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Introduction

This article discusses the motives behind
the foreign policy of the United States
when it comes to the rivalry between
Kurds and Arabs since 2003 and the
liberation of Iraq. Furthermore, it mainly
focuses on the estimations received from
United States decision makers and the
argument that it is impossible to protect
the unity of Iraq when the different
ethnic groups are at war with one
another. The article demonstrates that
to prevent a collapse of Iraq the foreign
policy of the United States concentrates
on three main principles, which are:
peace and stability rather than change,
dismantling the idea of breaking up
Iraq and establishing peace through
the formalisation of democracy. From
this perspective, United States decision
makers have primarily tried to help the
different components of Iraq to reach a
mutual understanding of one another.
Ethnic rivalry after 2003 from the
perspective of the United States

Before the Iraqi invasion of Iraq in
2003, the United States was aware of the
level of ethnic and sectarian conflict in
Iraq. Donald Rumsfeld, the then United
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States Secretary of Defence, informed
the then United States President George
W Bush of the problems and obstacles
that may arise out of the ethnic and
sectarian rivalries in Iraq. Rumsfeld
presented the information in a manner
that led the United States president
to believe that the Nationalist ethnic
groups of Iraq may resort to violence to
settle their respective historical ethnic
issues (1). The information provided
by Rumsfeld goes to demonstrate that
the ethnic rivalries of Iraq were one of
the concerns of the policy of the Gorge
W Bush administration immediately
before its invasion of Iraq. Hence, after
the sectarian fighting in Iraq began the
foreign policy of the United States had
two fundamental aims. First, to both
prevent the breakup of Iraq and the
further growth of the pockets of internal
instability and disorder in the country.
Second, to avoid any attempt that may
result in regional or local instability
as this may have paved the way for
foreign countries to interfere in Iraqi
affairs to stoke more violence between
the Kurds and Arabs. To achieve these
aims, once the Sunni Arab driven ethnic
and sectarian violence erupted in Iraq,
the United States offered financial aid to
Sunni Sahwa to marginalise the Sunni
extremists and distance them from the

internal Iraqi rivalries. Moreover, the
United States reinforced this effort by
forming a national coalition government
in Iraq that was inclusive of all its ethnic
and sectarian components to prevent
extremism and to block Kurdish attempts
and breaking away from Iraq (2).
Each of the ideas outlined above aid in
understanding the will of the foreign
policy of the United States when it
comes to the rivalries, conflicts and
problems between Iraq’s different
ethnic and sectarian groups. From here,
the question of the paper becomes:
What was the United State’s plan when
managing the fluid Iraqi environment
that saw each Iraqi component group
enter an ethnic or sectarian competition
of rivalry with the others?
Stability and peace, rather than
change

One of the central principles of the
foreign policy of the United States that
drove it in Iraq’s post-war period when
confronting the ethnic rivalries and
conflicts between the Kurds and Arabs
after 2003 was not merely its attempts
to prevent the development of regional
instability, but was more so dependent
on the need to guarantee the supply of
Iraqi oil to the west in an atmosphere
with minimal risk to the continuation of
that supply.
Without question, such a policy that
focuses on maintaining regional
stability traces back to the politics of the
Cold War era. Immediately following
the retrenchment of Great Britain’s
influence in the region, the United
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States set about planning its priorities in
the Middle East. The United States was
swift in identifying that its priorities
were regional political stability (3) and
the forming of alliances with the leading
oil-rich states of the region. A major
pillar of this United State’s strategy was
the weakening of its potential rivals in
this field, such as Russia. It is without
doubt that its attempts to preserve
regional stability in this regard and
theoretically the policies followed by
the United State’s were grounded in
International Relation’s theories realism
as proponents of modern realists, and
neorealism argue that the preservation
of peace and stability via power-balance
of far more critical than the type of
government’s that exist (4).
The immediate post-Saddam era Iraq
quickly descended into instability
caused by the emergence of ethnic and
sectarian conflict. The division between
the Kurds and Arabs, and between Shia
and Sunni became a serious threat to
regional security. The weakness of Iraqi
national identity paved the way for the
unravelling of the Iraqi state. In general,
the sectarian and ethnic conflict that
became inherent in the post-war period
has become institutionalised as during
the period of the initial troubles Iraq
was governed by the Iraqi Governing
Council, a council that governed politics,
and Iraq’s day-to-day administration;
and therefore, found itself representative
of Iraq by filling its posts through the
satisfaction of ethnic and sectarian
quotas. Moreover, the Iraqi Governing
Council itself was founded under the
same principle (5). In such an atmosphere

as a result of the factors explained and
the search for a peaceful and stable Iraq
that was distant from causes and policies
that may have caused the break up of the
Iraqi state, the United States set about
establishing a new plan to manage Iraq’s
development. At this stage, the primary
long-term strategy of the United Stated
towards the ethnic political problems of
Iraq was to paint over them to prevent
them from spilling over to the broader
Middle East region. In other words, the
protraction of the Kurdish problems in
Iraq and the possible impact it would
have on Kurdish populations in states like
Turkey, that were allied with the United
States, became one of Washington’s the
central concern. The United States went
further and worked on strengthening the
state of security in Iraq because it was
concerned that Iraq’s Shia Arabs would
otherwise win hegemony in the country
and thereby introduce Iranian influence
into Iraq and the wider region (6). Of
course, one of the central issues for
the Iraq policy planners in the United
States was the risks posed to United
States interests by Iran. As a result,
these planners concluded that the Iraqi
problem of disunity would ultimately
allow Iran to have hegemony over the
Middle East.
To prevent regional instability the
United States drafted a new strategy to
end Iraq’s internal rivalries and conflicts
by working to unite Iraq’s component
groups. The two strategic options for the
United States in this regard was to either
base it on the principle of supporting the
undemocratic nations who were against
ethnic diversity or to base it on principle
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os supporting regime change to make
countries more democratic. Historically
it has been evident that between 1945
and 2000 the United States chose a
policy of silence towards totalitarian
and oppressive regimes in the Middle
East, especially in those states which
were considered ethically diverse. Here,
the objective of the United States was to
maintain the peace and stability of the
Middle East. It was for this reason that
during this period the United States did
not have any policy of self-preservation
towards the nations of this significant
region (7). What is more, was clear from
experience that, other than supporting
democracy and humanitarian values, the
United dealt with oppressive regimes in
Europe, Asia, Latin America and other
places to preserve stability and peace
even when these dealings offers little or
nothing to the United States (8).
It is also with mentioning, while this was
the manner in which the United States
dealt with its foreign policy in this period,
it is also true that the United States utilised
a number of other different strategies to
strengthen and preserve international
peace and stability. For example, during
the Clinton administration humanitarian
intervention was a pillar of the United
States’ foreign policy. During the 1990s
humanitarian intervention played a
significant role in allowing the United
States to preserve international peace
and stability by managing international
ethnic conflicts, especially in the
Balkans and in Africa. For example,
Somalia, Bosnia and Kosovo were three
ethnically diverse areas that the United
States focused on via humanitarian

intervention to protect the areas Muslim
populations, something that would
usually have been expected of Islamic
nations (9).
Following the September 11th attacks,
once the neo-conservatives established
themselves int he Bush administration,
for a number of reasons they made
overtures in regional security and peace.
The most prevalent reason was so that
the United States could collapse those
regional regimes that worked against
its interests and then establish a new
United States friendly Middle Eastern
order. There is much evidence that
supports the argument that this United
State’s strategy once put into practice
had the opposite effect and instead of
achieving peace and stability turned
the entire Middle East into a region of
instability. The Bush administration
attempted to spread its democratic
ideals to non-democratic states with the
condition that the given state had no
previous experience with democratic
government,
multi-party
political
systems, political competition and free
and fair elections. The central argument
here is that by Bush administration
pushing these ideas in the region a
number of regional radical groups such
as Sadr in Iraq, Hizbollah in Lebanon
and Hamas in Palestine were able to win
power as via the election process (10).
Since the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the
ethnic conflicts of Iraq have played a
central role in the instability inherent
in Iraq. Bush’s doctrine of democratic
regime change is viewed as a primary
cause of the collapse of the majority of
the Middle East’s political systems and
7

the spread of instability from Iraq to
the broader region. Barack Obama, the
former president of the United States,
admitted that regime change through
force requires much economic capital
and it comes with many obstacles (11).
Hence, it is not strange that the current
state of Iraq is far from the prediction of
the United States. Regime change in Iraq
did not only result in a security vacuum
in the country, but it also pushed Iraq
into an uncertain future.
The rejection of the project to break
Iraq up

Once the threat of the unravelling of
regional security became a severe risk to
Washington’s interests decision makers
in the United States employed every
effort to protect the de-facto state of
Iraq’s diverse community. The United
States did this by rejecting any project
that may have led to the breakup of Iraq.
The United States believed that if Iraq
broke up, it would result in an increase
in nationalist violence and sectarianism,
which would work to shift the balance of
power in a region containing substantial
United States interests. This view of
the United States sources from the
formalisation of Iraq’s sectarian divides,
the effects of tribalism, the return
to ethnic politics in underdeveloped
nations, which are all factors that
contribute to the break up of weak multiethnic states. From the perspective of
United States politics the division of
any state causes, on the one hand, the
gradual emergence of nationalist and
ethnic movements in other locations,

and on the other resolving any potential
nationalist or ethnic conflict will not be
an easy task especially ones that arise
out of the collapse of weak and diverse
states (12). Therefore, the United States
believed that it was in their national
interests to preserve the unity of Iraq
because:
1) While Massoud Barzani, the former
President of Kurdistan Region of Iraq,
believed that the inherent weakness of
the Iraqi state and the lack of stability
within it would push the case for
Kurdish independence forward (13),
the United States were of the belief
that the emergence of an independent
Kurdistan would be the cause of
regional instability. The manifestation
of this perspective was visible following
the decisions taken by United States
decision makers after 1991 (14). Since
then a primary aim of the United States
was how to maintain the unity of a weak
Iraqi state. In this context, the case of
Kurdish independence, which emerges
seriously every so often, has become a
significant obstacle to this United States
aim.
In truth, the Kurdish situation in Iraq has
always been an unprecedented one for
the United States due to the existence
of large Kurdish populations in Turkey,
Iran and Syria. In contrast to the case
of the Balkans where the break up of
former Yugoslavia didn’t result in other
border changed in Europe, the United
States expects the establishment of a
Kurdish State in northern Iraq to cause
the collapse of many other states in
the region. The concern at the possible
8

failure of numerous other Middle
Eastern States in the event of Kurdish
independence has resulted in the United
States defending the Iraqi state and its
unity. What is more, the United States
believes it easier to deal with one Iraqi
State that multiple smaller states and
argues that if the Iraqi Kurds have the
right to independence then why should
Basra not have the same right. In the end,
the United States is engaged in attempts
to preserve stability and the unity of Iraq
because Iraq, like Saudi Arabia, is an oil
producing state like Saudi Arabia (15).
2) Iraq is committed to preserving the
unity of Iraq. Federalism is considered
a way to include all the different ethnic
groups in Iraq and thereby guarantee
Iraq’s unity. Furthermore, it offers
protection against the emergence of
revolutionary movements. Since 2003,
due to Iraq’s political system, the Kurds
and Arabs of Iraq have been locked
in a perpetual rivalry over the style of
Iraq’s political system and the central
constitutional questions. This rivalry
in 2014 resulted in relations between
Erbil and Baghdad reaching their lowest
point. The accumulation of outstanding
issues and the loss of trust in the political
system ultimately resulted in a military
confrontation between the two sides.
While negotiations and agreements
followed these confrontations, the state
of relations between the two parties
became a serious threat to the unity of
Iraq (16).
The future of this problematic
relationship looks set to be one of
Kurdish economic dependence on the

Iraqi state. Hence, the United States
does not support the breakup of Iraq, as
it is a process that will come at a high
cost and helping the Kurds comes at a
high price as they are yet to become a
united entity that is ready to shoulder the
burdens that come with independence.
The cost of the break up of Iraq to the
interests of the United States is the
fact that it would put in danger the
security of the international oil supply.
Furthermore, it will be difficult for Iraq
to become a part of regional politics
once again and it could cause a rise in
region-wide security concerns against
other stateless ethnic groups in the
region. Therefore, at present, there is no
prospect for an independent Kurdistan
(in Iraq, amongst the Kurds themselves,
or regionally) in the near future and for
the United States, they see no benefit to
United States interests if the Kurds form
an independent state (17).
3) The United States is also concerned
that in the event of an Iraqi break up
the regions terrorist groups may find it
easier to gain power. This hypothesis
leads the United States thinking when
it came to the possible emergence of
a Sunni Arab state. The United States
believed that a Sunni Arab State in
the region would become a breeding
ground for radical groups to launch their
operations against their chosen targets.
Moreover, the United States estimates
that if a Shia state is established in
Iraq, then the oil wealth of the country
would fall under the influence of Iran.
If we take a broader view of the issue
it becomes clear that the dominant view
in the United States is that when and if
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Iraq breaks up then the Shia as Iraq’s
majority population would attempt to
establish a Shia Islamic state that they
will both use to target United States
interests in the region and become a part
of the Middle Eastern Shia crescent with
Iran. As a result, Iran would benefit and
become the dominant regional power
and would obstruct the export of oil
from the region to the west(18).
4) Another motivation driving United
States foreign policy against division
consisted of sidestepping any unexpected
issues that related to the borders of
the regions weak states. The United
States worked to preserve the status of
those states that considered themselves
Washington’s allies in the region and
the Arabian Gulf. The United States’
concern about the issue of dividing
a diverse country like Iraq, brought
decision makers to the belief that such
an eventuality will not be without a
headache. For example, Washington
believed that drawing new state borders
over the ruins of a collapsed multiethnic state will have little meaning as
it would come with a list of internal and
international crises (19).
5) More recently, the Obama
administration
focused
on
the
consequences of disbanding a state
like Iraq at a time when terrorism and
instability were rooted in that geography.
The United States entertained the idea
at a time when the Islamic State had
control of large swathes of Iraq. Even
at this critical Iraqi hour, the United
States was against the division of Iraq
as this would have awarded the Islamic

State an opportunity to strengthen their
Caliphate in Syria and Iraq. Other than
these United States concerns, another
point is that if at the time when ISIS
(20142017-) had carved out its territory
in Iraq the country had been divided
then it would have been likely that
control of the natural resources of those
areas would have fallen into the hands
of the radical group. This was another
major concern of the United States as
the territory provided the United States
with 300,000 barrels of oil (20).
Therefore, it can be argued that given the
ethnic rivalries in Iraq was a dominant
manifestation of the post-Saddam era
the United States continued its attempts
to preserve Iraq’s geographic unity.
This United States strategy was also
compounded by numerous other reasons
that prevented it from seeking to divide
Iraq into its constituent parts.
The formalisation of Peace

To end the ethnically motivated political
rivalries between Iraq’s Kurds and
Arabs, the establishment of peace via
the strengthening of the democratic
spirit and the nation-building process
became another significant element of
United States foreign policy towards
Iraq. Principally from 2003, the United
States effort to establish peace in Iraq
came in the form of the formation
of a national coalition government
between the country’s Kurds and Arabs.
Washington believed that the existence
of a democratic government would
allow for all individuals within each
ethnic and sectarian group to choose
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their representatives freely and each
group would have the chance to develop
their individual economic projects and
also protect their ethnic and sectarian
uniqueness (21). Furthermore, to turn
this vision into a reality and to prevent
the development of the ethnic rivalry in
Iraq then nation-building was considered
the founding stone of peace. In the
Post-Saddam period, each Iraqi ethnic
and sectarian group used the State for
its own interests. The Iraqi Shia Arabs
wanted to use the Iraq State to control
power and politics, the Sunni Arabs
believed in the devolution of power and
the Kurds wanted to extend the levels
of their self-determination. What is
more, It was thought that these different
aims would not be without problems. In
such an environment the United States
felt that political institutions, political
culture and forgiveness were essential
steps for the founding of the new Iraqi
State (22). Hence, in conclusion after the
bitter truths of Iraqi politics were paving
the way for ethnic and sectarian conflict
in Iraq and the wider region, the Bush
administration concentrated on drawing
up a new Iraqi constitution and winning
the backing of Iraqi notables to support
its agenda of building a new Iraqi nation
and government (23).
With this, the subject of the formalisation
of peace between the different
components of Iraq was not without
difficulties. While after 2003 all the
government institutions were established
based on national coalitions and were
democratic and modern, the primary
problem remained that democracy had
little value to the Iraqis. Iraq’s different

ethnic groups blamed one another
and saw each other’s political will as
adversarial (24). Another concern about
the establishment of peace consisted of
the collapse of Iraq’s security situation.
For the United States political instability,
the nationalist and ethnic conflict was
against the principles underpinning a
peaceful solution to Iraq’s problems.
Washington believed there could be
no guarantee of an entirely peaceful
Iraq until the ethnic rivalries remained
unresolved.
United States foreign policy planners
predicted that bloody ethnic conflict,
the precursors of which had already
dominated the Iraqi political atmosphere
would not only affect Iraq’s democratic
process negatively but would also
reignite the ethnic and sectarian rivalries
in the country and collapse Iraq’s
fledgeling democratic system (25). It
is for this reason that the United States
worked to organise the ethnic divisions
and prevent an ethnic war in the country.
The United States did this both through
military strategy and peaceful solutions.
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For example, militarily the Pentagon
relied on a quick military response to
preserve Iraq’s stability and politically
numerous service offices opened in Iraq
under the orders of the State Department
to organise the day to day lives of Iraqi
civilians and restore Iraq’s economy.
Bush directly oversaw the process of
unifying Iraq politically so that Iraq’s
future could be secured (26).
Conclusion

In conclusion, it can be argued that
all of the United States’ attempts
regarding Iraq’s ethnic rivalries,
preventing the breakup of the country,
establishing peace, nation-building, and
strengthening its democratic system was
not without obstacles as each of these
United States objectives were confronted
with challenges. More importantly,
there is to date no guarantee to control
the ethnic rivalries in Iraq.
Shirwan Hamid is a researcher at Kurdistan
Conflict and Crisis Research Center.
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