
7August 13, 2017

Barzani and Erdogan won’t 
let a vote rock their boats

Trump or not, Americans
would nuke an Iranian city

W 

hen Turkish 
President Re-
cep Tayyip Er-
dogan raised 
the decibels 
of his rheto-
ric against 

the Syrian Kurdish movement, he 
had his eye on an approaching date. 
The Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG) has made its intention seri-
ous to have a referendum on inde-
pendence. How Ankara will stand 
regarding the results of the vote is 
in question.

Erdogan has said the referen-
dum “would imperil the territo-
rial integrity of Iraq” and the 
Turkish Foreign Ministry has 
described the prospect as “dam-
aging the regional stability.”

Repeated statements from the 
United States, the United King-
dom and Germany have said that, 
if the referendum ends with a 
resounding yes, which is foreseen 
as almost certain, independence 
of the Kurdish state would not be 
recognised.

Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG) President Masoud Barzani 

has not blinked. In an interview 
with Al-Hayat newspaper, he said 
the decision to call the vote for 
September 25 was definite “with 
no return.”

“I am asking,” he added, “when 
will the proper time arrive for the 
referendum? If we wait for 
others, such a time will never 
come. It is only the people of 
Kurdistan who can decide the 
date.”

In an interview with Foreign 
Policy, Barzani was evasive when 
asked about how he sees Turkey’s 
reaction.

”We would prefer to die of 
starvation than to live under the 
oppression and occupation of 
others,” he said. “If this decision 
is made by referendum and the 
reaction is to isolate us, let our 
people die. That will be a ‘glory’ 
for the world that they have killed 
our people by starvation just 
because those people wanted to 
express their destiny through 
democratic means.”

It is apparent that Barzani is 
keen on gambling, possibly 
calculating the administrations of 

US President Donald Trump and 
French President Emmanuel 
Macron would seek a balance in 
that part of the region where 
Russia and Iran are expanding 
their influence.

Over the last few years, the 
relationship between Ankara and 
Erbil has been intensely focused 
on economic and commercial 
interests. The KRG has had no 
option other than collaborating 
with Turkey to export Kurdish oil 
through Kirkuk-Iskenderun 
pipelines and is dependent, to a 
large scale, on Turkish invest-
ments.

For Erdogan and his family, 
especially his son-in-law Energy 
Minister Berat Albayrak, the 
business has been very personal. 
For many Turkish investors, who 
have seen heavy losses in markets 
such as Egypt, Iraqi Kurdistan is a 
backyard Ankara cannot afford to 
lose.

There begin the complications 
that Erdogan knows will test his 
pragmatism against the decades-
long Turkish foreign policy 
position to block Kurdish self-rule 

that would lead to international 
recognition.

Erdogan’s domestic political 
ally, the Nationalist Movement 
Party (MHP), has based its 
existence largely on the demands 
of the Turkmen minority, and a 
big part of the Turkish media has 
positioned itself against Barzani’s 
declaration, claiming that it is yet 
another Western conspiracy to 
weaken Turkey.

How, then, will Erdogan juggle 
the Kurdish independence vote? 
His low-key approach points to a 
calculation that a Kurdish “yes” 
will cause sharp friction with 
Baghdad and that Barzani may ask 
for Turkish help.

Further on, knowing that the 
result will be non-binding could 
give Erdogan leverage to engage 
KRG to alienate the Syrian 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) in 
return for more powerful eco-
nomic and even military coopera-
tion between Ankara and Erbil.

This could mean that Erdogan, 
who has weakened the pro-Kurd-
ish party in Turkey, the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP), through 

oppressive measures, may 
calculate to operate easily to 
increase the gap between Bar-
zani’s KRG and the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), pushing for 
a battle between them. “Divide 
and rule” is an Ottoman legacy 
and this is where the Turkish 
president hopes to appease the 
hardliner nationalist vote at 
home.

There are many more balls to 
juggle, however. For both Russia 
and the United States, the Kurdish 
presence has dimensions that are 
aimed at limiting Turkey’s 
manoeuvring space. As long as 
Erdogan plays hardball with 
Turkey’s Kurds, it may not cause a 
friction with any of them but, if he 
hardens his stance on the Iraqi 
Kurds, he will face tougher 
choices and higher risks.

So, from their vantage points, 
both Barzani and Erdogan would 
possibly play for time. After all, 
the heart of the matter is that they 
both desperately seek ways to 
consolidate their one-man rule 
and they won’t let a vote rock 
their boats.

A 

nyone who shakes 
their head over the 
insanity of US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 
threatened “fire and 
fury” against nu-
clear-armed North 

Korea might want to take a look at 
a rather dry paper in the Massachu-
setts Institute Technology journal 
International Security.

The paper is titled “Revisiting 
Hiroshima in Iran.” Academics 
Scott Sagan and Benjamin Valen-
tino examine the United States’ 
so-called nuclear taboo, which is 
supposed to have created an 
ethical norm for the use of nuclear 
weapons after the horrors of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They 
address the strength of the taboo 
and the supposed rise of a humani-
tarian spirit that makes Americans 
squeamish about killing large 
numbers of non-combatant 
foreigners. They look at the 
proclivities of 21st-century 
Americans using a hypothetical 
scenario that revolves around a 
war started by non-nuclear-armed 
Iran.

The results of the survey 
experiments can only be described 
as chilling. When a representative 
sample of the US public was asked 
about a situation that approxi-
mately replicated 1945 and 
substituted Iran for Japan, “a clear 
majority of Americans (56%) 
would approve of using nuclear 
weapons first against the civilian 
population of a non-nuclear-
armed adversary, killing 2 million 
Iranian civilians, if they believed 
that such use would save the lives 
of 20,000 US soldiers.”

So Trump is not the only 
American willing to rain “fire and 
fury” — vague intimation of a 
nuclear holocaust — on a foreign 
land. The findings cannot be 
attributed to the Trump effect, 
some sort of public coarsening as 
the result of being led for six 
months by a man given to provoca-
tive brawler statements, because 
the Sagan-Valentino survey was 
conducted two years ago. At the 
time, a Pew poll indicated that 76% 
of American respondents said they 
held very or somewhat unfavour-
able opinions of Iran.

While this is just one study, 
there are three reasons to take it 
seriously: Who conducted it? How? 
Where did the analysis appear?

Working backward, the analysis 
appeared in a publication that is 
among the world’s most definitive 
peer-reviewed journals on US 
national security policy and 
international affairs.

How the survey experiments 
were conducted is essential to the 
strength of the conclusions. The 
researchers did not use random 
sampling and telephone polling 
but a relatively new, more accu-
rate academic survey method, 
which was administered by the 
polling firm YouGov. The design of 
the survey experiments was 
meant to ascertain the response to 
potential first use of nuclear 
weapons against a country about 
which Americans had negative 
feelings.

Respondents were given mock 
news articles that laid out the 
escalating conflict — severe US 
sanctions on Iran because it had 
violated terms of the 2015 nuclear 

deal; an Iranian attack on a US 
aircraft carrier killing 2,403 
military personnel (the same 
number as in the Pearl Harbour 
attack, though that was not 
mentioned in the story); retalia-
tory US air strikes that destroyed 
Iran’s nuclear infrastructure, air 
defences and planes; Iran’s refusal 
to surrender and the resulting US 
ground invasion, which sees 
10,000 US military fatalities after 
several months of fighting.

Respondents were offered the 
two options available to the US 
president to end the war: Fight on 
and capture Tehran or drop a 
nuclear weapon on Mashhad, 
Iran’s second-largest city.

That the respondents chose the 
latter led the researchers to 
conclude “there has been rela-
tively little change in US public 
opinion about using nuclear 
weapons or killing non-combat-
ants since 1945.”

The study has been well-
received by experts, including 
King’s College War Studies’ 
Emeritus Professor Lawrence 
Freedman and Stephen Schwartz 
of the Middlebury Institute of 
International Studies. This is 
mostly on account of the research-
ers’ credentials. Sagan, a professor 
at Stanford, is an acknowledged 
expert on nuclear proliferation 
and weapons’ safety. Valentino, 
who coordinates the war and 
peace studies programme at 
Dartmouth, specialises in geno-
cide and foreign policy.

Their conclusions are inescap-
able. Unlike post-second world 
war Germany, post-Hiroshima 
America doesn’t seem to care too 

much about the tragic lessons of 
the past. Once upon a time, 
successive polls appeared to show 
Americans as rather sickened by 
the knowledge their country had 
dropped atomic bombs on a 
faraway land. For 70 years after 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 
prevailing consensus revolved 
around an American moral 
repulsion to the bomb.

In fact, Thomas Schelling, the 
late US Nobel economics laureate 
who is credited with creating the 
concept of a Cold War peace, 
celebrated the “nearly universal 
revulsion against nuclear weap-
ons” in a 2005 speech.

But Sagan and Valentino have 
demonstrated this is not the case 
at all. They have shown that a 
21st-century rerun of the 1945 
countdown to bombing foreign 
cities would elicit broad American 
public approval.

Existing polls did not ask 
Americans to choose between 
foreign civilians and US troops and 
to do so with nuclear weapons as 
the game changer. This survey did 
and it ascertained that Americans 
picked their own side to save. This 
is probably not unusual for any 
people, except for the high cost of 
using nuclear weapons. Shouldn’t 
the United States, the world’s 
most powerful country, be more 
mindful of the ethical limits of its 
power? In an international crisis, 
shouldn’t the world expect the 
American people to serve, in 
Sagan and Valentino’s words, as a 
“constraint” rather than a “goad” 
to nuclear weapons’ use?

The dismal answer is there for 
all to reflect on.
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