
Iraq is currently the most important 
country in the Arab Middle East. It 
has always been contested territo-

ry — in antiquity the site of a shifting 
border between Rome and Persia — and 
a place where important things happen. 
The 7th century battles of Al-Qadisiyyah 
and Karbala changed history. A hundred 
years later, the Abbasids with their black 
flags swept West on their way to destroy-
ing the Umayyads in Damascus. In the 
9th century, the marshes of the south 
were the epicenter of the great Zanj Re-
bellion. During the First World War, the 
grinding Mesopotamian campaign and 
its aftermath cemented the northeastern 
borders of the modern Arab world. 

More recently, Iraq has become a place 
where dreams die. With the benefit of 
hindsight, the bloody revolution of 1958 
was perhaps the last real triumph of 
Nasserism. And the Iran-Iraq War of the 
1980s, the Gulf War of 1990-91 and the 
agonies that followed the 2003 invasion 
all now seem a protracted prelude to 
what we see not just in Iraq but across 
the region as a whole: The testing to 
destruction of a range of political ideol-
ogies, from Arab nationalism, Ba’athism 
and Islamism to the forced imposition 
of democracy.

So the scenes now being played out on 
the streets of Baghdad, Basra, Nasiriyah, 
Hilla, Najaf and Karbala represent, at 
the same time, the end of illusion and 
a popular struggle for something else 
— better, more durable, more authentic 
— to fill the void. The protesters want an 
end to a corrupt sectarian system (made 
in Washington and perfected in Teh-
ran) held in place by greedy and violent 
elites, and a new political dispensation 
that represents, listens and better meets 
their own material needs — those of the 
vast majority of the population of Iraq. 
They want this as Iraqis, not as Sunnis or 
Shiites or Christians or Yazidis or Kurds 
or Arabs. This is not to say that these 
identities are not important; they are. But 
people are tired of these identities being 
exploited by sectarian entrepreneurs 
for their own ends. They instead want 
a truly national politics that gives every 

Iraqi pride in being an active citizen of a 
functioning state.

The same is probably true of Lebanon 
and indeed Iran (or Algeria, where dem-
onstrators have even built walls around 
polling stations to represent their con-
tempt for the electoral gerrymandering 
of the ruling military elite). The slogans 
of the protesters in different countries 
rhyme: “All of you means all of you,” “We 
want a country,” “We are Lebanese/Iraqi 
not Iranian,” “We want you to focus on 
this country not foreign adventures.” A 
new revolutionary newspaper in Bei-
rut quotes Umm Kulthum: “We are the 
people: Nothing is impossible for us.” 
A remarkable video clip on YouTube 
shows a traditional religious reciter in 
front of the Shrine of the Imam Husayn 
in Karbala declaiming verses appealing 
to heaven to support the protesters; say-
ing there is not a single man of honor in 
Iraqi politics and those in power “are 
all thieves”. Although the protests are 
national, aimed at national governments 

and those — particularly but not only 
Iran — whom they accuse of interfering 
illegitimately in the affairs of other coun-
tries, their sympathies are broader, with 
Iraqi, Lebanese and Iranian protesters all 
supporting each other against structures 
of oppression. 

Iraq is where this struggle will be de-
cided. It matters more to the Islamic 
Republic than anywhere else. Iraq is 
where the severest external challenge 
to Ruhollah Khomeini emerged in the 
1980s. Najaf threatens the aspirations of 
Ali Khamenei to establish the unchal-
lenged doctrinal and spiritual authority 
of Qom. And, in a curious replay of events 
in the early 1920s, Iran has invested far 
too much in the recruitment, co-optation 
and intimidation of Shiite and other lead-
ers in Iraq to let it go to waste.

And it’s getting very nasty. From the be-
ginning of the protests over two months 
ago, dark forces — almost certainly af-
filiated to Al-Hashd Al-Shaabi and the 
Badr-controlled Ministry of the Interior 
— have been targeting demonstrators 
with lethal force. In the last week, as 
demonstrators returned en masse to 
Baghdad’s Tahrir Square and other key 
locations, counter-demonstrations have 
been used as cover for kidnappings, as-
saults and more killings — this time by 
stabbing as well as shooting. On Sunday, 
a prominent activist was assassinated by 
two men on a motorbike on his way home 

to Karbala from Baghdad (the CCTV foot-
age is graphic). On the same day, an en-
tire busload of protestors from Karbala 
went missing. On Monday, four rockets 
hit a joint US-Iraqi base near Baghdad — 
the ninth such attack on US facilities in 
the country in the last five weeks. And 
there was a mysterious drone attack on 
Muqtada Al-Sadr’s house in Najaf.

Meanwhile, the political class caucus 
with Qassem Soleimani and Hezbollah’s 
Abu Zainab Al-Kawthrani in order to 
identify a new prime minister who might 
be acceptable to the usual powerbrokers. 
They talk about constitutional and other 
amendments but don’t really mean it. 
And they offer up the occasional sacrifi-
cial lamb in the cause of fighting corrup-
tion in the hope the pressure will ease. 

But it shouldn’t. Because they are 
not serious enough. The risk is now of 
complete political breakdown and a re-
turn to civil conflict. The internation-
al community has plentiful tools at its 
disposal to concentrate minds and help 
find a way through this minefield. The 
UN is very active on the ground, but it 
needs support. In a positive move, the 
US authorities have just sanctioned four 
individuals in Iraq — including the mur-
derous Al-Khazali brothers — whom 
they believe to have been instrumental 
in enabling the bloody crackdown that 
Iran has demanded. But much more is 
needed. After all, there is no shortage of 
suitable targets.

It is true that sanctions can be over-
done. But, as Michael Knights of the 
Washington Institute has recently point-
ed out, given that many in the Iraqi elite 
have squirrelled away so much ill-gotten 
cash outside the country — often in the 
UK — properly enforced financial sanc-
tions will hit them where it hurts. When 
I was British ambassador in Baghdad 
a decade ago, I tried repeatedly to get 
people interested in the issue of corrup-
tion. I failed. But now, as the dark forces 
of repression continue to crack heads, it 
is beyond time for us to get cracking on 
their freedom of movement, their friends 
and their loot. 

THE BEST MEASURE OF A MAN’S HONESTY 
ISN’T HIS INCOME TAX RETURN. IT’S THE 
ZERO ADJUST ON HIS BATHROOM SCALE.
ARTHUR C. CLARKE
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I don’t know about you, 
but I couldn’t care 

less what some million-
aire Hollywood luvvie, 
with no idea what it’s 
like for ordinary people 
out there, thinks about 
this election. Why does 
the Labour Party keep 
wheeling them out?

@darrengrimes_

We needed this elec-
tion to break the 

deadlock, but I am re-
ferring to the tone of the 
election, the vile personal 
attacks, no longer are we 
allowed to have different 
views. We need Boris in 
and, let’s deliver on our 
promise to the British 
people, and onwards for 
our great country.

@andreajenkyns

Honored to join the 
defence ministers 

of Bulgaria Croatia Hun-
gary and Slovenia for the 
official opening of the 
NATO Multinational Spe-
cial Aviation Programme 
in Zadar. A major initia-
tive strengthening NATO 
and its special forces.

@camille_grand

15 former Labour MPs 
including @IanAus-

tin1965 @GiselaStuart 
have signed an open let-
ter saying peiople should 
not vote Labour. Its run-
ning as a full-page ad-
vert today in local and 
regional papers across 
the north of England. 
bad timing for @jere-
mycorbyn

@toryboypierce
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antine Emperor Heraclius 
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1901 Guglielmo Marconi sends 
the first transatlantic radio sig-
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China 
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front, not 

having gone 
to war since 

1979

Time to hit Iraqi elite where it hurts

Both Donald Trump and US Congress should act with care, with the first step being to end the ongoing 
trade war sooner than later

Hardly a day seems to go by with-
out some new story appearing 
about rising antagonism be-

tween China and the West. Beijing or-
dering government and public offices to 
remove all foreign computer appliances 
within the next three years – doubtless 
a tit for tat against America’s freezing 
out of Huawei – is just the latest. There 
are always plenty to choose from, right 
down to a debate about whether TikTok 
is a “harmless App” or an “insidious Chi-
nese threat to America”, as the National 
Interest website put it earlier this week.

Everyone is aware of the bigger issues. 
There is a trade war between the US 
and China, initiated by American pres-
ident Donald Trump. The US Congress 
has now passed the Hong Kong Human 
Rights and Democracy Act, which allows 
sanctions to be applied to individuals 
who undermine “fundamental freedoms 
and autonomy in Hong Kong”, and the 
House of Representatives has passed 
the Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act, 
which would require the Trump admin-
istration to condemn and take action 
against Beijing’s re-education policy 
which is viewed as targeting the Muslim 
Uighur population in the western region 
of Xinjiang.

Take these issues, combined with the 
US’s ongoing commitment to a vigorous 
naval presence in the South China Sea – 
most of which China claims, against the 
protestations of several countries in the 
region – and at one level there appears to 
be a strange disconnect. Perhaps because 
Trump still refers to  Xi as “a friend of 
mine” and “an incredible guy”, there is 
a sense in which these clashes – both 
actual and potential – can be managed 
and kept separate. Somehow we are re-
assured that they do not all add up to 

something far bigger.
Look at it from another perspective, 

however, and they certainly do. It would 
be hard for the Chinese government not 
to see a wave of unrelenting hostility 
bearing down on them and, in terms of 
American public opinion, they would be 
absolutely right. According to the latest 
Pew Research Centre poll, 60 per cent 
of Americans now have an unfavourable 
view of China, the highest figure since 
the question was first asked in 2005.

Niall Ferguson, the US-based histori-
an, recently wrote that there is indeed 
a new Cold War, and it is with China, 
not Russia.  Ferguson dates the start 
of this conflict to 2019 because it was 
then, he believes, that “Trump’s hostility 
went from foreign policy idiosyncrasy 
to conventional wisdom”, with even 
the Democratic presidential contender 
Elizabeth Warren calling for a tougher 
line on Beijing.

 Ferguson’s rather chilling view is that 
if what he calls “Cold War II” is confined 
to economic and technological compe-
tition – which is a suspiciously big “if” 
– “its benefits could very well outweigh 
its costs”. He points to the research and 
development spurred by the original 
standoff between the US and the Soviet 
Union and the possibly unifying effect 
on a polarised America if its citizens 
realised that they once again had a com-
mon enemy.

There are those who would welcome 
a Cold War II on the grounds that they 
are so ideologically opposed to what is 
officially termed “Xi Jinping Thought on 
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics 
for a New Era” that they relish a confron-
tation (which they hope America would 
win, of course).

The rest of us who shudder at the 
thought need to make sure that we do 
not drift any further towards such a cat-
aclysm by default. Urging the US to put an 
end to a trade war that has cost American 
farmers dearly, rather than irresponsibly 
suggesting that a deal could be put off un-
til after the next US presidential election, 
as Trump recently did, would be a start.

Another would be to ask, as the broad-
caster and analyst Fareed Zakaria did in a 
recent essay in Foreign Affairs magazine: 
“What would be an acceptable level of 
influence for China to have, given its eco-
nomic weight in the world?” In the essay, 
Zakaria raises the usual criticisms of Chi-
na but he also asserts that “today’s China 
is a remarkably responsible nation on the 
geopolitical front. It has not gone to war 
since 1979. It has not used lethal force 
abroad since 1988. Nor has it funded or 
supported proxies or armed insurgents 
anywhere in the world since the early 
1980s. That record of non-intervention is 
unique among the world’s great powers.”

He also mentions that China is now the 
second-largest financial contributor to 
the United Nations and its peacekeeping 

programme. It has put forward an am-
bitious trade programme – the Belt and 
Road Initiative – that “could be a boon 
for the developing world if pursued in 
an open and transparent manner, even 
in cooperation with western countries 
wherever possible”. Also, while Beijing 
certainly seeks to extend its influence 
abroad (what country doesn’t?), it has 
not tried to meddle in foreign elections. 
For its efforts, China has remained 

shut out of the leadership of US and Eu-
rope-dominated institutions such as the 
World Bank and the IMF.

Zakaria is right to argue that “a wiser 
US policy, geared toward turning China 
into a ‘responsible stakeholder’, is still 
achievable”.

This does not mean any country capit-
ulating to Beijing. It does, however, mean 
insisting on engaging. It also means rec-
ognising that any kind of war, whether 
of words or trade, let alone arms, is to be 
avoided at all costs.

Congress should act with care. So 
should Trump. And we should react to 
those who talk excitedly of a new Cold 
War that America could win with the 
horror that dangerously naive framing 
deserves.

US must 
recognise 
China’s 
place in the 
world – as a 
responsible 
nation

Chinese President Xi Jinping (R) and US President Donald Trump attend their bilateral meeting on the 
sidelines of the G20 Summit in Osaka
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Donald Trump’s reference to Xi 
Jinping as ‘a friend’ gives people 
a sense that clashes between the 

US and China can be managed

From the beginning of the 
protests over two months 
ago, dark forces — almost 
certainly affiliated to Al-
Hashd Al-Shaabi and the 

Badr-controlled Ministry of the 
Interior — have been targeting 

demonstrators with lethal force

Iraqi anti-government protesters gather in the capital’s Tahrir Square

The protesters want a truly national politics that gives every Iraqi pride in being an 
active citizen of a functioning state

Iraqi police fire teargas at protesters during a demonstration against state corruption, failing public 
services and unemployment in Tayaran square, Baghdad


