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A 

n improvement of rela-
tions between Turkey 
and Iraq is likely to see 
the two sides take part in 
joint operations against 

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
in the Qandil Mountains of north-
ern Iraq.

Turkish Foreign Minister  
Mevlut Cavusoglu, during a visit to 
Vienna, said the joint Iraqi-Turkish 
operation could start after the May 
12 elections in Iraq. Iraqi authorities 
have yet to officially comment.

The military cooperation would 
target any Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants in northern Iraq.

“We are in close contact with the 
Iraqi government… regarding both 
eradicating [ISIS] from the region 
completely and wiping out PKK,” 
Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildi-
rim said.

The PKK is listed as a terrorist or-
ganisation by the United States and 
the European Union, as well as by 
Turkey. Ankara frequently insists 
it will treat ISIS and the PKK the 
same as  both are deemed threats to  
Turkey.

The Kurdish militants have 
waged an insurgency in Turkey 
since the 1980s, leading to the 
death of more than 40,000 people. 
Turkey frequently launches opera-
tions into northern Iraq in pursuit 
of PKK militants who maintain  
bases there.

Terror attacks in Turkey paused 
in 2013 following peace talks be-
tween Ankara and the PKK but 
resumed in 2015. More than 1,200 
Turkish security personnel and 
civilians have been killed in PKK-
linked attacks since then, Turkish 
figures claim. At least 319 people 
have lost their lives in ISIS attacks 
in Turkey in the same period.

Ankara has long been urging 
Baghdad to act against the PKK in 
Iraq but the call has fallen on deaf 
ears. If followed through, it would 

signal a major shift in Iraqi policy 
towards Turkey.

Plans for a joint offensive follow 
a Baghdad-Ankara rapprochement 
stemming from both countries’ 
strong opposition to a referendum 
last September in Iraq’s Kurdistan 
region that resulted in a yes vote for 
separation from Iraq.

The warming of ties is a far cry 
from late 2016 when Iraqi authori-
ties branded the Turkish military 
presence in northern Iraq “an inva-
sion.”

Turkish troops were training 
Kurdish peshmerga as well as Arab 
fighters against ISIS in Nineveh 
province. Turkey had deployed ap-
proximately 700 troops at Bashiqa 
camp. The area was under the 
control of the Kurdistan Regional  

Government (KRG), which is domi-
nated by Masoud Barzani’s Kurdis-
tan Democratic Party (KDP).

At the peak of a Turkey-KRG al-
liance, Turkish troops took part in 
supporting the peshmerga to liber-
ate Bashiqa from ISIS. Turkey’s ties 
with the KDP cooled considerably 
since the KRG referendum.

While accepting support from 
foreign forces in the fight against 
ISIS, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi drew the line at Turkey’s 
participation.

“We do not want war with Turkey 
and we do not want a confrontation 
with Turkey but, if a confrontation 
happens, we are ready for it. We will 
consider [Turkey] an enemy and we 
will deal with it as an enemy,” Abadi 
said in 2016.

During the same period, Hadi  
al-Amiri, the leader of the Iran-
backed Badr Brigade militia, 
warned that his fighters “will not 
allow the Turkish forces to violate 
Iraq’s sovereignty.”

Turkey is engaged in an offensive 
in Syria’s Afrin to drive out Kurd-
ish militants it considers to be an 
extension of the PKK. Cavusoglu 
said Turkey’s offensive into Afrin, 
which began January 20, could be 
completed by May.

Turkey warned that its military 
operation in Syria could expand as 
far east as Iraq.

“We will rid Manbij of terror-
ists [in Syria]… and our battles will 
continue until no terrorist is left 
until our border with Iraq,” Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan  

said in January.
Turkey maintains that its fight 

against the PKK is inseparable from 
its war on ISIS. Simultaneous terror 
attacks by both groups in 2015-17 
left Turkish security forces over-
stretched.

Iraq and Turkey expressed fear of 
ISIS fighters slipping into their ter-
ritories from Syria but both sides sit 
on opposing ends when it comes to 
their position towards the Syrian 
regime. Iraq views Syrian President 
Bashar Assad as the legitimate lead-
er of Syria and Turkey is backing 
rebels who seek to overthrow him.

Iraq and Turkey are unlikely to 
find common ground there.
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Warming Iraqi-Turkish ties could turn up heat on PKK militants
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Gathering 
steam. Turkish 
and Iraqi 
troops, some 
holding their 
national flags, 
participate in 
a ceremony 
at the Habur-
Ibrahim Khalil 
border crossing 
with Iraq near 
Silopi in south-
eastern Turkey, 
last October.
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A 

video has emerged 
on social media 
that reignited 
discussion on 
the sorry state of 
sectarianism in Iraq 
and how it is used 

to distract the people from real 
issues that affect their day-to-day 
lives with sectarian theatrics and 
asinine antics.

The video appears to show the 
lawyers’ syndicate in the Iraqi 
Shia holy city of Najaf putting a 
formerly powerful caliph on trial 
for murder and sentencing him to 
death. This caliph is, of course, not 
the pretender caliph of the Islamic 
State, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. No, 
they decided to put on trial Hish-
am ibn Abd al-Malik, an Umayyad 
caliph who has been dead for 
almost 1,300 years.

Imagine the scene: A roomful of 
some of the legal profession’s sup-
posedly most educated men gath-
ered witnesses to give testimony 
against the alleged murder of Zayd 
ibn Ali, an important figure in Shia 
Islam, that happened well over a 
millennium ago.

After much careful deliberation 
about a man who, in effect, ruled 
from Damascus and therefore fell 
outside Iraqi jurisdiction (let alone 
modern Iraq’s historical era), the 
judicial panel decided to sentence 
Caliph Hisham to death. This can 
only be described as peak live-ac-
tion role-playing, or LARPing as it 
is known among its highly imagi-
native proponents.

I am certain that, had Caliph 
Hisham’s soul been able to stand in 
the dock, it would be crying with 

hysterical laughter.
The trial involved witnesses, 

including a journalist who, pre-

sumably, would have either been 
alive in the early half of the eighth 
century and witnessed the events 
or gone through a wormhole and 
turned up in the 21st century to 
help throw the book at the caliph. 
The trial was so ridiculous that the 
Iraqi judiciary had to issue a state-
ment distancing itself from it and 
arguing that the “court” was acting 
only symbolically and not trying 
to offer judicial opinions on events 
from the very distant past.

Clearly, putting an ancient ruler 

on trial for murder in the modern 
day is going even beyond revision-
ism and is just plain ridiculous. 
However, and as is usually the case 
in Iraq, the reason why these prac-
tising lawyers decided to put on a 
show is for sectarian and political 
reasons. Partisanship has become 
extremely common in Iraq and, de-
spite a show of a democracy, many 
people vote along ethno-sectarian 
lines.

Whenever an election is coming, 
Shia Islamist parties and their sup-

porters have a penchant for whip-
ping up hatred against the Sunni 
population. By putting the Sunni 
Umayyad caliph on trial, for exam-
ple, they were making him answer 
for crimes against a Shia saint.

This is no different from how for-
mer Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki 
described peaceful and unarmed 
Iraqi demonstrators in 2013 as 
being “from the camp of Yazid,” 
another Sunni Umayyad caliph, 
versus his government, which was 
from the camp of Hussein ibn Ali, 
another major figure in Shia Islam.

Such rhetoric is designed to stir 
hatred within their voter base so 
pro-Iran Shia Islamists like Maliki 
and his successors can disguise the 
real issues affecting Iraqis and how 
these politicians are responsible 
for them.

Iraq ranks among the most cor-
rupt countries in Transparency 
International’s 2017 “Corruption 
Perceptions Index.” That is, of 
course, not to mention its political 
persecution of minorities, sexual 
violence against female detainees 
and war crimes perpetrated by 
state-sponsored militias who serve 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) and not Iraq as a sov-
ereign, free country.

Sadly, these stunts have become 
a normal part of Iraqi politics since 
Iran-backed Shia Islamists rose to 
power and imported Tehran-style 
sectarian politicking, where almost 
every political or economic issue is 
somehow related to some tragedy 
that may or may not have occurred 
a millennium ago.

It is time for these political dino-
saurs to either evolve and deal with 
the issues affecting Iraqis or go 
extinct and spare us their deadly 
and divisive theatrics.

Sadly, these stunts 
have become a 
normal part of 
Iraqi politics since 
Iran-backed Shia 
Islamists rose 
to power and 
imported Tehran-
style sectarian 
politicking.

Iraq’s trial of dead caliph is out of this world
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Sectarian politicking. Shia clerics talk at a religious school in 
Iraq’s holy city of Najaf.             (Reuters)
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