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I. Country Overview and Introduction 

• Information below is cited directly from the CIA World Factbook.  

• Information collected between 2006 and 2010 

• All information and historical turning points discussed below are put together 

from sources previously cited within our research blog, available in detail with 

accompanying charts and graphs at www.iraqrevolt.wordpress.com.  

 

History and Politics: 

The capital of Iraq is Baghdad and there are 18 governorates and 1 region* in 

Iraq: Al Anbar, Al Basrah, Al Muthanna, Al Qadisiyah (Ad Diwaniyah), An Najaf, Arbil 

(Erbil), As Sulaymaniyah, Babil, Baghdad, Dahuk, Dhi Qar, Diyala, Karbala’, Kirkuk, 

Kurdistan Regional Government*, Maysan, Ninawa, Salah ad Din, Wasit.  

The country’s legal system is a mix of civil and Islamic law—a parliamentary 

democracy with a universal suffrage age of 18. The new constitution was ratified on 

October 15th 2005. The political atmosphere of Iraq is divided into two main “political 

pressures” based upon Sunni and Shi’a identities, with some representation of the Kurds.  

Before the US invasion, the Sunni Baath party, a minority, were in power since the late 

60s.  The US invasion and subsequent US policies that unintentionally marginalized, like 

the disbanding of the Iraqi army and removal of Baath party officials from most 

structures from high end to low level bureaucratic employees.  The elections that were to 

follow in Iraq shifted that balance of power and the majority Shi’a gained power, in 

government and other structures.  Stemming from these events, Iraq plunged into 

sectarian violence escalating to civil war in 2006.  Entire neighborhoods were ethnically 
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cleansed and towns became segregated by sectarian divides.  The elections in 2010, held 

in March positioned major governmental figures such as Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki 

(a Shi’I) and President Jalal Talibani (who, interestingly is Kurdish).  The shift in power 

in government had also changed Iraq’s role in the regional context, rejecting former allies 

and forming relationships with Iran and Syria.   

Economy: 

Notably, the GDP (the most broad economic indicator) of Iraq has plummeted 

since 1990, when it was far above the world average–it is now far below. It seems like 

this could be a direct result of increasing US involvement in the country, such as the Gulf 

War followed by the US invasion. In 2010, 9.7% of the country’s GDP was attributable 

to agriculture, 60.5% to industry and 27.3% to services–of course, Iraq’s main industry is 

petroleum (crude oil makes up 84% of the country’s exports). 

Iraq’s main export partners are the US, India, South Korea, Italy and China; main 

import partners are Turkey, Syria, China and the US. About 1/4 of the country is 

unemployed, and the current corruption ratings for Iraq is 1.5,  putting the country 175th 

in the world according to the CIA world factbook’s transparency index of corruption, and 

is far below its neighbors Iran (2.2, 146 in the world), Saudi Arabia (4.7, 50th in the 

world), Yemen (2.2), Syria (2.5) and Egypt (3.1).  

Demographics: 

Arab and Kurdish are the two dominant ethnic groups in Iraq (75-80% Arab, 15-

20% Kurdish). In Iraq, 66% of the country’s population lives in cities, and overall, the 

size of the population is 39th in the world. Literacy rates are decent, and 74% of the 

overall population can read and right–the school life expectancy for girls, however, is just 
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8 years while for boys it is 11. As of 2007, approximately 2 million refugees had fled Iraq 

due to the ongoing US-led war and ethno-sectarian violence. 

Turning Points in Iraq: 

A few historical turning points for Iraq can be identified as follows: in 1932, Iraq 

achieves independence from Britain. WWII was a little messy for Iraq; first, it sides with 

the Axis powers, is defeated by Britain, and then declares war against the axis powers. In 

1945, Iraq becomes a charter member of the Arab League and in 1958, the monarchy is 

overthrown and Iraq is declared a republic. Beginning in 1961 (and continuing through 

current day), the Kurdish population in Iraq wants recognition as its own government–in 

1970, they are granted some self-rule. In the mean time, the Ba’ath party comes to power, 

and throughout the 1970s there is Kurdish unrest, involvement in the Arab-Israeli war, 

and Saddam Hussein comes to power in 1979, “swiftly executing his political 

opposition.” 1980 marks the beginning of the eight year war between Iran and Iraq, ends 

in a stalemate, and in 1990, Iraq invades Kuwait (blaming Kuwait for rapidly falling oil 

prices), the US military arrives in Saudi Arabia and the UN imposes economic sanctions 

on Iraq. In 1991, the US initiates the Gulf War and air strikes on Iraq. In 1996, the UN 

allows Iraq to export oil for food as a humanitarian solution to previously imposed 

sanctions; it takes Iraq 1.5 years to accept. In the middle 1990s the US and the rest of the 

world continue to sniff around Iraq for chemical and biological weapons–in 1997 it is 

confirmed that Iraq could be producing them, and in 1999, full scale attacks by the US on 

Iraq resume beginning in January. 
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This is a very brief and summarized version of events in Iraq.   This was designed 

to simply set the scene so as to give context to our more in depth analysis focus points of 

Iraq.  

Research question and focus 

Is there an Arab Spring in Iraq? Has the US Occupation of Iraq helped or 

hindered the Arab Spring in Iraq and the region? We supported our claims by drawing 

connections between the recent history of internal sectarian divisions in Iraq, regional 

relationships between Iraq and other MENA countries, and how US policy toward Iraq 

has contributed or complicated Iraq’s role in the Arab Spring. 
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II. Sectarian Relationships, Internal Violence and the Arab 
Awakening 

by Kara Patrick 
 

Table of Contents 

I. Introduction 
II. Broad Regional Sectarian Divisions 
III. Sunni vs. Shiite 

-2006-2007 Civil War, Sunni Awakening 
     IV.       The Shape of Future Violence 
       -Autonomous Sunni region?  
     V.        Conclusion       
                 -patterns of violence 
        -Iraq and the Arab Awakening 

I. 

This section of the paper intends to conclude whether or not the US 

occupation of Iraq has contributed to or prevented an Arab Awakening in Iraq, 

from the perspective inside the country. This will include an examination of the 

insurgency groups within Iraq, the major sectarian divides and a more focused 

consideration of those that pose the greatest threat to internal security and the 

continuation of a possible popular uprising after US troops withdraw by 

December 2011.  

Firstly, although this paper will not focus heavily on this idea, the media 

tends to have its own agenda when it comes to coverage of the Arab Awakening 

and how the general public understands it as a movement. Western media in 

particular tries to fit Iraq, like other MENA countries, into the Arab Spring model 

by finding or inventing similarities inside and between each country and ignoring 

the uniqueness within each country. Also, within the media, internal Iraqi 

relationships are consistently analyzed from a perspective that is external, i.e., 
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neither written nor necessarily condoned by an Iraqi. As an English speaker 

without knowledge of Arabic, I was unable to examine sources written in Arabic 

by Iraqis, which surely would have added a valuable perspective to this 

discussion.  

II. 

 

Figure 1. <http://gdb.rferl.org/4B03E0EF-796B-4139-A0FF-
6550F9DD1A8D_mw800_s.gif> 
 

Broadly speaking, there are two major governmental forces within Iraq: 

The KRG (Kurdistan Regional Government) and the government in Baghdad. The 

ethnic divide is between the Kurds and the Arabs in Iraq (See Figure 1). While 

both are Muslin societies, the KRG offers more religious freedom and has been 

the destination for many displaced Baghdad Christians since the US invasion in 

2003.  According to the Iraq Study Group findings, it is very difficult to separate 

or isolate the interests of the region from the interests with Iraq. The authors 



	   9	  

concede, “the dynamics of the region are as important to Iraq as events within 

Iraq” (Baker et al. 8). This section of the paper, however, will keep as tight a focus 

as possible on the relationships within Iraq.  

Outside of the Kurdistan region, there are several sectarian groups in the 

Arab region of Iraq that continue to threaten regional security. These groups 

include the two major players: the Sunni Arab insurgency and Shiite militias, and 

smaller factions: al Qaeda and affiliated jihadist groups, organized criminality, 

the Mehdi Army, and the Badr Brigade. These groups have contributed to 

violence in the region at varying levels of force and influence before and 

throughout the US occupation of Iraq (Baker et. al). The study’s findings also 

show that these groups pose the more serious threat to internal security and 

stability after the US troops withdraw. 

 It is inarguable that the majority of contention within the country is 

between the Sunni and Shiite Muslim populations. According to the Study Group 

Findings, sectarian violence causes the largest number of Iraqi civilian casualties, 

and violence is typically sparked by Sunni insurgent groups and subsequent 

Shiite reprisals (Baker et. al. 10). This report was published in 2006, at the height 

of the “civil war” (although many attacks were against civilians and not organized 

groups), so these findings are of course specific to that time period.   

However, the widespread and mostly unchecked violence during 2006-

2007 seems to have achieved the illusion of peace because civilians have been 

scared to leave their intensely segregated neighborhoods. Also, during the Sunni 

Awakening, the violence previously committed against the US military was 

shifted to focus on marginalizing al-Qaeda within Iraq, which Sunni insurgent 
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groups successfully achieved. The authors explain, “The perception of unchecked 

violence emboldens militias, shakes confidence in the government, and leads 

Iraqis to flee to places where their sect is the majority and where they feel they 

are in less danger” (Baker et al 10).  

The Mehdi Army was also a large force at the time and remains a 

significant threat. The Study Group predicted that it might have been as strong as 

60,000 soldiers. This group “directly challenged the US and Iraqi government 

forces,” and is commanded by Moqtada al-Sadr (Baker et. al. 11). It is unclear 

how large this force is currently, but it does still operate within Iraq. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   11	  

 

III. 

 

       Figure 2. (Gabbay 2006) 

This quantitative research approach to Sunni insurgency factions in Iraq 

provides perspective on which Sunni groups are most influential within the 

country (Figure 2)—despite what Western Media would have the public at large 

believe. 

The influence of various Sunni groups were measured around the time of 

the Sunni Awakening (2006-2007, unintentionally caused by the US) by their 

prominence in the country, including: how often other influential groups talk 
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about them, a measurement on targeting policy, and an examination of joint 

operations between groups (Gabbay 2006). Most helpfully, there is a neatly 

mapped trajectory, showing the Islamic Army of Iraq as the most influential 

Sunni group in the country (Gabbay 2006). This is important because, previously 

for example, al-Qaeda was thought (by the US population at large) to be the most 

influential group in the region because they made the most videos and sent them 

to Western Media outlets. Of course, the US Army also disbanded the IAI upon 

the invasion of Iraq, and because the US has not been explicitly concerned with 

this group nor has US policy towards Iraq accounted for religious/sectarian 

differences, it could mean this trained army will probably remain influential 

particularly after the withdrawal of US troops in January. 

A major point of sectarian violence was the civil war and the subsequent 

Sunni Awakening in 2006-2007. Ethnic cleansing of Sunni neighborhoods took 

place and people were forcefully uprooted from their homes. Neighborhoods that 

were once religiously mixed are now segregated, and until recently, most of the 

population lived in daily fear for their lives because both sides (Shiite and Sunni) 

militias constantly intimidated the population (Jakes 2011). Violence between 

these groups has declined since the 2006 civil war because of the Sunni 

awakening movement, where Sunni’s that had been fighting the US and Iraqi 

government shifted their focus to al-Qaeda and successfully marginalized them in 

Iraq. 

While it is true that violence between these groups has declined since the 

2006 civil war, there is new concern for the possible resurgence of sectarian 

violence, as previously mentioned, since Obama’s announcement of the US 
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withdrawal by the end of 2011. Aside from the very real regional and global 

security threat that Iran poses post-US withdrawal, there are plenty of players 

within Iraq that have the potential to indefinitely post-pone regional security.  

Ultimately, the question seems to be whether or not the US has had any of its 

desired effects or influences on the region–and whether or not the US is leaving 

Iraq in much different or better shape than before the 2003 invasion. Sarah 

Handel with NPR examines the division between those who think it’s “about 

time” that the US withdraws, and those who believe it will be an “absolute 

disaster.” The article takes the form of a discussion between a retired General, the 

associate editor for the Washington Post and the senior fellow at the Center for 

American Progress, and a foreign service officer, Peter Van Buren. Van Buren 

discusses the important role of Iran on Iraqi politics and the influence Iran has 

economically; in contrast, the US decision to withdraw as not really made my 

President Obama (as he would have the American public believe), it was made in 

Iraq by the Iraqi government (Handel 2011). Van Buren also points out, "The 

issues that we uncorked in 2003 — the Sunni/Shia, the Arab/Kurd, and in 

particular, the rise of Iran's power in Iraq — were not stopped by 100,000 

soldiers during the surge, and they haven't been whittled back by 40,000 soldiers 

during the last two years” (Handel 2011). This implies that, not only is it time for 

the US to leave Iraq to sort out its own internal struggles, but that the US is not 

having much of an effect on internal security at all.  

In relation to our larger research question and how all of this contributes 

to the Arab Spring throughout the Persian Gulf region, it is thus far debatable 

whether sectarian unrest within Iraq aligns with or “falls under” the broader 
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ideals of the Arab Spring. Furthermore, the apparent central role that Dick 

Cheney claims the United States has played in facilitating the Arab Spring 

movement is directly contradicted by the continued existence and real threat of 

sectarian violence committed by insurgency groups and militias in Iraq.  

At least one thing is clear: Segregation by religious sect is more intense 

than ever. An Associated Press article discusses the evolving tensions in 

neighborhoods that were once religiously mixed–neighborhoods like Hurriyah 

were once mixed and are now segregated, and until recently, most of the 

population lived in daily fear for their lives because both sides (Shiite and Sunni) 

militias dropped bombs regularly. It is pointed out that, “The forced segregation, 

fueled by extremists from both communities, has fundamentally changed the 

character of the country. And it raises questions about whether the Iraqis can 

heal the wounds of the sectarian massacres after American forces leave by the 

end of this month” (Jakes 2011). Constant intimidation has achieved the illusion 

of peace, however, it is nearly inarguable that violence between groups will 

increase with the withdrawal of US troops, not only because the US will be “out of 

the way” but because, as the Associated Press article also points out, “U.S. and 

Iraqi intelligence officials believe Hurriyah is now a haven for a Mahdi Army 

splinter group: Asaib Ahl al-Haq, or Band of the People of Righteousness” (Jakes 

2011). The US both caused these tensions (took Sunnis out of power and Shiites 

took over because they are the majority of the population) and has taken no 

responsibility for the long-term repercussions of those actions (widespread 

ignorance of cultural, religious and sectarian differences).  
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In some ways, Iraq appears to be experiencing something similar to the 

Arab Awakening in other countries–but, because it has largely not involved the 

civilian population and because this has been happening for decades if not 

centuries, the power struggle between insurgents, militias, the government, 

currently the US troops, etc., is a historical pattern rather than a new or 

surprising revolution in Iraq.  

Iraq’s role in the so-called Arab Awakening may not be so consistently 

overlooked with a more broad definition or language used to describe the events 

leading up to the spring of 2011. If there is anything in common between 

countries experiencing The Arab Awakening, it is defined by popular uprisings 

and people’s movements, so it is difficult to say, due to the oppression achieved 

by insurgent and militia groups, that the people have had a chance to make their 

position and “demands” clear.  It seems like the only way to effectively consider 

Iraq as experiencing its own Arab Awakening is to acknowledge that, while the 

civilian population could not actively demonstrate in such an organized way as in 

other countries, they do have the desire to see real change even if they have not 

yet actively achieved it—directly from the article, this valid point is made: 

“There is a strong yearning for law and order in Iraqi society.  Many ordinary 
people still do not think in terms of civil war, so long as it is not neighbor against 
neighbor, but armed thugs attacking civilians.  Yet intolerance and mistrust are 
spreading, especially among the youth.  Street slang is violent and 
dehumanizing.  Another worrisome issue is that the tribes on both sides seem to 
be growing restless – open tribal conflict between tribal groups would add an 
organized, popular and rural dimension to the sectarian violence” (al-Khalidi and 
Tanner 2006).  

 
Then, the authors go on to say that the current violence is neither 

spontaneous nor popular, and they detail the overwhelmingly widespread 
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displacement of each group within the country that is the result of decades of 

sectarian violence. That predicted increase in tribal violence, which will inevitably 

involve the civilian population, might be an unfortunate but necessary element to 

Iraq experiencing a successful people’s revolution.  

IV.  

There has been plenty of talk about the re-emergence of sectarian violence 

in Iraq post-US withdrawal. What’s been largely left out of that dialogue is the 

shape that violence will take, whether that is unknown or ignored, and a 2011 

Newsweek article speculates on exactly that. The ideas put forth in the article are 

important to consider, however, it may also be a veil for the real problems Prime 

Minister al-Maliki will face post-US withdrawal.  

In any case, it has been suggested that the sectarian violence following the 

US withdrawal might take the form of the Sunni minority pushing for an 

autonomous Sunni region in Iraq. Of course, al-Maliki (among others) are not 

okay with this, it has already been tried and failed by the Sunnis, and although it 

is legal under the Iraqi constitution to establish autonomous regions within the 

country, it is written this way because of the KRG which is a very different case 

than the Sunni minority in the country. The concept of self-determination isn’t 

really okay in the international community, and there is no stronger agreed-upon 

truth than sovereignty, so if a small internal minority wants to create their own 

region within a country it is globally frowned upon. The Kurds are different 

because they have no place in the region, they are a minority in almost every 

country. For a Sunni population to suggest autonomy means a huge threat to 

every other country having that potential problem. Therefore, not only will Iraq 
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not stand for this, it will not be tolerated by the region--Except, possibly, Saudi 

Arabia where it has been suggested they are funding this endeavor. Overall, it is 

highly unlikely that any demands for an autonomous Sunni region will be taken 

seriously or tolerated to any extent by the Iraqi government or the surrounding 

regional governments.   

More realistically, a bigger problem for al-Maliki might be the possibility 

of Sunni insurgents and other opposition groups that have been far underground 

in Syria fleeing into Iraq. A recent article in the New York Times claims, “Mr. 

Maliki is concerned that unrest in Syria could spill over the border into Iraq and 

further destabilize the country” (Schmidt 2011). This scenario will indubitably 

add fuel to the fire and will flare tensions as these groups could try, with the help 

of Sunni groups already inside Iraq, to execute plans they cannot organize 

otherwise.    

V.  

The reality of the current situation is that Iraq has been slowly dismantled 

and arguably destroyed since around 1990; this is evident in the staggering drop 

in the countries GDP (it was above the world average prior to 1990 and is now far 

below) and also supported by the severe political unrest and the many groups 

inside the country that continue to vie for control of the government, resources, 

etc (CIA World Factbook). It is very difficult to separate the question of what is 

specifically happening inside Iraq from regional and global influence. Iraq’s 

history as a nation is filled with others reaching in, feeling around, grabbing what 

they want, and leaving the internal relationships to suffer. This is also not new or 

surprising on a global level–leaving the groups inside the country to fight 
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amongst themselves leaves plenty of room for manipulation, exploitation of 

various ethic and religious identities, and sectarian violence (so long as it stays 

inside Iraq, since Sept 11th is a shining example of the consequence when it does 

not) is a convenient way to keep “enemy combatants” killing each other.  

It looks like what might be best for Iraq might also, in many ways, be 

irrelevant to the interests of the rest of the region and even the world, it is simply 

difficult to say because it has been decades since Iraq has had the ability to truly 

speak for itself within the realm of International security and relations. Although 

there have been protests and a civil war, these events have mostly been 

perpetrated by insurgency factions and militant groups: for the most part, the 

civilian population as a whole has been scared to go outside, let alone organize 

mass demonstrations and protests against the economic and political inequalities 

they face. The way I understand it, since the Awakening has largely been about 

economic inequality and people’s movements, from this perspective, it is 

impossible to conclude that the Iraqi people have had the chance to experience 

their own Awakening. So far, Iraq is still trapped in a cycle of historical violence, 

and a new or surprising revolution remains to be seen. 
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I-Research Question and Focus 

 The focus of this paper serves a similarity to a country report as it pertains 

to the current happenings of an "Arab Awakening" in Iraq. The paper aims to 

conclude whether there is an Arab Awakening in Iraq and if the United States 

occupation of Iraq hindered/helped the Arab Awakening within Iraq.  

 My particular focus is on the regional influence of the Arab awakening in 

other states on the country of Iraq and conversely- how the situation of Iraq has 

affected the Arab Awakening in the surrounding region.  My approach emulates 

that of Persian Gulf expert F. Gregory Gause III, using the explanation of 

transnational influence and identities as it pertains to the Arab Awakening in 

Iraq.  

 Firstly, it is debatable whether or not Iraq is experiencing its "own Arab 

Awakening."  Is clear that many of the same key ideals advocated for in other 
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Arab Awakening countries are being protested for in Iraq, it is questionable as to 

whether it will result in anything similar to other MENA states.  One explanation 

for this is the United States occupation of Iraq.  Some former executive 

administration members, for example Dick Cheney, even go so far as to take 

credit for the citizens of Iraq and other MENA states for experiencing an Arab 

Awakening movement. 

II- Country Report Data as relevant to Arab Awakening Principles  

 Iraqi's started protesting again in the summer of 2010 for a multitude of 

reasons.  Iraqi's are protesting for many of the same reasons as many other 

MENA states including reasons like discontent over government corruption, lack 

of employment opportunities and access to better services provided by the 

government like electricity for example.  In addition to protesting for better 

security and government services, Iraqi's are also protesting the United States 

recent failed endeavor to amend their agreement to pull out ALL troops by the 

end of the year.  Military and government officials had tried frequently to 

convince Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki to allow U.S. troops to stay on the 

ground in Iraq longer to act as opposition to lingering al-Qaida influence in the 

region and Arab/Kurdish clashes over the country's oil deposits. Unfortunately, 

just the mention of US troops staying longer has outraged citizens of Iraq asking: 

"At a time when Arabs throughout the region are struggling to win their rights 

and dignity, why should Iraq submit to the humiliation of a large ground force 

that not other Arab country in the region consents to (Steele, 2)?" Iraqi's have 

joined in a sense of nationalism against the above mentioned opposing forces-

creating their own similar Arab awakening- protesting in major cities like Mosul 
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and Baghdad perpetuating the ideals of the Arab Awakening. 

 With continuing US pressure on the Iraq prime minister to consent to 

amend the withdrawal agreement, al-Maliki would be foolish to give his people 

another reason to protest against him and his government. In addition to issues 

of unemployment, corruption in government, and severe lack of government 

supplied services. According to the journalist Jonathan Steele, the new US 

administration under Obama has the same intention as the previous: to keep a 

foothold in the Middle East, especially in the strategic position between Syria and 

Iran, even though more evidence shows this is a pipedream.  

 Now, behind closed door deals are being presented to Iraq to also privatize 

their oil so that major oil companies may buy stock in the Iraq oil market and 

help country revenue. This has always been a strategy of the invasion of Iraq- 

perhaps not solely about oil-as some may claim, but evidence has been provided 

that it was always a lure for the US to have invaded Iraq. For example, the British 

government under Tony Blair agreed to help with the invasion of Iraq back in 

2003 if the US administration vowed to lobby on BP's behalf in Iraq. The strategy 

sounds eerily familiar to the strategy mentioned by author Daniel Yergin in Chap 

21-"The Post-War Petroleum Order," citing power grab actions taken in the oil 

market by the West against the Middle East in the 1950s--ie: back door deals. 

 Below are country report statistics, taken directly from the World Bank 

database. These statistics do not require much explanation but offer a visual data 

representation of Iraq compared with the rest of the region.  For example, high 

unemployment has been a point of protest across the MENA revolutions.  Iraq 

has the one of the worst unemployment rates in the region, with the last estimate 
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made in 2009-2010: 15.3%.  Iraq has the highest discontent over corruption in 

the region, ranking 175 out of 178 only outranking, Burma, Somalia and 

Afghanistan (Freedom House).   

 

Figure 1: Regional Comparisons  
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Figure 2: Total Percent Unemployment In Iraq and Region 

Iraq Economy 

GDP (current US$)-$82,150,312,821 2010 
Population, total- 32,030,823 2010 
GNI per capita- $2,340 
Figure 3: GDP per capita  

 

 Above is a World Bank graph depicting a comparison of indicators of GDP per 
capita.  Iraq (the yellow line) is compared with GDP per capita of the World (red), 
the Arab World (light grey), and MENA states (Dark Grey).   Iraq in 1980, had a 
GDP per capita above the world average before plummeting in 1990- maintain 
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decent GDP throughout the time period of the Iran-Iraq War and plummeting 
during 1990 with the US backed UN sanctions against Iraq for their invasion into 
Kuwait. 

Freedoms in Iraq 

 For many, the Arab Awakening has been about demands for more rights 

and services. Many of the MENA states are considered to be not free, Iraq 

included.  The Freedom House organization does an annual evaluation of 

freedom, ranking countries around the world.  Transparency of elections, 

corruption assessments, and availability of political and civil liberties factor into 

each country's ranking. On a scale of 1 to 7 (7 be the worst), Iraq ranks a 6 in civil 

liberties and a 5 in political rights, rating the country as not free.  Though the 

elections were deemed free and fair in 2010,with only 38 dead, the availability of 

rights such as freedom of speech and fair trial are not guaranteed.  

  The UNDP Human Development Index also gives representation of the 

wellbeing of individuals in states around the world, measuring economy, health, 

and education. Iraq lacks an HDI calculation for recent years, primarily due to 

the US occupation, but it is speculated by the UNDP to have medium human 

development. 

 Political Rights Score: 5  
 Civil Liberties Score: 6  
 Status: Not Free 
 Estimated HDI: .583 with a rank of 126 out of 170 
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Figure 4: Freedom In the World 

*Purple=Not Free, Yellow=Partially Free, Green=Free 

III- Sectarian divides dictates regional behavior 

 -New regional relationships hypothesized 

 The war in Iraq has been specifically blamed for further exacerbating the 

Shi'ite and Sunni populations, spreading the heightened rivalry to other regional 

states. The Arab Awakening, as hypothesized, has allowed oppositions "to 

resurface by weakening states that have long kept sectarian divisions in place, 

and brutally suppressed popular grievances."  As it stands, Shiites fight and 

protest for representation in Lebanon, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, and Sunnis 

fighting for the same in Iraq and Syria.  More than anything, regional influence is 

of heightened importance in the Arab Awakening in all countries-including Iraq.  

Figure 5: Sectarian Divisions in Iraq  
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Demographics of Iraq: 

Ethnicities: 
Arab-75-80% Kurdish, 15-2-% Turkoman, Assyrian or other 3% 
Religion: 
Muslim (official) 97% (shi'i 60-65%, Sunni 32-37% Christian or other 3% 
  

 Journalist Vali Nasr, and a professor at Tufts University, senior fellow at 

the Brookings Institute and author of “The Shia Revival: How Conflicts Within 

Islam Will Shape the Future,” does not propose a hopeful picture for the Arab 

Awakening, contending that it has the recipe to fail.  Historically across MENA 

states when a dictatorship/authoritarian regimes falls or is removed the most 
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powerful of sectarian divisions comes to power and democracy falls by the 

wayside.  

 Nasr uses case studies of MENA countries and their own Arab 

Awakening's to discuss the fractioning of each society.  The fractioning of each 

society is single-handedly connected back to European colonialism of the area for 

exacerbating religious divides and putting members of minority in positions of 

power in military and government over the majority—privileging some and not 

others. 

 For the case of Syria, the Alawite minority is in control of the regime and 

in conjunction with the brutality of Bashar al-Asaad the Sunni majority 

population is in extreme opposition.  The same setup can be seen with the former 

rule of Saddam Hussein ruling the Iraqi regime with the minority Sunni in 

opposition to the majority Shi'i populations. It has even been argued that regimes 

leaders perpetuate these sectarian divides to promote sectarian cleansing in 

wars—as Gause also theorizes. This problem of sectarian divisions in Syria is 

potentially spreading to Iraq, with recorded attacks of Sunni populations by the 

Syrian regime near the border of Iraq.  Nasr remarks, "The potential for a 

broader clash between Alawites and Sunnis is clear, and it would probably not be 

confined to Syria. "The "hopeful narrative" of the Arab Awakening may very likely 

be overshadowed by a sectarian power struggle. 

 Persian Gulf expert Gregory Gause conjectures, the sectarian divisions 

across regional borders will play a role in which parties come to power.   Nasr 

proposes, similar to Gause, that there has been a long history of sectarian divides 

across borders, spreading from Pakistan-Karachi to Lebanon. One of the main 
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concerns of the United States withdrawal from Iraq is the power struggle between 

predominately Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shiite Iran.  For 2011, Shiite and Sunni 

tensions have been noted in all countries from Bahrain to Syria, which together 

could pose a threat against the United States.  

 Sectarian divides continue to plague Iraq and are exploited by both Iran 

and Saudi Arabia.  There is agreement between all sectarian groups for the 

United States to leave the country.  Since the 2003 invasion, after the ousting of 

the Sunni Baath party, the Shiite took control of the country.  In 2005 and 2006, 

sectarian conflict escalated to civil war, with Shi'I militias infiltrating the 

Ministry's police and counterinsurgency forces detaining and killing many Sunni 

Iraqis.  Sunni Iraqi militias responded similarly and this continues the sectarian 

conflict cycle.  Entire neighborhoods and religiously diverse provinces have fallen 

victim to these feuds.  Notably, sectarian divides are still prominent in Iraq and 

extend across borders to surrounding regions. 

 Sectarian divides have been re-exacerbated by the Arab Awakening 's call 

for democracy and dignity as most of the regimes in place are guilty of putting 

hands in the power of the minority and suppressing the individual rights of the 

majority.  The grudges and years of abuse can possibly outweigh the ideals of the 

Arab Awakening for Iraq and the region. 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Sectarian divides in the region 
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*This map shows the percentages of divides among religious groups of Shi'a 
(Maroon) and Sunni (Beige).  These divisions influence behavior across state 
borders. 

 Since 2007, it has been clear that the United States withdrawal from Iraq 

will create disruption and a power grab for hegemony in the Middle East. The big 

oil players of the Persian Gulf- Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia continue to play a 

balancing act of power. Iraq, now with Saddam Hussein out of the picture and 

with a decade of war and US occupation has been weakened, positioning Iran and 

Saudi Arabia as the next potential hegemons in the region. The movie Highlander 
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explains it the best, "there can be only one." Saudi Arabia without the support of 

the United States within Iraq stands little chance to have power and influence 

over the region. It is clear the Saudi's do not want the withdrawal of US troops 

from Iraq in order to keep Iran at bay.   

 Gregory Gause offers an interesting perspective to regional policy and 

influence, through the lens of Sunni and Shi'i sectarian divides of the Saudi 

Arabian people and their opinion of the regional situation. It has been 

corroborated that the Saudi's have tried to manipulate sectarian identities in 

neighboring countries in an effort to weaken Iran and its influence around the 

region. Whether this manipulation by the Saudi government of sectarian divides 

is blatant or not, they are simultaneously trying to engage with Iran government 

as well. "Ridyah wants to avoid direct confrontation with Teheran and remain 

open to cooperation with the Iranians (Gause, 3)." 

 The invasion of Iraq has put Saudi Arabia in a difficult position for many 

reasons. Firstly, Saudi Arabia had good relations with the Americans but was 

adamantly opposed to the invasion back in 2003. In order to maintain good 

relations with the Americans the Saudi's agreed to help out with the invasion in 

terms of military logistics. Simultaneously the Saudi's didn't want to look like 

betrayers to the rest of the region. During the invasion of Iraq, Saudi Arabia was 

directly supporting Sunni groups as well as other groups in Iraq. Saudi's in this 

case, are playing both sides of the field, supporting Sunni groups that could be 

part of the opposition groups in Iraq responsible for fighting against the 

Americans. It has been rumored, though not supported by clear evidence that 

Iran has tried to influence the Shi'a sectarian divides in Iraq.  Saudi Arabia has 
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had a history of manipulating and influencing sectarian divisions in other inter-

Arab conflicts. "Most notably in Yemen and Lebanon, the Saudis have developed 

close ties with various parties, mainly through the provision of financial aid and 

diplomatic support but sometimes with direct military aid as well, to affect the 

course of the conflicts and advance Saudi interests (Gause, 4)." 

 Gause reasons that the Saudi's are afraid that with the destabilized state of 

Iraq that the country could succumb to Iranian influence or break up in to civil 

war like it had in 2006. Either of these outcomes could result after the American 

withdrawal.  

 Similar correlations have been drawn in Lebanon, in particular the conflict 

between Hezbollah and Israel, starting in 2006, strongly supported by Iran. Iran 

also strongly supports the Palestinian cause against Israel and is positioning itself 

further as the power hegemon with the advancement of its nuclear program. This, 

Saudi Arabia cites as evidence for Iran gaining the dominated influence in the 

region. 

 Saudi public opinion differs from that of its government.  The majority of 

the Saudi population is Sunni and views the conflict in Iraq in two main 

perspectives. Some support the armed resistance against United States 

occupation of an Arab land.  Others believe that the Iraq is a prime example of 

sectarian divides of Sunni and Shi'i. Either way, many Saudi's identify the need to 

support their fellow Sunni in Iraq. Since the beginning of the occupation, many 

Saudi's have gone to fight with the other Sunni's in Iraq to fight against the 

United States occupation and Shi'a militants. There is no evidence that the Saudi 

government has encouraged Saudi's to go fight in Iraq or offered financial 
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support. When the fighting in Iraq escalated to civil war in 2006 between Arab 

Sunni and Arab Shi'I in Iraq, the perspective of Saudi's evolved to identify the 

conflict in Iraq as sectarian. 

 As seen from the governmental level and the grassroots level of Saudi 

Arabia, it is evident that sectarian divides and transitional identities have 

influenced behavior in the Persian Gulf. It becomes clear that Iraq is being 

heavily influenced by its neighbors and constantly rallied to take sides. The role 

of regional influence cannot be understated. 

 Iraq has taken a new position in the Middle East, at times, opposing the 

United States and aligning with other regional powers like Iran and Syria.  In the 

face of sanctions and the Arab League ousting of Syria, Iraq has held friendly 

relations—abstaining from sanctions and the ousting by the Arab League.   

 Iraq has attempted to reform and make new alliances in the Middle East 

that create opposition to the United States wishes.  The Obama administration 

and the United States has openly called for the resignation of Syrian Prime 

Minister Bashar al-Assad, while the Iraqi government has been known for 

"offering key moral and financial support" to Assad and the Syrian government 

(Armbruster, 2).  Many analysts say that new regional alliances are being 

formed.  Iraq is tilting towards allying with Iran's Shiite theocracy and strongly 

supporting Syria makes a powerful alliance between the three.  This would not be 

in the United State's interest considering its opposition to both Syria and Iran.  

Iran and Syria have a longstanding relationship.  Al-Maliki has a major interest in 

making sure the Alawite government stays in place-the Alawites are more closely 

aligned with the Shiite beliefs.  While supporting Al-Assad and his government, 
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Iraq has also increased ties and relationship with Iran. 

 

  
 Transnational identities are playing a role in these new alliances.  For 

example, Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki has not condemned the Syrian 

government's violent crackdown against its people but has been outspoken 

against the atrocities in Bahrain—implemented by a Sunni monarchy.  Analysts 

have evaluated this as Iraq's support of the Shiite government in Syria over the 

Sunni population and against the predominately Sunni monarchy of Bahrain over 

the largely Shiite population.  I agree with this claim that transnational identities 

are dictating behavior and new alliances. 

 Nuri Kamal al-Maliki has warned other Arab countries that the Arab 

Awakening is an advantage to Israel, again opposing United States international 

position.  "Zionists and Israel are the first biggest beneficiaries of this whole 

process [Arab Awakening] (Schmidt, 2)."  Iraq is interested in protecting its own 

interests, supporting that Arab's should have more rights but should do it in an 

electoral process rather than revolution.  The Iraqi government doesn't want the 

spillover of Syrian conflict into their borders and also has been remarked as 

saying they don't want western governments like Israel and the US to take 
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advantage of the internal corrosion caused by the "Arab Awakening."  Al-Maliki 

has been reserved in saying much publically about his alliances, but his actions 

are clear which relationships he and his government hope to foster and could do 

without. 

 Demonstrations in Iraq started to increase again in 2010, with opposition 

groups this past summer starting to collaborate with each other as a force against 

the Iraqi government.  In a way to calm tensions, Al-Maliki held talks with 

opposition forces to come to a resolution—but others speculate, the meetings Al-

Maliki sponsored with Iraqi opposition groups was not meant to create a 

resolution at all. "On June 24th, the Iraqi newspaper al-Mada reported that 

several groups, which did not participate in the meeting with government 

representatives, had formed their own coordinating committee, excluding and 

branding the others as traitors, the factions that did hold talks with al-Maliki's 

administration (Tamimi, 2)."  Whether this was the aim or not, al-Maliki has 

managed to fraction his opposition groups, he could potentially do the same as 

mediator in the Syrian talks. 

 Al-Maliki has an interest in gaining Syria as an ally. He will take a role in 

mediating between Al-Assad's government and their opposition to end months of 

violence and killings.  Al-Maliki stepping in as mediator for Assad's government 

and the opposition is speculated for a multitude of interrelated reasons.  Al-

Maliki faces growing border control issue with Syria with rebels and refugees 

escaping into Iraq.  Also, with such repression from the Syrian government, the 

predominately Sunni opposition groups could find refuge with Sunni opposition 

groups in Iraq.  There is agreement from Iraqi populations in support for Al-
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Maliki's role as mediator.  Some Iraqi Shiite leaders feared if the Syrian 

government fell, a Sunni leader would come to power. If this were to happen, it 

would further fraction Iraq into sectarian divides.  Al-Maliki has also warned that 

violence and spillover will enter Iraq, igniting sectarian divide among Iraqi Sunni 

populations. 

 Al-Maliki's actions could be an effort towards a strengthening of regional 

alliances.  This mediation Al-Maliki will be overseeing between the Syrian 

government and the Syrian opposition groups will resemble the same talks Al-

Maliki hosted in his own country.   

 Al-Maliki has gone public about his distaste for the Baath party in Syria.  

"In October of 2011, Al-Maliki urged Syria to open up its political system to end 

one-party Baath rule (El Gamal, 2)." The Syrian government, though run by the 

minority elites of the Alawites, two-thirds of the federal governments house has 

assigned seats to the Baath party members—always having majority.  This being 

the case, the wishes of the people in Syria are often never realized due to the 

makeup of the government and their stark contrast between the government 

officials and house—this has been a point of frustration for the Syrian people.  

Considering the religious makeup of the country, predominately Arab, with the 

majority of the population Sunni and about 10% Alawite-a minority in power is 

also a point of frustration for the people.  Iraq has also increased relations with 

Syria economically and otherwise.  The growing relationship between Syria and 

Iraq could be setting up the scene for the new tri-relationship conjectured 

between the two countries and Iran.  

 Regional sectarian feuds are the fear of many leaders in the MENA states 
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and this is the explanation for a lot of their behaviors. The Syrian government 

believes that regional sectarian identities are responsible for inciting sectarian 

opposition against the Syrian government. 

IV- U.S. involvement in Iraq 

- Regional opinion of US occupation  
- Rejection US role in initiating Arab Awakening and in the region  
 In an August 2011 interview with Fox and Friends to promote his new 

memoir, "In My Time: A Political and Personal Memoir," Ex-Vice President Dick 

Cheney had accredited the Iraq war to spreading democracy in the Middle 

East/North Africa that developed into the Arab Awakening. Cheney responded 

when asked about the situation in Libya: "I think that what happened in Iraq, the 

fact that we brought democracy, if you will, and freedom to Iraq, has had a ripple 

effect on some of those other countries." 

 Recently, former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice is perpetuating the 

same argument in her new memoir, "No Higher Honor."  She remarks former 

President Bush's "freedom agenda" was channeled through Iraq to the other Arab 

countries like Tunisia and Egypt.  "The change in conversation about the Middle 

East, where people now routinely talk about democratization is something that 

I'm very grateful for and I think we had a role in that."  Rice argues without the 

ousting of Saddam from Iraq that an equivalency to an Arab Awakening in Iraq 

would have been unthinkable.   By extension, former Bush officials say the 

regional influence Saddam had over surrounding states would have made it 

unlikely for similar Arab Awakening movements to happen in those countries 

either. 

 Incredibly, multiple former Bush administration perpetuates this idea of 
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starting the Arab Awakening in Iraq and by extension the region.  Many 

absolutely reject this claim, in particular noting the reactions to other MENA 

states to the Iraq invasion.   The majority of the region viewed the Iraq invasion 

as overwhelmingly unpopular.  There is even a claim that other regional countries 

delayed their own path for democracy citing the situation in Iraq of 

democratization as fostering massive insecurity, most notably in the 2006 civil 

war.  According to this view, the Iraq War stifled the Arab Awakening in the 

region. According to a 2010 RAND report tudy--a non-for profit research 

institute, Iraq's instability has become a convenient scarecrow  “neighboring 

regimes can use to delay political reform by asserting that democratization 

inevitably leads to insecurity.”  The influence the Iraq occupation has on the 

region plays an instrumental role in answering this question of whether the 

invasion hindered or helped Iraq's own Arab Awakening. 

 Many in the international community and experts in the field of Middle 

Eastern affairs completely reject this claim.  Steven Cook from The Council of 

Foreign Relations says, "there is no connection between the invasion in Iraq and 

Arab efforts to throw off generations of dictatorship (Armbruster, 2)."  This claim 

not only gives credit to foreign governments as starting a domestic revolution but 

completely ignores the agency and role of the peoples in these countries to rise up 

against oppression and injustice."   

 Furthermore, there is even more rejection of the claim that the Arab 

Awakening is the latest illustration of the spread of Western democratic ideals. 

 Senior fellow at the Brookings institute Jean-Marie Guehenno argues that the 

spread of the Arab Awakening is substantially different from the revolutions 



	   39	  

revolving around the end of the Soviet Empire, which has been equated in 

Western Media to the Arab Awakening.  "The Arab Awakening is about justice 

and equity as much as it is about democracy, because societies in which millions 

of young men and women have no jobs--and millions live with less than two 

dollars a day--crave justice as much as democracy (Guehenno 3)."  Similar to that 

of the protest on Occupy Wall Street in New York City- ongoing in 2011, the Arab 

Awakening revolutions are just as much about opposition to dictators as it is 

opposing "profiteers." 

 The revolutions across MENA countries are incredibly suspicious of 

foreign involvement and influence.  This can be explained through the past many 

years that have implicated foreign powers "cozying" up to repressive dictators in 

order to maintain balance and stability in the MENA states while advancing their 

own interests in the region.   This being the case, it is unlikely that any of the 

Western states would serve as the model or contribute significant influence to the 

MENA revolutionary states. 

 If the United States and other Westerners are not going to serve as a major 

player in the region, rather than becoming benign actor they should serve as 

active supporters.  The United States should change its foreign policy to be a 

supporter of the "homegrown" revolutions and democracies.   

 This being the suggestion on the table, one of the major problems of US 

foreign policy towards the MENA states is the United States depiction of the 

involvement of Islam in governmental structures. 

 French scholar Olivier Roy argues that the Arab revolutions will be of a 

post-Islamist nature.  The Western aversion to the role of Islam in the political 
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debate makes all moderate involvement of Islam into political debate taboo.  The 

fact of the matter is, it's not about moderates and extremists, the role of Islam is 

prominent in most MENA states and the West should accept these Muslim values 

as similar to Christian and Jewish values having their place in Western political 

debates. 

 Extending from this suggestion, non-state actors like the Muslim 

Brotherhood and other mainstream political movements that extend across 

regional states should be included the political discussion and not 

dismissed/silenced, which has been the policy in the U.S. foreign policy in the 

past. 

 Jean-Marie Guehenno contends, "political processes will inevitably be 

messy, and we [the West] will be tempted, especially in oil-rich nations, to pick 

winners and manipulate outcomes."  Again, the west should take up a role as 

supporter of these revolutions but remain in the outskirts as the sentiment of the 

MENA states considering up to this point the region's future has been decided by 

foreigners since the end of the Ottoman Empire. 

V- Future of Iraq 
 -Arab Awakening—a misnomer 
 -Is there an Arab Awakening in Iraq?  
 -Did the US help or hinder an Arab Awakening?  
 
 When the term "Arab Awakening " is mentioned, Iraq is rarely considered 

among the countries involved.  This is peculiar, as the main definition for the 

Arab Awakening has been described as a wave of revolutionary protests and 

demonstrations calling for democracy, anti-corruption, better employment, etc. 

 The country of Iraq exhibits all of these qualities. 
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 The debate still wages between those who argue for and against Iraq 

exhibiting their own Arab Awakening.  Journalist for the conservative magazine 

American Thinker Aymenn Jawad Al-Tamimi argues that the term "Arab 

Awakening" doesn't wholly apply to the revolutions taking place across the 

MENA states.   

 Unrest across the MENA states is many things, but "uniquely Arab" is not 

something all the states have in common.  The term Arab Awakening was 

originally understood as revolutions across the many different states towards a 

pan-Arab identity.  I do not believe the revolutions across the MENA states are 

striving towards a pan-Arab identity, especially regarding the non-Arab states in 

the region exhibiting revolutions. Al-Tamimi argues the term Arab Awakening 

was born out of Western Media, first coined by The Guardian, and rooted in the 

assumption that this unrest was solely about disposing long time dictators and 

former colonizers responsible for denying the pan-Arab identity.  The London 

Newspaper The Times corroborated the term Arab Awakening, going further by 

denying any existence of sectarian feuds during the Arab Awakening.  I agree 

with Al-Tamimi that the unrest across MENA states is not uniquely Arab, and 

that sectarian divides exist dominantly today in the MENA states governing their 

behavior and posturing towards surrounding regional actors.   

 The role of transnational identities is the most persuasive argument in 

how states of the region act towards each other.  Journalist Al-Tamimi and many 

others do not agree with this term the Arab Awakening and claim it to be 

somewhat of a misnomer for the following reasons. 

 Firstly, the causes for revolution and protests across the MENA states vary 
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across a broad spectrum.  There is certainly no strong evidence that the desire of 

the peoples of these states is to align in a pan-Arab identity.  In Egypt, Tunisia, 

and now Syria the goal of the protesters was to dispose the government already in 

place.  In Bahrain, the protesters were largely led by the social democratic Al-

Waad party and some factions of the Shi'i al-Wafeq movement.  The protests are 

for reform to the government for a constitutional monarchy with more political 

rights for all Bahrainis.  In Morocco, the goal of the protesters was not to 

overthrow the government but to demand for more rights given to the Berber 

minority and to make their language part of the national languages listed.  Iraq is 

similar in that the goals of the protests in 2010 were not to oust the government 

but to demand better services, more employment and less corruption in the 

government sectors.   

 Secondly, blanket charges of corruption and unemployment across the 

region have been designated as factors of protests happening in many of the 

MENA states.   For example: Oman, Bahrain, Jordan and Saudi Arabia rank 41, 

42, 48 and 50 out of 178 countries respectively, on the corruption list—

demonstrating low corruption.  Iraq however, is ranked one of the worst on 

corruption.  Discontent about corruption is the highest in Iraq in the world only 

beat by Afghanistan, Somalia and Burma.  Not all causes for the protests are the 

same to each other MENA country. 

  Too many commentators since the beginning of these protests across 

MENA states were willing to gloss over the uniqueness of the protests to each 

country for common likeness.  Sectarian divides/transnational identities are still 

prominent across the MENA states and their interactions determine leadership 
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behavior across the region.  It is clear that Western involvement and media often 

misrepresent the true nature of the Arab Awakening across MENA states.  To 

claim responsibility for such movements by United States representatives is 

insulting to the region and the ideals protestors are advocating for. 

 Iraq is exhibiting many of the same ideals of an Arab Awakening in other 

MENA states, but not until the withdrawal of United States troops on December 

31st, will a true "Awakening" in Iraq, containing a popular peoples movement, 

truly happen. 
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IV.	  The	  Implications	  of	  US	  Foreign	  Policy	  on	  Iraq	  1980-‐Present 
John	  Kelly	  

	  

1980-‐2003	  

It	  is	  well	  understood	  that	  the	  United	  States	  has	  taken	  an	  active	  role	  in	  the	  

politics	  and	  affairs	  of	  the	  Persian	  Gulf	  region	  since	  the	  end	  of	  the	  Second	  World	  War.	  	  

After	  quietly	  and	  efficiently	  influencing	  myriad	  events	  across	  the	  many	  countries	  of	  

the	  region	  during	  the	  1950’s	  and	  60’s,	  U.S.	  policy	  took	  a	  dramatic	  shift	  with	  the	  

deposing	  of	  Shah	  Reza	  Pahlavi	  of	  Iran,	  who	  along	  with	  the	  leaders	  of	  Saudi	  Arabia	  

and	  Israel	  was	  the	  lynchpin	  of	  a	  cooperative	  security	  partnership	  that	  guaranteed	  

political	  and	  military	  stability	  and	  the	  free	  flow	  of	  oil	  to	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  world.	  The	  

turmoil	  of	  the	  Iranian	  revolution	  added	  a	  new	  layer	  of	  complexity	  to	  an	  already	  

complex	  American	  geo-‐political	  strategy,	  one	  that	  sought	  to	  counter	  Soviet	  

entreaties	  into	  the	  region.	  	  Into	  this	  newly	  created	  power	  vacuum	  stepped	  Iraq’s	  

Saddam	  Hussein,	  a	  man	  who	  never	  missed	  an	  opportunity	  to	  attempt	  to	  make	  his	  

country	  the	  preeminent	  power	  of	  the	  region.	  	  A	  cunning	  and	  ruthless	  leader,	  

remembered	  the	  world	  over	  in	  photographs	  that	  depicted	  him	  as	  a	  powerful	  

military	  leader,	  clad	  in	  starched	  green	  uniforms.	  	  However,	  the	  historical	  record	  

shows	  that	  he	  was	  much	  more	  successful	  against	  rivials	  and	  factions	  within	  his	  own	  

country	  than	  in	  his	  campaigns	  against	  rival	  countries	  in	  the	  region.	  Like	  many	  

strongmen,	  throughout	  history,	  Saddam	  sought	  to	  unite	  his	  people	  through	  military	  

conquest.	  Simmering	  tensions	  between	  Saddam’s	  secular	  Iraq	  and	  Iran’s	  newly	  
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formed	  ideologically	  led	  Revolutionary	  government	  boiled	  over	  when	  Iraq	  invaded	  

Iran	  on	  September	  22nd	  1980:	  

Saddam	  Hussein's	  decision	  to	  invade	  Iran,	  in	  the	  consensus	  view,	  was	  the	  

result	  of	  the	  Iraqi	  president's	  ambition	  to	  play	  a	  preeminent	  role	  in	  Gulf	  

security	  by	  taking	  out	  the	  revolutionary	  government	  in	  Iran,	  in	  the	  process	  

securing	  and	  legitimizing	  his	  own	  rule	  in	  Iraq.	  The	  Iranian	  Revolution	  

heightened	  perceptions	  of	  threat	  among	  Iran's	  neighbors,	  including	  Iraq,	  

about	  stability	  both	  at	  home	  and	  throughout	  the	  region.	  By	  invading	  Iran,	  

Saddam	  Hussein	  sought	  to	  settle	  scores	  with	  his	  neighbor	  for	  the	  perceived	  

inequities	  of	  the	  Algiers	  Agreement,	  which	  he	  had	  negotiated	  with	  the	  Shah	  

of	  Iran	  in	  1975,	  and	  for	  Ayatollah	  Khomeini's	  support	  for	  Islamic	  opposition	  

groups	  opposed	  to	  the	  Iraqi	  government.	  (Parasiliti,	  2003)	  

The	  subsequent	  8-‐year	  war	  was	  the	  longest	  and	  costliest	  war	  in	  Modern	  Middle	  

Eastern	  History.	  For	  much	  of	  this	  bloody	  conflict,	  the	  United	  States	  was	  content	  to	  

let	  the	  two	  largest	  countries	  in	  the	  region	  bleed	  each	  other	  white.	  	  For	  much	  of	  the	  

conflict	  oil	  prices	  remained	  stable,	  and	  the	  U.S.	  only	  became	  involved	  when	  the	  

Iranian	  Navy	  began	  to	  interfere	  with	  Kuwaiti	  and	  Saudi	  oil	  tankers.	  	  A	  low-‐level	  

naval	  conflict	  ensued,	  and	  subsequently	  the	  United	  States	  began	  to	  assist	  Iraq	  with	  

weapons	  and	  diplomatic	  support.	  This	  culminated	  in	  both	  sides	  agreeing	  to	  a	  cease-‐

fire	  on	  August	  20th	  1988.	  	  Other	  than	  tremendous	  human	  and	  financial	  tolls,	  the	  war	  

accomplished	  nothing,	  and	  both	  sides	  ended	  the	  war	  in	  almost	  the	  exact	  same	  

positions	  as	  they	  started	  from.	  	  	  
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	   The	  War	  had	  residual	  effects	  for	  the	  region.	  Iran’s	  infrastructure	  was	  

devastated	  by	  the	  conflict,	  and	  has	  still	  not	  fully	  recovered.	  	  The	  support	  for	  Iraq	  at	  

the	  close	  of	  the	  conflict	  had	  created	  a	  stability	  concern	  for	  the	  United	  States	  and	  its	  

regional	  partners.	  	  Saddam	  now	  led	  the	  fourth	  largest	  army	  in	  the	  world,	  an	  army	  

that	  was	  battle	  hardened	  and	  equipped	  with	  many	  of	  the	  most	  state	  of	  the	  art	  

ballistic	  missiles	  and	  other	  munitions	  produced	  by	  the	  United	  States.	  In	  an	  attempt	  

to	  prevent	  Iraq	  from	  growing	  even	  more	  powerful	  after	  the	  cessation	  of	  hostilities,	  

the	  United	  States	  encouraged	  Saudi	  Arabia	  and	  Kuwait	  to	  engage	  Iraq	  in	  economic	  

warfare.	  	  These	  policies	  eventually	  led	  to	  the	  Invasion	  of	  Kuwait	  by	  Iraqi	  forces	  on	  

August	  2nd	  1990.	  	  Saddam	  felt	  like	  he	  had	  no	  other	  choice,	  he	  had	  been	  left	  with	  no	  

other	  diplomatic	  or	  economic	  alternatives,	  he	  had	  concluded	  that	  he	  could	  either	  do	  

nothing	  and	  let	  his	  country	  become	  a	  debtor	  nation,	  or	  attack	  and	  become	  a	  

hegemony:	  

While	  Saddam	  Hussein	  was	  conscious	  of	  his	  superiority	  in	  actualized	  military	  

capability	  relative	  to	  his	  Gulf	  rivals,	  his	  strategic	  calculations	  conveyed	  a	  

sense	  of	  urgency	  characteristic	  of	  a	  leader	  aware	  that	  his	  country's	  power	  

was	  in	  relative	  decline	  within	  the	  region,	  pulled	  down	  by	  the	  rising	  shares	  of	  

his	  neighbors.	  His	  rationale	  for	  invading	  Kuwait,	  for	  example,	  was	  a	  laundry	  

list	  of	  concerns	  about	  an	  imminent	  loss	  of	  regional	  power:	  loss	  of	  oil	  share	  

production	  compared	  to	  Kuwait,	  Saudi	  Arabia,	  and	  the	  UAE;	  a	  debtor	  

economy	  in	  crisis;	  no	  economic	  aid	  and	  public	  debt	  relief	  from	  his	  Arab	  Gulf	  

neighbors;	  an	  excessive	  military	  burden,	  and	  a	  population	  expecting	  a	  "peace	  

dividend"	  that	  never	  came.	  (Parasiliti,	  2003)	  
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Unlike	  the	  Iran-‐Iraq	  War,	  the	  United	  States	  did	  not	  sit	  on	  the	  sidelines.	  It	  reacted	  

quickly	  and	  decisively.	  This	  development	  stunned	  Iraq,	  who	  had	  been	  given	  the	  

impression	  that	  the	  United	  States	  would	  not	  get	  involved.	  Assembling	  a	  coalition	  

force	  of	  over	  500,000	  troops,	  the	  United	  States	  hurled	  the	  Iraqi	  troops	  out	  of	  Kuwait,	  

but	  did	  not	  finish	  the	  job,	  securing	  a	  cease-‐fire	  agreement	  with	  Saddam	  Hussein,	  

rather	  than	  securing	  his	  ouster.	  	  The	  cease-‐fire	  allowed	  Saddam	  to	  crush	  the	  

rebellions	  of	  the	  Northern	  Kurds	  and	  the	  Southern	  Shi’ia,	  who	  had	  risen	  up	  to	  try	  to	  

depose	  his	  regime.	  The	  United	  States	  sat	  on	  the	  sidelines	  of	  this	  civil	  war,	  not	  out	  of	  

a	  desire	  to	  see	  Saddam	  remain	  in	  power,	  but	  out	  of	  a	  fear	  that	  the	  Shiite	  majority	  

would	  form	  a	  government	  with	  close	  ties	  to	  Iran:	  

The	  most	  important	  reason	  that	  Washington	  did	  not	  support	  the	  Iraqi	  

Intifada	  was	  fear	  that	  Iran	  would	  benefit	  from	  upheaval	  in	  Iraq,	  particularly	  

upheaval	  among	  Iraqi	  Shi’a.	  Secretary	  of	  State	  Baker	  wrote	  in	  his	  memoirs:	  

“Just	  as	  fears	  of	  Iranian	  exansionism	  helped	  shape	  us	  prewar	  policy	  toward	  

Iraq,	  this	  same	  phobia	  was	  a	  significant	  factor	  in	  our	  post-‐war	  decision	  

making.”	  President	  Bush	  and	  National	  Security	  Advisor	  Brent	  Scowcroft	  were	  

even	  more	  explicit	  about	  the	  geopolitical	  basis	  for	  backing	  away	  from	  the	  

Iraqi	  revolts:	  “	  While	  we	  hoped	  that	  a	  popular	  revolt	  or	  coup	  would	  topple	  

Saddam,	  neither	  the	  United	  States	  nor	  the	  countries	  of	  the	  region	  wished	  to	  

see	  the	  break-‐up	  of	  Iraq.	  We	  were	  concerned	  about	  the	  long-‐term	  balance	  of	  

power	  at	  the	  head	  of	  the	  Gulf.”	  (Gause,	  2010)	  
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While	  the	  United	  States	  did	  not	  support	  the	  revolts,	  it	  did	  take	  steps	  to	  curb	  Iraq’s	  

ability	  to	  recover	  from	  the	  war,	  and	  through	  the	  United	  Nations	  imposed	  harsh	  

sanctions	  and	  No-‐Fly	  zones	  over	  the	  northern	  and	  southern	  regions	  of	  Iraqi	  air	  

space.	  This	  was	  the	  beginning	  a	  “low	  intensity”	  conflict	  between	  the	  Saddam	  Regime	  

and	  the	  United	  States.	  The	  events	  that	  took	  place	  during	  this	  time	  period	  set	  the	  

stage	  for	  the	  2003	  Invasion	  of	  Iraq	  by	  the	  United	  States.	  An	  even	  that	  was	  fostered	  

by	  deep	  misconceptions	  on	  the	  part	  of	  both	  Saddam	  Hussein	  and	  the	  United	  States	  

about	  each	  other:	  

The	  United	  States	  and	  Iraq	  developed	  images	  of	  each	  other	  through	  the	  

privileged	  weighting	  of	  what	  were	  seen	  as	  especially	  dispositive	  pieces	  of	  in-‐	  

formation;	  subsequent	  information	  was	  interpreted	  in	  light	  of	  preexisting	  

images;	  and	  the	  dynamic	  became	  such	  that	  images—and	  errors—become	  

more	  rather	  than	  less	  entrenched	  over	  time.	  (Duelfer,	  2011)	  

As	  a	  result	  of	  the	  Gulf	  War,	  American	  policy-‐makers	  and	  the	  American	  People	  

viewed	  Saddam	  Hussein	  as	  a	  brutal	  and	  unstable	  dictator.	  	  This	  image	  was	  

unredeemable.	  Furthermore,	  the	  actions	  of	  Saddam	  Hussein	  both	  in	  putting	  down	  

his	  rebellions	  and	  his	  lack	  of	  cooperation	  with	  United	  Nations	  weapon	  inspectors	  

added	  to	  the	  view	  that	  he	  posed	  a	  major	  threat	  to	  U.S.	  interests	  in	  the	  Region.	  The	  

far	  reaching	  policy	  implications	  of	  U.S.	  misperceptions	  were	  not	  fully	  understood	  by	  

Saddam,	  who	  felt	  that	  with	  time	  the	  relationship	  must	  improve:	  

Moreover,	  Saddam	  suffered	  from	  a	  general	  overestimation	  of	  the	  shared	  

interests	  between	  Iraq	  and	  the	  United	  States,	  seeing	  the	  two	  countries	  as	  
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natural	  allies	  and	  himself	  as	  a	  useful	  bulwark	  against	  Iranian	  expansionism	  

and	  radical	  Islamism	  more	  generally.	  Further,	  Saddam	  saw	  U.S.	  intelligence	  

as	  close	  to	  omniscient,	  leading	  him	  to	  interpret	  apparent	  U.S.	  disinterest	  in	  

his	  initial	  moves	  toward	  Kuwait	  during	  1990	  as	  lack	  of	  concern	  rather	  than	  

lack	  of	  understanding,	  and	  leading	  him,	  in	  the	  2003	  conflict,	  to	  believe	  that	  

the	  United	  States	  knew	  he	  possessed	  no	  weapons	  of	  mass	  destruction	  (WMD)	  

and	  so	  was	  engaged	  in	  some	  kind	  of	  elaborate	  bluff	  or	  ruse.	  (Duelfer,	  2011)	  

Furthermore,	  Saddam	  severely	  miscalculated	  the	  effects	  that	  the	  attacks	  of	  

September	  11th	  2001	  had	  on	  U.S.	  Foreign	  Policy.	  	  The	  Clinton-‐Era	  reluctance	  to	  put	  

boots	  on	  the	  ground	  had	  been	  replaced	  by	  a	  new	  policy	  of	  preventative	  action.	  	  

Saddam	  Hussein	  by	  this	  point	  in	  the	  early	  2000’s	  had	  surrounded	  himself	  

completely	  with	  advisors	  that	  told	  him	  what	  he	  wanted	  to	  hear,	  instead	  of	  the	  

realities	  of	  the	  situation	  on	  the	  ground.	  This	  is	  evident	  in	  the	  removal	  from	  influence	  

of	  Iraqi	  Ambassador	  to	  the	  United	  Nations	  Hamdoon	  in	  2000:	  

One	  senior	  Iraqi	  who	  did	  have	  a	  good	  understanding	  of	  the	  U.S.	  system	  was	  	  

Ambassador	  Hamdoon,	  but	  he	  had	  been	  eased	  out	  of	  a	  position	  of	  influence	  

in	  the	  summer	  of	  2000,	  when	  Saddam	  brought	  Naji	  Sabri	  in	  to	  lead	  the	  

Ministry	  of	  Foreign	  Affairs.	  Hamdoon	  was	  not	  consulted	  by	  Saddam	  during	  

the	  crucial	  period	  leading	  to	  the	  2003	  invasion.	  In	  fact,	  Hamdoon’s	  

knowledge	  of	  the	  United	  States	  had	  made	  him	  vulnerable	  to	  suspicions	  cast	  

on	  him	  by	  competitors	  within	  Saddam’s	  circle	  of	  aides.	  He	  was	  seen	  in	  

Baghdad	  as	  being	  “tainted”	  by	  his	  Washington	  experience,	  or	  even	  of	  being	  a	  
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possible	  collaborator.	  This	  suspicion	  of	  one	  of	  the	  few	  figures	  who	  could	  have	  

provided	  Saddam	  with	  an	  accurate	  account	  of	  thinking	  in	  the	  Bush	  

administration	  was	  to	  prove	  costly.	  (Duelfer,	  2011)	  

This	  chronic	  misconception	  on	  both	  sides	  led	  to	  the	  Invasion	  of	  Iraq	  in	  the	  spring	  of	  

2003.	  	  This	  event	  was	  a	  major	  shift	  in	  “the	  great	  game”	  from	  limited	  United	  States	  

military	  involvement	  from	  proxies	  and	  coups	  to	  full-‐scale	  blatant	  regime	  change.	  

	  

2003-‐Present	  

	  

A	  great	  deal	  has	  been	  said	  about	  how	  the	  Bush	  Administration	  expected	  that	  

the	  Iraqi’s	  would	  greet	  the	  American	  invaders	  as	  liberators.	  They	  hoped	  and	  

planned	  for	  this	  contingency,	  they	  did	  not	  entertain	  the	  idea	  that	  their	  would	  be	  

opposition	  or	  even	  much	  difficulty	  putting	  in	  place	  their	  handpicked	  group	  of	  Iraqi	  

exiles,	  led	  by	  Ahmad	  Chalabi.	  	  The	  predecessor	  to	  the	  Coalition	  Provisional	  

Authority	  (CPA)	  was	  the	  Office	  for	  Reconstruction	  and	  Humanitarian	  Assistance	  in	  

Iraq	  (OHRA).	  Its	  first	  and	  only	  director	  was	  retired	  Army	  Lt.	  General	  Jay	  Garner.	  	  

General	  Garner	  had	  proven	  himself	  in	  Iraq	  before,	  working	  with	  the	  Kurds	  after	  the	  

first	  Gulf	  War.	  	  He	  only	  lasted	  a	  little	  over	  three	  weeks	  in	  Iraq.	  	  Garner	  is	  unfairly	  

painted	  as	  a	  “deer	  in	  the	  headlights.”	  One	  of	  the	  most	  common	  critiques	  about	  the	  

post	  invasion	  handling	  of	  Iraq	  is	  “	  They	  didn’t	  have	  a	  plan!”	  This	  is	  simply	  false.	  	  The	  

Bush	  Administration	  began	  drawing	  up	  plans	  for	  the	  invasion	  of	  Iraq	  a	  little	  over	  a	  
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week	  after	  the	  September	  11th	  attacks.	  In	  reality	  the	  critique	  should	  be	  “	  their	  plan	  

was	  poorly	  conceived.”	  Ahmad	  Chalabi	  was	  a	  cosmopolitan	  Iraqi	  exile	  that	  had	  

worked	  his	  way	  into	  the	  Bush	  Administration’s	  trust	  and	  was	  viewed	  as	  the	  natural	  

choice	  to	  be	  “our	  boy	  in	  Baghdad.”	  Chalabi	  and	  several	  other	  exiles	  had	  been	  chosen	  

by	  the	  Administration	  to	  take	  over	  Iraq,	  without	  ever	  factoring	  in	  during	  the	  

selection	  process	  whether	  or	  not	  Iraqi	  people	  would	  actually	  accept	  them!	  Chalabi	  

had	  many	  detractors	  within	  the	  State	  Department,	  who	  viewed	  him	  (rightfully)	  as	  a	  

crook.	  To	  prevent	  Jay	  Garner	  from	  being	  tainted	  by	  expert	  opinions	  on	  the	  

Pentagon’s	  puppet	  in	  waiting,	  Undersecretary	  of	  Defense	  for	  Policy	  Douglas	  J.	  Feith	  

kept	  Garner	  completely	  in	  the	  dark	  on	  their	  plans	  for	  Iraq	  post-‐invasion:	  

Garner	  asked	  Feith	  for	  copies	  of	  planning	  documents	  that	  had	  been	  drawn	  up	  

in	  the	  Pentagon	  and	  elsewhere	  in	  the	  U.S.	  government.	  Garner	  said	  Feith	  told	  

him	  nothing	  useful	  existed	  and	  that	  he	  should	  develop	  his	  own	  plans.	  Feith’s	  

hope,	  as	  articulated	  to	  others	  in	  the	  Pentagon,	  was	  that	  Garner	  would	  turn	  to	  

Chalabi	  and	  his	  band	  of	  exiles.	  Feith	  would	  get	  the	  outcome	  he	  wanted	  

without	  provoking	  a	  fight	  ahead	  of	  time	  with	  State	  and	  CIA,	  both	  of	  which	  

regarded	  Chalabi	  as	  a	  fraud.	  (Chandraeskaran,	  2006)	  

Lack	  of	  planning	  was	  never	  the	  problem,	  the	  Pentagon,	  for	  all	  intents	  and	  purposes	  

set	  General	  Garner	  up	  to	  fail.	  It	  is	  about	  the	  only	  thing	  they	  set	  him	  up	  with.	  	  George	  

W.	  Bush	  was	  the	  President	  of	  the	  United	  States,	  the	  commander-‐in-‐chief	  that	  

ordered	  this	  invasion,	  he	  was	  and	  will	  remain	  a	  lightening	  rod	  for	  blame,	  but	  he	  was	  

set	  up	  to	  fail	  as	  much	  as	  Garner	  was.	  The	  Department	  of	  Defense,	  (more	  concisely	  
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Donald	  Rumsfeld	  and	  Paul	  Wolfowitz)	  was	  waging	  a	  war	  before	  the	  first	  Divisions	  

left	  the	  United	  States	  for	  the	  invasion,	  their	  war	  was	  with	  the	  Department	  Of	  State	  

and	  the	  Central	  Intelligence	  Agency.	  In	  an	  effort	  to	  push	  forward	  their	  chosen	  

agenda,	  and	  influence	  the	  president,	  the	  upper	  echelons	  of	  the	  Department	  of	  

Defense	  willfully	  and	  purposefully	  withheld	  information	  and	  resources,	  cherry	  

picked	  Garner’s	  personnel	  choices	  if	  they	  had	  any	  connection	  to	  State	  and	  ignored	  

years	  of	  careful	  analysis	  on	  Iraq	  and	  the	  chosen	  exiles.	  George	  W.	  Bush	  should	  not	  be	  

held	  entirely	  to	  blame	  for	  the	  missteps	  and	  outright	  failures	  that	  occurred.	  The	  three	  

main	  agencies	  he	  needed	  to	  pull	  the	  invasion	  and	  subsequent	  occupation	  off	  were	  at	  

no	  stage	  in	  this	  Iraq	  enterprise	  ever	  on	  the	  same	  page.	  	  George	  W.	  Bush	  should	  

however	  be	  held	  fully	  responsible	  for	  the	  appointment	  of	  Garner’s	  replacement,	  L.	  

Paul	  Bremer,	  unofficially	  known	  as	  “the	  viceroy,”	  and	  the	  creation	  of	  the	  Coalition	  

Provisional	  Authority,	  the	  U.S.	  led	  Interim	  Iraqi	  Government.	  	  

Although	  the	  body	  opposed	  it	  almost	  unilaterally	  before	  it	  occurred,	  after	  the	  

successful	  invasion	  The	  United	  Nations	  (UN)	  quickly	  jumped	  on	  the	  Iraq	  

bandwagon.	  The	  Security	  Council	  granted	  the	  United	  States	  wide	  ranging	  occupation	  

powers.	  L.	  Paul	  Bremer,	  head	  of	  the	  newly	  formed	  Coalition	  Provisional	  Authority	  

(CPA)	  was	  in	  charge.	  	  His	  edicts	  could	  not	  be	  countermanded;	  he	  was	  the	  law,	  plain	  

and	  simple.	  The	  Iraqi	  government	  was	  shattered,	  it’s	  Army	  and	  Security	  Forces	  

leaderless	  and	  dispersed,	  it’s	  ministries	  burned	  and	  looted.	  Something	  had	  to	  be	  

done,	  fast.	  	  Lives	  were	  at	  stake.	  However,	  when	  asked	  in	  June	  of	  2003	  what	  his	  top	  

priority	  was,	  Bremer	  stated:	  Economic	  Reform.	  
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Bremer	  had	  come	  to	  Iraq	  to	  build	  not	  just	  a	  democracy	  but	  also	  a	  free	  market.	  

He	  insisted	  that	  economic	  reform	  and	  political	  reform	  were	  intertwined.	  “If	  

we	  don’t	  get	  their	  economy	  right,	  no	  matter	  how	  fancy	  our	  political	  

transformation,	  it	  won’t	  work.”	  He	  said.	  	  (Chandraeskaran,	  2006)	  

This	  statement,	  taking	  into	  consideration	  the	  situation	  on	  the	  ground	  in	  the	  summer	  

of	  2003	  is	  baffling.	  	  Economic	  reform	  trumped	  ensuring	  that	  there	  was	  security,	  

electricity,	  and	  food.	  If	  Bremer	  had	  only	  had	  an	  established,	  equally	  as	  formidable	  

second	  in	  commmand,	  he	  or	  she	  might	  have	  suggested	  that	  they	  get	  the	  cops	  back	  

on	  the	  street,	  the	  army	  back	  in	  the	  barracks	  and	  the	  lights	  back	  on	  first,	  but	  Bremer	  

had	  no	  second	  in	  command,	  no	  counterbalance,	  just	  Bremer.	  To	  make	  matters	  worse	  

shortly	  after	  taking	  charge,	  he	  slipped	  free	  of	  the	  only	  other	  remaining	  check	  on	  his	  

power:	  

A	  few	  weeks	  after	  he	  landed	  in	  Iraq,	  Bremer	  informed	  Hadley	  that	  he	  didn’t	  

want	  to	  subject	  his	  decisions	  to	  the	  “inter-‐agency	  process.”	  A	  bureaucratic	  

safety	  valve	  that	  allowed	  the	  State	  Department,	  The	  Pentagon,	  the	  CIA	  and	  

the	  NSC	  to	  review	  and	  comment	  on	  polices.	  Bremer	  said	  that	  he	  couldn’t	  wait	  

around	  for	  approval	  from	  the	  home	  office.	  Rice	  and	  Hadley	  were	  reluctant	  to	  

remove	  Bremer’s	  very	  long	  leash,	  but	  he	  was	  the	  man	  on	  the	  ground.	  	  

(Chandraeskaran,	  2006)	  

The	  White	  House	  granted	  Bremer’s	  request,	  with	  the	  caveat	  that	  he	  consult	  them	  on	  

“the	  big	  stuff.”	  He	  didn’t.	  	  The	  Bush	  Administration	  had	  created	  a	  neo-‐con	  

Frankenstein.	  There	  problems	  didn’t	  stop	  there,	  the	  Coalition	  Provisional	  Authority,	  
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the	  Bremer	  led	  interim	  government	  of	  Iraq	  was	  staffed	  not	  with	  grizzled	  policy	  

experts	  with	  years	  of	  governmental	  experience,	  but	  with	  fresh	  faced	  Republican	  

Party	  faithful,	  most	  of	  them	  fresh	  out	  of	  college.	  Party	  connections	  trumped	  

education	  and	  professional	  experience.	  	  Much	  of	  the	  history	  of	  this	  time	  period	  is	  a	  

chronicle	  of	  well-‐qualified	  individuals	  being	  replaced	  with	  party	  hacks,	  levels	  of	  

cronyism	  not	  seen	  from	  a	  Republican	  President	  since	  the	  Grant	  Administration.	  	  

It	  was	  in	  this	  environment	  with	  eerie	  similarities	  to	  Saddam’s	  decision-‐

making	  process,	  that	  Bremer,	  through	  two	  different	  “special	  orders”	  single	  handedly	  

took	  an	  unstable	  and	  volatile	  situation	  and	  turned	  it	  into	  a	  nightmarish	  quagmire	  of	  

sectarian	  violence.	  	  Special	  Order	  #1	  enacted	  a	  policy	  of	  extreme	  de-‐baathification:	  	  

Bremer	  had	  concluded	  on	  his	  own	  that	  senior	  members	  of	  Saddam’s	  Baath	  

Party	  would	  have	  to	  be	  purged,	  and	  that	  lower-‐ranking	  members	  would	  have	  

to	  renounce	  their	  affiliation.	  He	  compared	  it	  to	  the	  de-‐nazification	  

undertaken	  by	  the	  Allies	  after	  World	  War	  II.	  But	  he	  didn’t	  know	  much	  about	  

the	  Baath	  Party’s	  structure	  and	  operations.	  	  (Chandraeskaran,	  2006)	  

“He	  didn’t	  know	  much	  about	  the	  Baath	  Party’s	  structure	  and	  operations”	  is	  the	  

understatement	  of	  the	  century.	  In	  enacting	  this	  policy	  he	  went	  against	  the	  

reccomendations	  of	  Colin	  Powell,	  The	  CIA,	  Jay	  Garner	  and	  just	  about	  every	  other	  

individual	  on	  his	  staff	  with	  a	  working	  knowledge	  of	  the	  realities	  of	  Baath	  Party	  

membership	  in	  Saddam’s	  Iraq.	  Under	  Saddam,	  anyone	  who	  wanted	  to	  advance	  in	  

their	  career,	  and	  or	  stay	  out	  of	  jail,	  joined	  the	  party.	  	  Bremer	  was	  unmoved	  by	  the	  

statements	  of	  his	  staff	  that	  this	  de-‐baathification	  would	  “remove	  the	  brains	  of	  the	  
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government”	  and	  create	  “a	  major	  problem”	  when	  it	  came	  to	  keeping	  the	  Iraqi	  

Government	  running.	  	  Thousands	  of	  mid-‐level	  Iraqi	  civil	  servants	  who	  had	  remained	  

at	  their	  posts,	  eager	  to	  help	  the	  country	  move	  forward,	  were	  sumarily	  dismissed,	  

and	  that	  was	  if	  they	  even	  bothered	  to	  show	  up	  to	  work	  again	  after	  the	  order	  was	  

issued.	  If	  this	  wasn’t	  catastrophic	  enough,	  Bremer’s	  next	  special	  order,	  Special	  Order	  

#2	  would	  prove	  to	  be	  the	  single	  biggest	  mistake	  of	  the	  entire	  occupation:	  the	  

disbanding	  and	  dismantling	  of	  the	  Iraqi	  Army	  and	  Security	  Apparatus:	  

Eleven	  days	  after	  he	  arrived	  in	  Iraq,	  Bremer	  issued	  CPA	  Order	  Number	  2,	  

which	  dissolved	  not	  just	  the	  Army	  but	  the	  air	  force,	  the	  navy,	  the	  Ministry	  of	  

Defense,	  and	  the	  Iraqi	  Intelligence	  service.	  With	  the	  scrawl	  of	  his	  signature,	  

he	  created	  legions	  of	  new	  enemies.	  Many	  were	  conscripts,	  eager	  for	  their	  

freedom,	  but	  they	  would	  be	  force	  to	  find	  jobs	  in	  a	  country	  where	  40	  percent	  

of	  the	  adult	  population	  was	  already	  unemployed.	  (Chandraeskaran,	  2006)	  

At	  the	  time	  this	  order	  was	  given,	  looting,	  lawlessness	  and	  violence	  gripped	  Baghdad.	  

The	  police	  were	  nowhere	  to	  be	  found,	  and	  the	  one	  institution	  that	  had	  the	  

organisation,	  training	  and	  know-‐how	  to	  restore	  order,	  the	  Army,	  was	  disbanded.	  

Within	  days	  of	  eachother,	  these	  two	  orders	  crippled	  the	  Iraqi	  government,	  

provided	  the	  nascent	  anti-‐occupation	  insurgency	  with	  a	  huge	  influx	  of	  trained	  

fighters,	  and	  created	  the	  added	  burden	  of	  training	  an	  entire	  new	  security	  apparatus	  

from	  scratch.	  	  In	  issuing	  these	  two	  orders,	  Bremer	  had	  signed	  the	  death	  warrant	  of	  

thousands	  upon	  thousands	  of	  innocent	  Iraqi	  civilians,	  as	  well	  as	  thousands	  of	  

coalition	  troops	  that	  would	  die	  during	  the	  8	  year	  occupation.	  	  These	  first	  two	  CPA	  
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Orders	  issued	  by	  Bremer	  are	  emblematic	  of	  almost	  all	  of	  the	  Orders	  issued	  by	  

Bremer.	  Well	  intentioned,	  but	  completely	  ignorant	  of	  the	  realities	  of	  Iraq.	  Much	  is	  

said	  about	  how	  it	  was	  pure	  folly	  on	  the	  part	  of	  the	  Bush	  Administration	  in	  trying	  to	  

install	  a	  Jeffersonian	  style	  democracy	  in	  Iraq.	  The	  folly	  goes	  much	  deeper	  than	  that.	  

Sequestered	  away	  in	  the	  relative	  safety	  and	  seclusion	  of	  the	  Green	  Zone,	  the	  young	  

neo-‐con	  zealots	  responsible	  for	  getting	  the	  Iraqi	  government	  up	  and	  running	  were	  

figuratively	  and	  sometimes	  literally	  cutting	  and	  pasting	  American	  Governmental	  

Institutions	  and	  trying	  to	  install	  them	  in	  Iraq.	  	  Rarely	  if	  ever,	  did	  they	  attempt	  to	  first	  

consider	  the	  true	  situation	  in	  Iraq,	  or	  factor	  in	  the	  culture	  and	  customary	  behavior	  

of	  Iraqis.	  

	   It	  wasn’t	  until	  the	  final	  months	  of	  the	  CPA’s	  existence,	  when	  mortar	  

and	  rocket	  attacks	  had	  become	  rampant	  and	  could	  no	  longer	  be	  ignored	  that	  some	  

of	  these	  hard	  chargers	  began	  to	  see	  the	  bigger	  picture.	  The	  CPA	  had	  been	  outfoxed	  

by	  The	  Ayatollah	  Al-‐Sistani,	  the	  most	  powerful	  Shiite	  cleric	  in	  Iraq,	  and	  forced	  into	  a	  

transition	  of	  sovereignty	  in	  a	  completely	  different	  way	  than	  was	  planned.	  They	  

began	  to	  realize	  that	  they	  had	  squandered	  their	  chance	  to	  do	  some	  actual	  good	  in	  

Iraq:	  

“We	  were	  so	  busy	  trying	  to	  build	  a	  Jeffersonian	  democracy	  and	  a	  capitalist	  

economy	  that	  we	  neglected	  the	  big	  picture.”	  One	  of	  Bremer’s	  aides	  told	  me	  in	  

late	  May.	  “We	  squandered	  an	  enormous	  opportunity,	  and	  we	  didn’t	  realize	  it	  

until	  everything	  blew	  up	  in	  our	  faces.”	  	  (Chandraeskaran,	  2006)	  	  
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Looking	  over	  the	  many	  examples	  of	  missteps	  and	  “missed	  opportunities”	  A	  major	  

question	  arises:	  Was	  the	  CPA	  relevant	  at	  all,	  or	  did	  it	  just	  serve	  as	  an	  extremely	  

costly	  ticket	  punching	  opportunity	  for	  hundreds	  of	  Ivy-‐league	  educated,	  politically	  

active	  neo-‐cons?	  With	  the	  announcement	  made	  by	  the	  Obama	  Administration	  that	  

the	  last	  40,000	  troops	  would	  be	  out	  of	  Iraq	  by	  December	  31st	  2011,	  many	  of	  these	  

same	  neo-‐con’s,	  now	  firmly	  entrenched	  on	  Senate	  Staff’s	  and	  in	  Conservative	  think	  

tanks,	  sounded	  off	  about	  how	  President	  Obama	  had	  “lost	  Iraq.”	  Had	  we	  every	  truly	  

held	  it?	  The	  United	  States	  entered	  this	  country	  and	  turned	  it	  up	  side	  down.	  It	  has	  

taken	  8	  years	  and	  a	  huge	  human	  and	  financial	  toll	  on	  all	  parties	  involved,	  but	  Iraq	  is	  

about	  to	  regain	  its	  full	  sovereignty	  after	  the	  last	  American	  combat	  troops	  leave	  its	  

borders.	  When	  the	  CPA	  handed	  power	  over	  to	  the	  newly	  elected	  Iraqi	  government,	  

The	  United	  States	  handed	  power	  to	  the	  Shiites	  and	  servitude	  to	  the	  Sunni.	  	  It	  is	  no	  

small	  wonder	  that	  the	  country	  erupted	  into	  a	  civil	  war	  that	  lasted	  from	  2004	  until	  

2008.	  The	  still	  influential	  Sunni	  tribes	  had	  to	  gradually	  be	  brought	  into	  some	  

positions	  of	  power	  and	  influence	  before	  the	  violence	  ebbed.	  	  

Conclusion	  

Many	  Middle	  East	  experts	  like	  to	  tout	  the	  idea	  of	  “security	  and	  stability”	  

trumping	  “democracy.”	  While	  this	  might	  have	  been	  the	  prevailing	  wisdom	  before	  

the	  Arab	  Awakening,	  if	  this	  year	  has	  shown	  us	  anything	  it	  is	  that	  the	  people	  of	  the	  

Middle	  East	  are	  no	  longer	  satisfied	  with	  stability.	  They	  want	  constitutions	  elections,	  

rights,	  and	  most	  importantly	  in	  most	  cases;	  jobs.	  	  They	  are	  trying	  to	  get	  these	  things,	  

their	  way.	  The	  masses	  are	  no	  longer	  placated	  by	  subsidized	  bags	  of	  wheat,	  satellite	  
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dishes	  and	  cheap	  gas.	  They	  have	  taken	  to	  the	  streets,	  and	  many	  of	  Saddam	  Hussein’s	  

contemporaries	  have	  toppled	  from	  power,	  while	  a	  few	  others	  have	  joined	  him	  in	  the	  

Afterlife.	  The	  United	  States	  barely	  had	  a	  hand	  in	  any	  of	  these	  movements	  and	  with	  a	  

closer	  look	  at	  Iraq,	  U.S.	  Military	  led	  counter-‐insurgency	  aside,	  the	  State	  Department	  

and	  the	  Pentagon	  had	  very	  little	  to	  do	  with	  the	  current	  state	  of	  affairs	  in	  Iraq.	  All	  this	  

talk	  of	  letting	  the	  Iraqi’s	  take	  the	  lead	  in	  the	  governance	  of	  their	  nation	  implies	  that	  

the	  United	  States	  was	  once	  marking	  the	  path	  forward.	  What	  is	  seen	  by	  many	  as	  the	  

turning	  point	  of	  the	  war;	  the	  Sunni-‐Awakening,	  wasn’t	  a	  grand	  strategy.	  The	  United	  

States	  just	  got	  out	  of	  its	  own	  way.	  It	  backed	  the	  right	  people,	  got	  out	  of	  the	  bubble,	  

and	  got	  down	  to	  business.	  	  

	   While	  this	  is	  a	  laudable	  achievement,	  it	  should	  not	  have	  taken	  four	  years	  to	  

get	  to	  the	  point	  in	  2007	  where	  the	  bigwigs	  in	  Baghdad	  listened	  to	  the	  Soldiers	  and	  

USAID	  workers	  on	  the	  ground.	  General	  David	  Petraeus,	  who	  has	  been	  showered	  

with	  accolades	  and	  called	  the	  best	  American	  General	  since	  Eisenhower,	  didn’t	  do	  

anything	  groundbreaking,	  he	  was	  given	  something	  none	  of	  his	  predecessors	  had	  

never	  enjoyed,	  adequate	  troop	  levels	  and	  the	  funds	  to	  best	  carry	  out	  his	  mission.	  

From	  there	  it	  was	  pretty	  straightforward.	  He	  simply	  listened	  to	  what	  his	  team	  of	  

experts	  was	  saying	  he	  should	  do,	  and	  did	  it.	  	  

	   It	  never	  should	  have	  come	  to	  this,	  trillions	  of	  dollars,	  countless	  numbers	  of	  

civilian	  deaths,	  thousands	  of	  young	  American	  men	  and	  women	  maimed	  or	  killed.	  	  Its	  

not	  that	  their	  wasn’t	  an	  exit	  strategy,	  its	  that	  the	  men	  and	  women	  sent	  to	  carry	  it	  out	  

were	  incapable	  of	  coming	  to	  grips	  with	  the	  true	  situation	  in	  Iraq.	  Asking	  talented	  
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people	  to	  carry	  out	  impossible	  tasks	  under	  time	  constraints	  is	  nothing	  new	  in	  the	  

history	  of	  nation	  building.	  Often	  times	  the	  best	  and	  the	  brightest	  rise	  to	  the	  

challenge.	  However,	  the	  goals	  and	  aspirations	  of	  the	  Coalition	  Provisional	  Authority	  

never	  lined	  up	  with	  the	  resources,	  funding	  or	  personnel	  necessary	  to	  make	  them	  a	  

reality.	  The	  chief	  lesson	  learned	  from	  this	  examination	  of	  the	  American	  occupation	  

of	  Iraq	  is	  that	  enthusiasm	  never	  trumps	  expertise.	  A	  zeal	  for	  spreading	  democracy	  is	  

a	  poor	  substitute	  for	  20	  years	  on	  the	  Middle	  East	  desk	  at	  Foggy	  Bottom.	  With	  the	  

last	  American	  troops	  pulling	  out	  at	  the	  end	  of	  this	  month,	  Iraq’s	  future	  is	  truly	  about	  

to	  be	  turned	  over	  to	  the	  experts,	  the	  Iraqis	  themselves.	  	  
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