advice; a diplomatic service starved for resources and ignored even when right; and a White House headed by a president who claimed it was his job to decide and then not only did not make the most fateful decisions of his administration but never realized these were matters for a president to decide. Above all, the next president will need a national security strategy based on a realistic appraisal of the world and a set of objectives prioritized according to importance, risk, and available resources.

In short, we need to be smart. A superpower that makes national security decisions based on ideological convictions and wishful thinking will not long be a superpower.

The Iraq War was intended to change the Middle East and so it did. The Middle East therefore must be the initial focus of the U.S. effort to repair the damage done by the Iraq War.









1

The Potemkin Surge




At the beginning of 2007, President Bush announced a new strategy for Iraq. The United States would increase or “surge” its troops there by an additional 20,000. The new troops, the president announced in January, would be deployed to Baghdad and to Anbar Governorate, the purely Sunni province that was the seat of the insurgency. U.S. troops would no longer live in sprawling bases making patrols into the dangerous terrain beyond the barbed wire; instead they would live with their Iraqi counterparts at police stations and other locales, providing training and mentoring. To implement his new strategy, Bush appointed General David Petraeus to be the top U.S. commander in Iraq. Petraeus, a West Point graduate and Princeton Ph.D., had served two previous tours in Iraq and had written a manual on counterinsurgency. Two months before announcing the surge, President Bush had fired Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and appointed in his place an experienced government official, former CIA director Robert Gates. With a more professional team and a new strategy, Bush hoped that violence would decline sufficiently so as to give Iraqis the time and space to make progress on the political and military fronts.

The surge was, as it turned out, fortuitously timed. The Sunni insurgency had begun in April 2003 in Anbar after two incidents in which U.S. forces killed Iraqi civilians. (The air force killed twenty-two in the bombing of a Ramadi home after receiving false intelligence that Saddam was hiding there, and in the other incident Marines in Fallujah fired into a crowd after being shot at, killing at least thirteen.) Initially, the resistance was a combination of angry tribal leaders, other Baathists, and the Saddam fedayeen, a Baathist paramilitary. Over the ensuing months, Salafi jihadis,* including those associated with al-Qaeda, joined the fight. Some were foreigners and many more were Iraqi Sunnis.

As-Shoura is the holiest day for Shiite Muslims, marking as it does the anniversary of the massacre of Imam Hussein, the Prophet’s grandson, near Karbala in 680. March 2, 2004, was the first time in twenty-nine years that Iraq’s Shiite majority was free to commemorate the holiday with the traditional pilgrimages to Karbala and other Shiite shrines. That day, al-Qaeda suicide bombers blew themselves up among the pilgrims in Karbala and at the Khadimiya shrine in Baghdad, killing at least 180. Subsequent attacks on Shiite civilians killed thousands and, in 2006, al-Qaeda blew up the golden-domed Askariya shrine in Samarra, provoking Shiite attacks on Sunnis and escalating a Sunni-Shiite civil war already under way.

By attacking the Shiites, whom they see as belonging to a heretical branch of Islam, al-Qaeda in Mesopotamia (as the Iraqi affiliate began to style itself) transformed the insurgency from being primarily an anti-American campaign into a Sunni-Shiite religious war. Initially, the attacks on the Shiites served the purposes of the Baathists and the Anbar tribal leaders. It sowed chaos in the new Iraq and targeted a group the Baathists saw as Iranian pawns. Many experts believe the Baathists were behind some of the attacks on the Shiites and used al-Qaeda as a cover for their own actions.

Thanks to the spectacular and brutal nature of its attacks and to its public relations skills, al-Qaeda in Mesopotamia (AQM) became the most visible part of the insurgency. As it and the other Salafi jihadis became stronger, they challenged the traditional power structure in Anbar and other Sunni areas. AQM assassinated local chieftains and, in some instances, forced their daughters to marry AQM fighters. (Such marriages were thinly disguised rapes.) By 2006, many of Anbar’s leaders were fed up with al-Qaeda and they turned to the Americans for help. Even though these Sunni leaders had been insurgents or insurgent sympathizers, General Petraeus responded favorably. Beginning in Anbar, the Sunni tribesmen formed militias that they called the Sunni Awakening, or, later, the Sons of Iraq. The United States agreed to pay the salaries of the militiamen, as well as generous subsidies to the tribal leaders. In a matter of months, they suppressed, but did not eliminate, al-Qaeda in Anbar. And because al-Qaeda was now fighting fellow Sunnis, it no longer had the resources—or safe bases—to plot deadly attacks on the Shiites. By September 2007, there had been a real change in Iraq. Sectarian killing was down and Baghdad’s morgue actually had space to spare.

President Bush decided to make a victory lap—not to Baghdad but to Anbar, which had been the epicenter of the Sunni insurgency. En route to a summit meeting in Australia, Air Force One touched down at the governorate’s remote al-Asad air base. A year before, a presidential visit to Anbar—even to a heavily guarded and remote air base—would have been unthinkably dangerous. Back in 2006, the Marines had described Anbar in a leaked intelligence report as lost to al-Qaeda and now the U.S. president was there. Frederick Kagan, the American Enterprise Institute scholar who was the intellectual architect of the surge strategy, saw the visit as vindication of his approach. The Bush visit, he enthused, “should be recognized as at least the Gettysburg of this war.”

In his weekly radio address just after the trip, Bush attributed the success both to U.S. troops and to the people of Anbar.

Local citizens soon saw what life under al-Qaeda meant for them. The terrorists brutalized the people of Anbar and killed those who opposed their dark ideology. So the tribal sheiks of Anbar came together to fight al-Qaeda. They asked for support from the coalition and the Iraqi government, and we responded. Together we have driven al-Qaeda out of strongholds in Anbar. The level of violence is down. Local governments are meeting again. Young Sunnis are joining the police and army. And normal life is returning. The people of Anbar have seen that standing up to the terrorists and extremists leads to a better life. And Anbar has shown that improving security is the first step toward achieving economic progress and political reconciliation.


Sheik Abdul-Sattar Abu Risha, the local Sunni leader in Ramadi, was the man most responsible for assembling the Anbar Sunni Awakening and the White House wanted a picture of the president with the local hero. No one told Abu Risha this since the president’s visit was, for security reasons, a closely guarded secret. A photograph from their September 3 meeting shows a grinning president, flanked by a smiling General Petraeus and Defense Secretary Gates, shaking hands with Abu Risha. The sheik looks as if he wants to be anyplace else. Ten days later, an al-Qaeda bomb killed Abu Risha near his Ramadi home.

In addition to claiming victory prematurely (not for the first time), Bush misrepresented other key facts in his radio address. The Sunni Awakening in Anbar did not seek support from the Iraq government, which it despises as much as it does al-Qaeda. The Iraqi government was not letting significant numbers of young Sunnis into the Iraqi Army and police precisely because this would put its security in the hands of the enemy.

General Petraeus has emphasized that the United States is not arming the Awakening, but is simply paying salaries. The official explanation is that all members have personal weapons as allowed under Iraqi law but the real reason is that the Iraqi government opposes arming the Awakening. The Awakening’s “personal weapons” are far more lethal than what might commonly be understood by the phrase. As former insurgents, the Awakening militiamen have an array of weapons, many of which came, ironically and indirectly, from General Petraeus. In 2004, Petraeus, as the American general responsible for building a new Iraqi Army, oversaw the distribution of assault rifles and other weapons. Inexplicably, the United States failed to record the serial numbers, and Sunni recruits turned many of these over to the insurgents. In 2007, many of those same insurgents were using those weapons to fight alongside the United States against al-Qaeda.

In the second half of 2007, the Awakening spread to Baghdad and, with U.S. support, took back the city’s Sunni neighborhoods from al-Qaeda and the other Salafi jihadis. Shops, playgrounds, and restaurants reopened and parents once again dared to send their children to school. In Baghdad, the Awakening also provided Sunnis with some defense against Shiite death squads and criminal gangs, which had, along with al-Qaeda, made life intolerable for most Sunnis in the capital.

Still, in Baghdad and in Anbar, the gains were much less than claimed by the administration’s boosters. Al-Qaeda continued to assassinate Awakening militiamen and leaders, stage suicide bomb attacks on Shiites, launch mortar attacks into Baghdad’s heavily fortified international zone (the Green Zone), and place improvised explosive devices (IEDs) that kill Americans. Eighteen months into Bush’s new strategy, Baghdad was still far too dangerous for an American—or an Iraqi politician—to travel around except with heavily armed escorts. Pushed out of Baghdad and Anbar, al-Qaeda had, at the start of 2008, stepped up operations in Mosul, Iraq’s third-largest city, a tense place divided by the Tigris river between a Sunni west bank and a Kurdish east bank. Fighting al-Qaeda resembles the “whack-a-mole” game. Knocked down in one place, al-Qaeda pops up in another.

The decline in violence that followed the surge raises two questions: If the surge troops really made the difference, what will happen after the troops go? And, if the decline in violence is due to other factors, such as the Awakening, how durable are the gains?

When George W. Bush toppled Saddam Hussein’s regime on April 9, 2003, he ended eighty years of Sunni rule. Because he had made no plans for how to govern Iraq or provide public security, he left a void. In the Sunni areas, tribal leaders, Baathists, and religious extremists exploited the absence of authority to create the insurgency. In the Shiite areas, clerics and religious parties rushed to fill the void.

Days after Saddam’s regime collapsed in southern Iraq, Iranian-based Shiite religious parties, and their militias, moved back to Iraq. The most prominent of these were the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI) and Dawa, a revolutionary Shiite party founded in the 1950s. Both had close ties to Iran. SCIRI was founded by the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in Tehran in 1982. The Iranians also created SCIRI’s militia, the Badr Corps (renamed after liberation as the Badr Organization on the pretense that its mission had changed to social work). Iran funded, trained, armed, and officered the Badr Corps and still has the closest possible ties to it. Working with local clerics, SCIRI and Dawa set up local administrations that restarted essential services and in which the Badr Corps provided security. They also began the process of transforming the south into a theocratic state.

Although closely associated with Iran and theocratic, SCIRI and Dawa represented the Shiite establishment. Jerry Bremer, head of the Coalition Provisional Authority, recognized them as such. He appointed SCIRI and Dawa leaders to his Iraqi Governing Council and placed their nominees in key positions in the interim Iraqi government and the reconstituted bureaucracy. He also helped them infiltrate their cadres into the Iraqi Army and police. In 2005, SCIRI and Dawa formed an electoral alliance with other Shiite parties that won an absolute majority in Iraq’s Transitional National Assembly.

As SCIRI and Dawa were taking over the south in April 2003, Moqtada al-Sadr, a pudgy thirty-year-old cleric, was beginning a movement that was to challenge their preeminence as well as the American occupation. While his own religious credentials were scant, Moqtada came from a line of revered Shiite ayatollahs. The family had the mantle of martyrdom since Saddam had murdered Moqtada’s father, brothers, and grandfather. Moqtada found support in the south but his base was in the Shiite parts of Baghdad, and in particular Sadr City, the sprawling Shiite slum of two million that had been renamed for his father the day Saddam fell (it had been Saddam City). Sadr’s fiery sermons and the memory of his martyred family won him thousands of adherents, particularly among Sadr City’s slum dwellers. With the Americans preoccupied with the growing Sunni insurgency, he established in 2003 his own militia, the Mahdi Army (named after the last Shiite Imam, who disappeared in 878 and whose return Shiites believe will herald the end of the world). In 2004, the Mahdi Army fought the Americans in Najaf, winning far more recruits through its heroic stand than it lost in battle. By the end of 2006, the Mahdi Army was by far Iraq’s largest militia with more men claiming to be part of it than in the Iraqi Army. It controlled most of Shiite Baghdad (70 percent of the city) and parts of the south, including neighborhoods in Basra. In some places, including Basra, it imposed Taliban-type rule. In Baghdad, the Mahdi Army was actively engaged in a campaign to drive Sunnis from the city, using death squads and other terror tactics to accomplish the mission.
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