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Perilous Freedom

The US War in Iraq
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-By David H. Young-
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There are a number of important questions that must be addressed when analyzing and attempting to resolve the current war in Iraq.  First, why now?  Why is it that this same insurgency and civil war did not happen when Saddam Hussein was in power?  Second, to whom does this war belong? And finally, what has prevented the parties from reaching a political settlement?  

It is important first to note that while the Bush Administration has certainly made plenty of mistakes, even if the execution of this war and its aftermath had been flawless, it is very likely that a civil war would have erupted nonetheless at some point during the post-war reconstruction.  The power balance disrupted by the invasion was simply too fragile and volatile not to explode into chaos.  But why and how did the US invasion invite resistance to grievances that seemed no worse—and in many instances, better—than under Saddam’s iron fist?

Hussein seemed to reinforce his own reputation as a merciless and savage ruler every chance he had.  He started an 8-year war in Iran in 1980 which cost nearly a million lives.  He routinely slaughtered thousands of Kurds in northern Iraq for seeking greater political autonomy, and any Shiite he arbitrarily deemed as seditious was summarily executed unless s/he was believed to merit torturing first.  He tortured and killed anyone (and their families) who disagreed with or doubted him.  And yet despite all this, it is because the US soldiers now occupying Iraq represent an entirely democratic society that Iraqi Sunnis have opted violently to resist the far-less repressive US forces.  

While President Bush claims that Al-Qaeda and its Sunni chapter in Iraq “hate us for our freedom,” the reality could not be further from the truth.  In fact, they hate (and target) us because they are now free to do so, and because they know that (unlike dictatorships) democracies are extremely vulnerable to public opinion.  

In contrast, Hussein was so brutal that no amount of public disapproval could ever convince him to change course.  Such a dictator is only subject to public opinion (and thus, only cares about it) when a rebellious energy coalesces into a formidable group set on overthrowing him.  Thus, as long as Hussein erred on the side of brutality—even killing many of his own advisors on a whim—such a group could never organize itself into a coup d'état mob.  So resistance was futile; he made sure of that.  

Now, however, it does not matter to most Sunnis that life for most Iraqis has been far better in the last three years than at any time during Hussein’s rule,
 mostly because the Sunnis are the only Iraqis whose lives became worse immediately after the US invasion.     

Much like the fall of the Soviet Union, the general “collapse of authoritarian rule” in Iraq invited “long suppressed grievances to come to the surface and escalate into armed conflict.”
  Whatever the cause may be, “reduced inhibitions against aggressive behavior” invite the parties to escalate and destabilize the conflict.
  Put more optimistically, “people become more hopeful as things get better, causing their aspirations to rise.”
  Unfortunately, ethnic conflict is likely to follow suit if “after a period of expanding achievement there is a slowdown or reversal in this achievement.”
  

In fact, such a reversal is precisely what happened when the US Coalition Provision Authority disbanded the entire Iraqi army and carried out a “de-baathification” of Iraq’s political ranks.  Iraq’s Sunni leadership (like the Republican Guard and senior members of Hussein’s Baath Party) had every reason to believe that the US merely wanted to replace Saddam with someone who would be less hostile to US interests, but the Baathist ranks had no idea that the US would purge the entire government of their political party.  Once expelled, however, they wanted to use the new absence of tyranny to humiliate and kill the foreign occupiers.  And so their campaign began.

However, this explanation can only be stretched so far.  It was, after all, the Sunnis who were empowered by Hussein’s tyranny.  The insurgency’s leadership makes no pretensions about its justification for the insurgency: without Hussein’s support, Sunnis are now at far greater risk in Iraq specifically because they are Sunnis.  For the same reason have Shiites refrained from targeting US forces, as their predicament has improved dramatically since the fall of Saddam Hussein.  And while this certainly explains why Iraqi Sunnis and Shiites are now lost in a civil war, the strategic struggle between US forces and Sunnis in Iraq is based on something more than a general resentment of an unwanted occupier and the lack of restraint to do something about it.  

The more important and strategic consideration of the Sunni insurgency is founded on the occupiers’ democratic origins.  As Osama bin Laden has repeated again and again, America is weak, and Sunni insurgents in Iraq, whether they fought for bin Laden or not, believed his arguments were correct:

America appears mighty, but it is actually weak and cowardly.  Look at Vietnam, look at Lebanon [in 1983].  Whenever soldiers start coming home in body bags, Americans panic and retreat.  For all its wealth and resources, America lacks conviction.  It cannot stand against warriors of faith who do not fear death.

As noted by Robert Pape, an expert on suicide terrorism, between 1980 (when Hezbollah pioneered modern suicide terrorism) and 2001, nearly 50 percent of all suicide terror campaigns obtained at least some of their goals.  “Even a 50 percent success rate is remarkable: international military and economic coercion generally works less than a third of the time, and is especially rare for groups with few other options.”
  The lesson: suicide terrorism works, and the fact that suicide bombers and other attacks in Iraq are setting more records every month only reinforces this analysis.  

*      *      *      *      *

But what about the suicide bombs and attacks that only kill Iraqis?  Do such bombings and attacks qualify as an effective tool for forceful coercion?  These questions beg another larger issue: whose conflict is this?  What role does each party play?  

According to one widely accepted theory, the prevalence of ethnic conflicts of the 1990’s was the inevitable result of the Soviet Union’s collapse, at which point ethnic nationalism across the globe seemed to appear spontaneously in an institutional vacuum.
  But in every case, much like in Iraq, those tensions had been repressed with force by dictators and their well-disciplined institutions.  As a result, after the 2003 US invasion, the fierce ethnic conflict that exploded in Iraq between Sunnis, Shiites and (to a lesser extent) Kurds had been merely dormant for many years, brooding for a chance to rise again.  

So when the US forces invaded, the Bush Administration soon found itself surrounded by key regional players that Washington (somehow) thought had neither the interest nor the ability to influence events in Iraq.  Specifically, the mostly-Shiite Iran and the mostly-Sunni Saudi Arabia have been preparing for another vacuum if and when the US forces cut their losses and withdraw; and in the meantime, these two Middle East rivals are already trying to manipulate what they (rightly) perceive as threats to their own national identity and security.  

In terms of both religion and physical security, the winner of this fight in Iraq will have a remarkable strategic advantage in their religious and political agendas.  As a result, this conflict will not be resolved or even significantly mitigated as long as the objectives of each side “are incompatible, groups are strong and determined, action is feasible, success is possible, and inter-group comparisons lead to competition, anxiety, and fears of being dominated.”
  

This war belongs to the Middle East, and it is almost entirely out of America’s hands.  Once the Bush Administration redefined its military objectives in Iraq—from eliminating a rogue nuclear threat to liberating the Iraqi people from the yoke of tyranny—it had hoped to correct a tremendous injustice: the “status inconsistency” in which the minority Sunnis were favored above the majority Shia and Kurdish populations.  Yet in the process of correcting one injustice, US policies inadvertently invited Sunnis to compose their own list of injustices and tales of repression.
  

For instance, a month after the fall of Baghdad on April 7, Paul Bremer, chief of the interim Iraqi government, issued an order that all “Senior [Baath] Party Members are hereby banned from future employment in the public sector.”  Accompanying this mass dismissal was a similar order firing any employees of the Iraqi government and military that held higher than a junior ranking.
 

With these two swift (and fiercely contested) decisions, the stage was set for a civil war between Sunnis and Shiites.  After all, “conflict is especially likely when ambiguity exists about the nature of power such that each party can conclude—through a process of wishful thinking—that it is stronger than the other.”
  Shiites believed they finally had a level playing field and should take advantage of it, while Sunnis were outraged and determined not to lose the upper hand that had kept them safe for the last quarter-century.  

At any rate, whether they knew it or not, American forces quickly understood the futility of demilitarization when “legitimate political processes” do not fill the security vacuum.
  Not only did Bremer drive between 30,000 and 50,000 senior Baath military officials underground (and without confiscating their guns), but he inadvertently depleted every ministry and government office of the employees necessary to run an economy that is dependent on its public sector institutions.  “You just cleaned out the ministries,” one CPA official complained to Bremer.

Until 2003, most resistance to Hussein’s regime originated in the northern Kurdish provinces, where the peshmerga
 had been “contending” for power and the eventual overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s status quo.  The Shiites were equally opposed to Hussein, but—living in closer proximity to Sunni populations—the Shiites had more to lose from persistent rebellion.  

Nevertheless, the Shia population was equally oppressed.  According to Edward Azar, in every “protracted social conflict” there exists a “prolonged and often violent struggle by communal groups for such basic needs as security, recognition and acceptance, fair access to political institutions and economic participation.”
  Neither the Kurds nor the Shiites possessed even the faintest grasp of these ideals under Hussein’s rule.  
Eager to correct these injustices, America’s forces and provisional government reversed this contender/defender model two months after the invasion by creating a new status quo, with the Shiites and Kurds as its primary beneficiaries.  Soon thereafter, the Sunnis longed for the financial and physical security formerly provided by the Baathist regime.  Inevitably, the Sunnis began contending for power, aided by the publicity of al-Qaeda’s brand name.  It was now Iraq’s minority that had the “goal of creating change that places it in conflict with Other.”
  

Having allowed the Middle East to disintegrate, the Bush Administration took note of its horrific policies and spent nearly two years trying to convince the Sunnis that expelling and disenfranchising them had been a mistake.  Especially when it became clear that the insurgency was giving way to civil war, the occupation’s military and political leaders tried desperately to buy Sunni support with offers of power in the new government, if only to show that the insurgents would benefit more from peaceful participation than they would from violent opposition.   

For instance, in a major policy shift in late April 2004, Paul Bremer invited all former Baath Party members with a clean record to return to their government posts.  To say the least, the offer was too little too late, and the rising threat of a fiery Shiite leader, Moqtada al-Sadr, indicated to Sunnis that they would have a worthy rival—fueling the fire of glorious jihad—for many years to come.  Often encouraged by Iran’s Shiite leadership, Sadr was (and is) vying for his own grasp on power while the Americans are distracted with the insurgency in the Sunni triangle.  

In no time at all, the seeds of civil war grew roots, and US forces have been teetering on the edge ever since, as events oscillated between stagnation and disaster.  Granted, several elections occurred without major incident, and the many Sunnis (even in insurgent strongholds) chose to vote and run in the most recent election in December 2005.   

But then on February 22, 2006, one of the holiest Shiite shrines in the world was nearly leveled by a Sunni suicide bomber in the Iraqi city of Samarra.  Among the many grievances listed, Sunnis claimed the Shiites were traitors for training and fighting alongside the Americans in Iraq, who were also fighting the Sunnis.  The difference between enforcing peace and colluding with the enemy was negligible in Sunni eyes.  But Shiites had grown tired of being attacked and doing nothing about it.  

While they had been victim to Sunni insurgents’ suicide bombings since the beginning of the occupation—not to mention being on the receiving end of decades of abuse at the hands of Saddam’s Sunni Baath Party—the Shiites of Iraq had not fought the Sunnis with as much ferocity as one might have expected.  In particular, the Sunni suicide bombings may have targeted Shiites, but many Sunnis also died from these bombings.  

In contrast, the Sunni attack on Samarra was the first blatant and unequivocal attack on the “Shia-ness” of Iraq’s Shiite population, and naturally, such clear “attacks on their group are viewed as assaults on their own self-worth”
—both of which must be defended.  As always, when matters of identity are at stake, yielding to one’s enemy is, by definition, often equivalent to agreeing to extermination.  However, the Shiites in Iraq—prior to the al-Aksaria bombing—actively employed the tactic of avoidance because it initially benefited them to do so.
  

Specifically, because of the US invasion, the Shiites have become the powerful party, so they had little incentive to frustrate the Americans with a civil war.  President Bush’s hand-picked Iraqi provisional leaders (and more recently, Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki) are well-known Shiites.  And as if being in the majority were not satisfactory enough, the Shiites are allied with the Kurds (whose interests are satisfied by Iraq’s Kurdish President, Jalal al-Talabani).  As a result, the Shiites have a comfortable political hold on the government coalition.  

A military hold, on the other hand, is an entirely different matter.  And this became too clear to Shiites when Sunni insurgents destroyed their holy al-Askari mosque in Samarra.  The Shiites had hit their threshold and so began a more assertive tit-for-tat campaign.
  Among the more terrifying tactics employed by the Shiites have been the so-called “death squads,” which are notorious for killing Sunnis on sight, and being comprised of US-trained Shiite policemen, apparently moonlighting, either for revenge or money.  
In the last ten months, a number of other Iraqi Shia shrines and mosques have been bombed by suicide bombers,
 and Shia militias continue to set up random roadside checkpoints throughout Iraq on a daily basis, executing anyone they find with a Sunni name or clothing.  Fortunately, the weapons that both parties possess limits the devastation of each act of violence, forcing the parties to escalate the conflict (when they so choose) by “producing a highly escalated steady rate rather than further escalation.”
  

That is, the Sunnis are not worried that the Shiites will escalate the methods of violence, say, by scrambling F-16s, because these methods are not available to either side.  Frequency is the only variable to be manipulated.  Conversely, because the retaliations cannot escalate in method, an escalated rate of retaliations will only reinforce the sense of normalcy and inevitability of the war—which means the international community cannot be shocked into doing something to alleviate the entrenched division within Iraq and the region as a whole.  

Specifically, some of the ad-hoc Shiite militias have operated under the leadership of Moqtada al-Sadr, and some have not; but nearly all of them have been (and continue to be) led by the explicit guidance of the Iranian spiritual and political leadership.   Baghdad neighborhoods have become more polarized with every passing month, as more than 400,000 Iraqis—both Sunni and Shiite—have fled their Baghdad homes in search of more homogeneous, safe communities.
  

Sadly, as diverse communities become rarer, the Shiite death squads (and some Sunni insurgents) have begun actively seeking out one another’s pure and recently-congealed communities, believing the hunters can be more efficient killers if they do not have to worry about inadvertently harming their own kind.

In fact, the conflict is escalating to such a level that the US forces appear increasingly like bystanders—not key players, and certainly not mediators.  The Shiites used to celebrate the US presence in Iraq, but when it became clear that the Americans could not protect the Shiites from a Sunni power backlash, Sadr and his well-trained Mahdi Army took matters into their own hands.  They even interfere with the mundane (though critical) bureaucratic cooperation between US contractors and their Iraqi replacements.  The “ministries Sadr controls—Health, Agriculture, and Transportation—will not work with Americans.”
  
Yet America’s impotence in helping resolve the conflict between Sunnis and Shiites has not prevented them from taking their own significant losses as occupiers.  The death toll of American and coalition forces is increasing at about the same slow and steady pace that the civil war succumbs to tragic depths, enmity and blame.
  Sunnis believe that the Shiites are responsible for the plight of Iraq, and likewise, the Shiites argue that the Sunnis deserve their terrible fortunes because of the tremendous pain they have inflicted on Shiites and Kurds for decades.  According to Shiite leaders, the Sunnis are only resisting because they want to dominate the Shiites, while the Sunnis claim they only strive to live without fear.  It appears that Al-Qaeda has hijacked a textbook, anti-occupation resistance, and to the grave detriment of most Iraqi Sunnis.  
Worse still, neither the Sunnis nor the Shiites trust the Americans, and perhaps rightfully so.  Regardless of any political solution the occupiers might devise, both sides would be (justifiably) terrified that Saudi Arabia and Iran will converge on Iraq in a regional “spillover” bloodbath as soon as US forces withdraw.
  So not even an idealistic and blind trust in the US is desirable here, even if it might work.
  A facilitator or intervener has to be perceived as being in the position to guarantee his/her end of the bargain, and the Americans simply cannot keep their promises, no matter how much they might want to.  And because the US forces lack control, it is understandable (though unhelpful) for the Sunnis to keep a tight grip on whatever semblance of control it maintains, at least over its own environment.
  Thus, without credibility or influence, the war in Iraq has ceased to be an American war.  In fact, it may have never been one.  

*      *      *      *      *


But why the deadlock?  

The simple answer is that the parties do not yet want a settlement badly enough.  “The stalemate is not hurting enough.”
  Sunnis currently have the motivation to come to the negotiating table because they were recently moved to the bottom of the food chain, but they do not want to forfeit their biggest chip (insurgency) unless they are confident that they will have both political power and an equal share of Iraq’s oil output—both before and after US forces withdraw.  Yet a guarantee like that will certainly not originate in Washington, and besides, exhausted American diplomats have been trying to convince Shiite and Kurdish leaders to share the oil profits and benefits with the rest of Iraq through a formal and nationalized oil company, but neither are listening.  

In fact, the Shiites and Kurds are busy negotiating with western oil companies
 to siphon the black gold from beneath Iraq’s northern and southern provinces, while the Sunnis keep Americans tied down in Iraq’s central Anbar province.  And even if oil did not play such a central role, in the war in Iraq (like any identity conflict) “the symbolism of talking with an enemy may make direct talk taboo.”

Regardless, there are two certainties regarding the potential to resolve this war: the signing of any political settlement depends on the allocation of oil profits, contracts, and jobs.  And two, the stability and success of any political settlement is entirely dependent on a slow but steady reconciliation process, and the assistance (or lack of interference) from Iraq’s neighbors—especially, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Syria.  

Oil adds a tricky element to the equation, and Iraqi Sunnis would not get excited about the western concepts of equality and social justice if the US sets up a government that arbitrarily punishes the Sunnis for living in (what happens to be) the most barren stretch of land in the Middle East.  Such “discriminatory economic systems” reinforce “unequal access to resources,” resulting in “vast differences in standards of living.”
  

Yet because the seeds of discontent were planted long ago, “even if a country’s overall economic picture is improving, growing inequities and gaps can aggravate intrastate tensions,” which would inevitably require US forces to pay another series of friendly visits to the region.
  Accordingly, the improvement in the plight of only a portion of Iraqis would merely invite more bloodshed.  Everyone must be equally miserable, or equally prosperous.  This is a necessary, but not sufficient condition to resolution, and certainly to transformation.  Otherwise, the “relative deprivation” 
 once experienced by the Shiites will merely shift to burden the Sunnis, and with terrible results down the road.  
In the course of history, the kind of unjust displacement and occupation once felt by Iraq’s Kurdish and Shia populations (and now felt by Iraqi Sunnis) is only tolerated when resistance to these perceived inequities is calculated as fruitless.  But everyone from the Americans and Europeans to the Iraqis, Saudis and Iranians—everyone knows that precisely this kind of terror campaign actually bears many fruits.  

Even now, before troop withdrawals have even been announced, the Iraqi insurgents feel they have America on the run—just as many of the same Muslim men and women felt in 1989 when they repelled the Soviet Union from Afghanistan.  If suicide terrorism coerces democracies (or at least is perceived to do so), then there is no way such a democracy can “reduce the appeal of terrorism within actual or potential support constituencies.”
  Paradoxically, a democracy cannot disarm its militias and insurgents (who have the support of the people), despite the fact that most Iraqis have acknowledged and embraced a number of substantive democratic principles, or “basic human needs,”
 as ends in themselves.  

So, quite remarkably, even if democracy fails in Iraq, neither the Sunnis nor the Shiites will ever again tolerate a leader that is (perceived to be) a tyrant to either group.  Iraqis have grown a democratic taste for entitlement, and they even talk openly about “rights” and “justice.”  Even if someone like Saddam takes over again, the jihadists of groups like al-Qaeda will resist anyone who does not institute sharia.  This may be good news for Democracy (with a big “D”), but it is terrible news for the Bush Administration.   

The silver lining, then, for President Bush is that al-Qaeda is the only group whose ambitions preclude them from any settlement that falls short of another Taliban.  Almost everyone else just wants peace and a decent livelihood. Granted, there was a time when most Iraqi Sunnis and Shiites would have settled for a resolution that merely enabled them to get on with their lives in relative safety, but now the cycle of revenge has been put in overdrive.  We have American incompetence to thank for that, but because the region is such a hotbed of sectarian tension, it was the decision to invade and occupy Iraq that precipitated the civil war, not the way in which that invasion and occupation have been executed.  Either way, if it is not too late to save Iraqis from their “conflict spiral,” then the moment of oblivion is approaching fast.

Regrettably, the most likely scenario in Iraq will be akin to Afghanistan’s post-Soviet experience: when the superpower withdraws with its tail between its legs (and it will), Iraqis will be shocked to find that their own leaders have become just as tyrannical and divided as were the occupiers they revolted against.  Soon afterwards, they will spend nearly a decade crushed by the weight of civil war and all the accoutrements—khanates, fiefdoms, “mullocracies,” bloodbaths, and worst of all, Iraqis will walk around their own home towns afraid to say who they are and where they belong.  

After many years of ritual bleeding, the numerous parties will feel that their stalemate is hurting just enough to make negotiations worthwhile.  And if they are lucky, they will be so desperate for an end to the war that they will invest in the most competent and charismatic group in sight, even if that group is the Taliban, or its reincarnation. 
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