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An invasion brought on by ignorance

The United States picked the wrong ally to fight ISIS

A quarter of a century 
after Saddam 
Hussein’s ill-fated 
invasion and 
occupation of 
Kuwait, Iraq is in 

ruins while Kuwait is thriving.
Saddam laid the foundation for 

the end of Iraq as we knew it and 
the ultimate destruction of the 
country. He fired the first shot that 
led to the tragedy that we are wit-
nessing across the region today.

This was only compounded by 
the war launched by US president 
George W. Bush and its regional re-
percussions. The only beneficiary 
of this succession of disasters was 
Iran, which used it to expand its 
presence not just in Iraq but across 
the region.

In fact, earlier in 2015 we saw 
official confirmation from Iran that 
Baghdad, which previously sought 
control of Kuwait, is under Teh-
ran’s control and guardianship.

On August 2, 1990, the world 
was shocked by the Iraqi army 
marching on Kuwait. Almost 
nobody had predicted this. How 
could this be possible in the 20th 
century, observers asked. While 
the actual event was historic, its 
repercussions have been seismic.

This insane military adventure 
launched by Saddam’s Iraq can 
be seen as part of a broader Arab 
phenomenon of general ignorance 
of the global balance of power. 
Saddam failed to understand that 
the balance of power was simply 

not in his favour and 
that the international 
community would not sit 
idly by while he invaded 
and occupied his smaller 
neighbour.

Saddam was not just 
ignorant of the regional 
and global balance of 
power. He was ignorant 
of everything when it 

came to Kuwait. At the time, there 
was not a single Kuwaiti who sup-
ported or accepted this occupa-
tion. No occupation can succeed 
under such circumstances. In fact, 

the Iraqi occupation produced 
a sense of unity and national-
ism that had not been seen there 
before.

There was a simple lack of 
understanding of what was going 
on in the world and the reper-
cussions of the fall of the Berlin 
Wall and the end of the Cold War 
and a world under a new world 
order with just one superpower, 
the United States. He did not ask 
how Washington would view his 
military adventure. He did not 
question what the reaction would 
be from Saudi Arabia or other Arab 
Gulf states or how his ill-thought-
out occupation would change the 
regional balance of power.

With this illogical attempt, Iraq 
effectively signed its own death 
warrant. What we see today is the 
natural result of Saddam’s military 

adventurism.
After the occupation of Kuwait, 

Tehran took the decision to roll up 
its sleeves and get involved in Iraq. 
It attempted to topple the regime 
in 1991 when it backed a popular 
uprising in Shia majority areas of 
the country.

But what Iran failed to do in 
1991, during the George H.W. Bush 
era, it implemented in 2003 dur-
ing the administration of his son, 
George W. Bush.

Iran was a participant in the 

US-led war on Iraq in 2003. What 
George H.W. Bush refused, George 
W. Bush allowed, and this was 
completed by current US President 
Barack Obama. This can all be 
traced back to the historic mistake 
made by Saddam. It is the entire 
region today that is paying the 
price.

Saddam placed the first brick in 
the process that would ultimately 
end Iraq and this is an operation 
that is entering its final stages. This 
is something that has gone beyond 
Iraq, to affect Syria and Lebanon 
after the Iranian expansion project 
has come into its own.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer. The commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was initially published 
on Al Arab newspaper.

W
hen Turkey 
finally agreed to 
actively join 
US-led efforts to 
fight the Islamic 
State (ISIS), 

Ankara was supposed to make the 
battle against the extremist group 
more effective. Yet within days, 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan bombed not just ISIS 
forces but also, with even greater 
fervour, the one group showing 
some success in keeping them at 
bay: the Kurds.

The United States miscalculated 
by bringing in Erdogan.

Turkey’s embattled and volatile 
leader looks far less interested in 
combating ISIS than in reclaiming 
his power at home. Erdogan’s 
personal agenda, however, cannot 
be allowed to alienate US partners 
and prolong the conflict.

Washington’s first priority 
here should be to preserve its 
constructive alliances with Kurdish 
groups in the fight against ISIS. 
It must also prevent Turkey from 
further undermining the key 
strategic goal of defeating the 
jihadists.

US officials should be 
taking a far stronger stance 
against Erdogan’s attacks on 
the Kurds. One complicating 
factor is that both Ankara 
and Washington have 
labelled the target of 
Turkish operations — 
the Kurdistan Workers 
Party (PKK) — a terrorist 
organisation. But there 

are related Kurdish organisations 
that US leaders can and should 
approach, publicly reassure and 
privately work with to maintain 
their cooperation against ISIS.

First, the Syrian Kurdish political 
movement, the Democratic 
Union Party, though ideologically 
related to the PKK, is considered 
a separate organisation and not 
designated a terrorist group under 
US law. 

Its leader, Saleh Muslim, 
should be invited to Washington 
expeditiously for high-level 
consultations with government 
officials. These meetings 
could publicly demonstrate 
Washington’s continued 
commitment to the Syrian Kurds.

Second, Turkey’s pro-Kurdish 
political party, the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party, is increasingly 
popular because it represents the 
aspirations of the vast majority of 
Turkey’s Kurds to reach a peaceful 
solution to the long civil conflict, 
as well as many Turks who want a 

more democratic, liberal Turkey.
The party’s success in the June 

general elections was tremendous; 
it won seats in parliament for the 
first time. Yet the government has 
recently opened an investigation 
into the party’s joint leader, 
Selahattin Demirtas, that many 
critics say is politically motivated. 
The US ambassador to Turkey 
should meet Demirtas and express 
Washington’s continued support 
for concluding a peace process 
between Turkey and the PKK.

Third, the Kurdistan Regional 
Government in northern Iraq 
remains the most important of 
all the Kurdish factions. It might 
also be least likely to abandon the 
anti-Islamic State coalition over 
Turkish actions because of its 
close economic ties to Ankara and 
ideological opposition to the PKK. 

But if the regional government 
were to abandon the coalition, 
US forces could lose access to 
critical operational, planning 
and intelligence facilities. So US 
officials would do well to reassure 
Kurdish leaders of Washington’s 
commitment to their safety.

Another priority for US officials 
should be to remove Erdogan’s 
motivation for attacking the PKK: 
political survival.

In June, Turkish voters handed 
Erdogan a significant defeat.

His Justice and Development 
Party, after 12 years of single-party 
rule, failed to secure even a simple 
majority in parliament. Ever since, 
Erdogan has been searching for an 
excuse to call early elections and 
cajole the voters who deserted him 
to return to the fold. War offered 
the perfect opportunity.

By denying Erdogan’s campaign 
any imprimatur of international 
legitimacy, the United States could 
begin to cut down on the political 
benefit he is seeking to accrue. 
This could mean US officials 
openly questioning Turkey’s attack 
on the PKK and highlighting how 
it jeopardises the mission against 
ISIS. 

It might have been a 
miscalculation to bring Erdogan 
into this conflict. But if the United 
States could stick by its Kurdish 
partners and chastise Erdogan’s 
recklessness, he might realise 
that he is the one who has finally 
overplayed his hand.

Blaise Misztal is director of the 
national security programme 
at the Bipartisan Policy Center. 
This commentary was initially 
published by the Reuters news 
agency.
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A demonstrator holds a placard as pro-peace, anti-war 
demonstrators gather for a pro-peace rally in Istanbul, on August 9, 
2015, against the outbreak of new clashes between Turkish security 
forces and pro-Kurdish rebels.

A 1991 photo shows a long line of vehicles abandoned by fleeing Iraqi troops in Kuwait.


