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The Implications of the Current Fighting In Iraq 
 
Anthony H. Cordesman 
 
It is too soon to judge the military outcome of the fighting in the Sunni Triangle and 
against Al Sadr’s militia, and the popular reaction in Iraq and the Arab world. It is clear, 
however, that the CPA and CJTF-7 did have a clear picture of the level of resistance they 
would encounter in Ar Ramadi and Fallujah, and underestimated the forces needed, and 
acted against the Moqtada Sadr without a clear picture of his probable reaction and 
strength. 
 
If the end result is that the fighting against the Sunni insurgents has the impact of bring 
them out into firefights and severely weakening them, then the current battles will favor 
the Coalition. Similarly, if Sadr is successfully pushed off of Iraq’s political map, along 
with his militia, the outcome will again favor the Coalition and its approach to nation 
building. This can still happen. It is going to take 7-10 days to really be able to 
characterize the impact of the current fighting and the Coalition forces have a decisive 
edge in military strength. 
 
General Petreaus pointed out in a recent briefing, however, that the US and its allies must 
achieve two major objectives during their operations in Iraq. First, they must give as 
many Iraqis as possible a stake in the nation building process. Second, they must conduct 
military operations in ways that take more bad guys off of the street than they create. The 
current fighting presents a high risk that Coalition operations will have just the opposite 
effect. The “backlash effect” may not only create more active enemies, but also broadly 
alienate significant additional numbers of Iraqis politically. 
 
A Core of Hostility: The Real World Political Climate in Iraq 
 
In order to understand the scale of the risks, it is important to note that the Interim 
Governing Council is not a legitimate political body simply because the Coalition has 
said it was. Many, if not most, Iraqis seem willing to accept it – at least until real 
elections can be held. It is clearly a Coalition body, however, and the CPA is appointing 
ministers and deputy ministers for its government before it acquires legal sovereignty on 
June 30th. It may well be the best government in town but it is not an Iraqi-chosen 
government and it has no recognized leaders who command broad loyalty. 
 
This is a dangerous situation in a highly nationalistic country, where ethnic and religious 
issues may be important but often count less than an identity as Iraqi and Muslim. This is 
particularly true for the 80% of the population that also identifies itself as Arab. Wars, 
insurrections, and revolutions are also made up by minorities of activists, not by majority 
vote. As a result, it is important to note that an ABC poll in February found a large core 
of hostility to the Coalition before the tensions unleashed by the current fighting, and that 
this core involved many Shi’ites as well as Sunnis.  
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If one looks at the overall pattern of Iraqi resentment and hostility, the ABC poll found 
the following results: 
 
Percent responding to               Sunni Arabs              Shi’ite Arabs                         Kurds 
Survey question 
 
Was Iraq Humiliated 
Or Liberated? 
      Humiliated 66 37 11 
 
Was the invasion right 
Or wrong? 
 Wrong 63 35 9 
 
Coalition should leave now? 
 Yes 29 12 2 
 
Attacks on Coalition forces 
 Acceptable? 36 12 2 
 
 
If one looks at core hostility among Sunnis, one sees the following results and they are 
not representative of a “small minority. Depending on the area, they are a majority to a 
very large minority indeed: 
 

                                       Anbar            Entire Sunni Triangle             All Iraqis 
                                                                                                     (Ramadi, Fallujah, Tikrit 
                                                                                                       Samara, Baquba, Baaji) 
Attacks “acceptable” on 
   Coalition forces                     71%       44  17    
   Foreigners working with CPA          56       33   10  
 
Presence of coalition forces 
    Oppose                               85        80  51 
“Strongly” oppose                    76        63  31 
 
Say coalition forces should leave now   65        38  15  
  
Invasion was Wrong                                82         71 39 
 
Invasion was “absolutely” wrong         67         56 26 
 
Invasion humiliated Iraq                      83         75 41 
 
If one looks at core hostility among Shi’ites, the figures are far less troublesome, but they 
still show that Sadr can draw on a very large potential base: 
 
                                                                       Southern    Shia Arabs 
                                                                      Shia Arabs    elsewhere 
 
U.S.-led invasion was wrong  28           47 
 
Invasion humiliated Iraq  27           53  
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What Iraq needs at this time: 
 A gov’t mainly of religious leaders   79           52 
 
Preferred system 
 Islamic state                         31           16 
 Single strong leader                  18           33 
 
Confident in religious leaders            57           44 
 
These figures do not describe an Iraqi people that is hostile as a whole or as a majority. 
They do describe an extremely volatile situation, and one where military operations that 
fight in and occupy Iraqi residential areas -- and produce, civilian casualties, collateral 
damage, and new “martyrs” -- can potentially put far more hostiles on the street than they 
remove.  
 
This is particularly true because the Arab media are largely providing very hostile 
coverage, the CPA and IGC public affairs and media efforts remain largely ineffective, 
and US and Coalition operations are so easy to tie to Israeli operations and “occupation,” 
while the hostile Iraqis can be compared to the Palestinians in the Intifada. 
 
The issue is not simply serious core hostility to the US, Coalition, and IGC, it is the much 
broader issue of just how many Iraqis will still regard the Coalition nation building effort 
as legitimate when the current fighting is over, and put real faith in the new government 
to come, versus those who will oppose it.   
 
The Problem of Timing in Aid and the Transfer of Power 
 
These problems are compounded by the fact that most US and Coalition aid programs are 
as yet unfinished and most are not yet under construction or have not begun to be 
implemented. Aside from CERF aid, many Iraqis do not see the benefits they expect and 
demand. The fighting will inevitably further delay many such aid projects, particularly in 
the most troubled areas – again undercutting support. 
 
As for subsidized and temporary jobs, they win only limited gratitude, especially among 
young men who clear understand that are not a future. 
 
It also seems clear that most Iraqis neither understand nor trust the political process that 
is supposed to be creating a new Iraqi government, and that many have serious questions 
about the meaning of the transfer of sovereignty on June 30.  
 
A seminal period in the fighting is thus coming before two of the most important pillars 
of the Coalition effort to win hearts and minds. The good news is that such Coalition 
efforts will probably be much more effective and popular over time, and as early as July 
and August. The bad news is that if the Coalition loses large numbers of hearts and minds 
now, it may not be able to change them in the future and many of its efforts may be 
delayed or even halted. 
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Certainly, delaying the transfer of power will not help in this climate. If will only fuel 
distrust, conspiracy theories, and resentment. 
 
How Explosive Will the Coming Days and Weeks Be? 
 
Almost regardless of the outcome of the current fighting, virtually every milestone in 
Iraq’s political calendar, every religious festival and holiday, and every key political 
event in a Coalition country political calendar are going to be possible dates for new 
cycles of terrorism, violence, and demonstrations. This is likely to continue through at 
least early 2006 – when a new elected government is scheduled to take office. No 
conceivable victory in either fighting the Sunni insurgents or dealing with the Moqtada 
Sadr is going to bring early stability or “victory.” This can only come after the true 
character of the new Iraqi government and impact of the aid programs becomes clear.  
 
Almost inevitably, stability can also only come after Iraqi military, police, and security 
forces can largely takeover from the Coalition forces, do so in a favorable political and 
economic climate, and do so with proper training and equipment. These conditions 
currently seem unlikely to exist before the late fall or winter of 2005. 
 
The next days, weeks, and months may, however, be critical: 
 

 If Coalition operations against Sadr alienate large numbers of young Shi’ites, 
push the other Shi’ite clearly into backing Sadr or attacking the Coalition 
politically, or lay the ground for a working alliance between Shi’ite and Sunni 
extremists and insurgents, the US and Coalition task is going to become far, far 
harder if not impossible. In simple terms, if the US loses the Shi’ites, the US loses 
the peace and with it, the war. 

 
 The US must be prepared for much quicker reaction to ambushes and sudden 

attacks, with the risk of civilian casualties and collateral damage. It may also be 
“sucked” into reoccupying or securing towns and cities – having to chose between 
leaving partial sanctuaries and alienating those in occupied areas.  

 
 If Sadr is arrested or killed, he becomes an instant martyr. If killed, the next Sadr 

is likely to emerge in days or weeks. If arrested, he must be tried along with his 
colleagues by a Coalition or Iraqi court many will require as illegitimate. Months 
of political tension will follow. The situation will become truly explosive if the 
US causes clashes with religious leaders, enters religious shrines, uses force 
against a crowd, or produces serious civilian casualties and/or collateral damage. 

 
 The fighting in Fallujah and Ar Ramadi has already created the image of large 

innocent casualties, a “heroic” Iraqi opposition, collateral damage, and US 
advanced weapons hitting mosques – an image that further links US operations 
and occupation activity to Iraqi and Arab images of Israel. The US will suffer a 
serious political and psychological defeat, regardless of the facts and its probable 
tactical victory, 
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 Almost inevitably, the broad distrust of the IGC will grow because of its links to 

the US operations and the effort to arrest Sadr and his followers while clerics like 
Sistani will at best be forced to distance themselves. The questionable legitimacy 
of an appointed and heavily exile authority will be undermined precisely at the 
moment it is scheduled to become the new government. 

 
 The problems of rotating US forces will be seriously increased by changes in 

mission, and rotating into a relative harsh combat environment at a time the ideal 
mission is civil-military and nation building. Building solid civil-military relations 
will at best be more difficult. 

 
 The rotation in of a new Ambassador and Embassy staff will be more challenging, 

and the ability to plan and execute a smooth transition will be more difficult. 
 

  The return of a serious UN and NGO effort will at best be slowed or delayed. The 
same will be true of outside investment. 

 
 The exposed pipeline and oil facilities of the south (many in the north are buried) 

may become a major target, along with key aid projects. 
 

 The problem of Islamic extremism will be increased, along with the possibility of 
some level of Sunni and Shi’ite alliance on a foreign as well as domestic Iraqi 
level. The linkage between the US and Israel will be greatly strengthened, as will 
mirror-imaged hostile coverage of the US and Israeli “occupations.” 

 
 Iran’s role will become increasingly uncertain unless it is confident that the 

Shi’ite will be given security and the IGC and political process will give the 
Shi’ites power. 

 
 It will become harder for friendly Arab states to support the Coalition and new 

Iraqi government, at least until the new government can demonstrate it has real 
control and a serious popular base. 

 
 At least in the near term, the military legacy in the West and Sunni Triangle may 

have to shift to active occupation and containment of hostile areas. A far more 
difficult military posture in both and tactical terms. In the worst case, this could 
occur in some Shi’ite towns as well. 

 
 There is a serious risk that the tactical situation could change to the point where 

the International Division in south-central Iraq loses some of its key allied 
components, and cannot perform the necessary security missions, and where the 
British division is overstretched by new levels of Shi’ite hostility. This could 
force the US into a significant increase in the missions its forces must perform. 
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 At this point, media coverage in Europe and Asia has already strengthened anti-
war/anti-Coalition feelings. This complicates the political situation for allied 
political leaders, and certainly in regard to any possible role for NATO. 

 
 At a minimum, the unexpected strength of Sadr’s militia reveals a need for a 

much more intensive intelligence network to cover Shi’ite areas. 
 

 The risks contractors run will increase. The question is how much? 
 

 The American people and Congress now have to be persuaded to fight a real war 
in an election year, and deal with all of these uncertainties. 

 
Everything still depends, however, on the actual outcome of the current fighting, and how 
the Iraqis actually react. Admitting that the situation is extremely uncertain, scarcely 
means that all of the problems listed about will take their most serious form, or that this 
may not be just one more period of crisis in a one of the most challenging tasks the US 
has taken on in its history.  It must also be stressed that transferring sovereignty on June 
30 can ease some of the causes behind the present tensions and violence, as will the flow 
of US aid. Once again, time is not on anyone’s side. Much still depends on the skill with 
which the US and its allies execute the transfer of sovereignty, the aid program, and the 
political aspects of military operations over the next days, weeks, and months, 
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