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hinking of Kurds makes

two types of North Amer-

ican feel guilty or embar-
rassed.

Liberals and leftists who op-
pose the U.S. military pres-
ence 1n Irag do not like to be
reminded that the Kurdistan
Region of [raq is a success sto-
ry, or that its citizens refer to
the liberation, not the occu-
pation, of [rag, and do not
want a hasty exit strategy
from a new U.S. president to
destroy their accomplish-
ments. The region is demo-
cratic, peaceful, becoming
prosperous and pro-Ameri-
can, and its government is
willing to recognize Israel.

The “realist” rightists, the
Kissingers, Scowcrofts and
Bakers, and others among
Washington’s basement
Machiavellians, do not like to
be reminded that they be-
trayed the Kurds to the geno-
cidal Baathists. In 1975, they
did so to cement a deal be-
tween the Shah of lran and
Saddam Hussein. In the
1980s, U.S. policy-makers aid-
ed Saddam against Ayatollah
Khomaini, and Arabs against
Kurds - even denying that the
Baathists gassed Kurdish civil-
ians. In 1991, president George
H. W. Bush called on Kurds
and Shia Arabs to revolt
aganst Saddam, but left them
to the butcher’s mercy when
oil-rich Kuwait was freed.

Liberals and leftists would
like to forget about the Kurds:
They embarrass their simple
good-and-evil portrait of the
Irag wars (note my use of the
plural). By contrast. the real-
ist rightists actively want to
betray them again. as the
Baker-Hamilton Report of
2007 made clear.

The Kurdistan Region is a
truly remarkable embarrass-
ment for certain theories and
bigots. It 1s a Muslim-majority
democracy in which women
have rights, and families
drink Christian-made wine at
spring picnics outside Sulai-
mania. In the capital, Erbil,
the elected Kurdistan Nation
al Assembly zealously pro-
tects the co-sovereign rights it
won n the negotiation of
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Iraqi Kurds celebrate the arrival of U.S.-led coalition forces in Baghdad in 2003: Successful northern
semi-state doesn’t want to see a hasty U.S. exit strategy. REUTERS

Iraq’s constitution. That was
endorsed by four out of five of
Iraq’s voters in October, 2005,
and with the near-unanimous
consent of Kurds.

The region’s elected presi-
dent, Masoud Barzani, watch-
es warily for signs of another
U.S. betrayal, like that of 1975
which destroyed his father,
Mulla Mustafa Barzani, the
great guerrilla general. In
Baghdad, his coalition partner
and long-term rival jalal Tala-
bani serves as president of
Iraq, trying to coax the Arab
parties to implement the con-
stitution.

The Kurdistan Region has
more autonomy within Irag
than Quebec has in Canada,
and more than any member-
state 1n the European Union.
It has full control over its se-
curity, governs in its own lan-
guage. has full authority over
its natural resources and has a
proportional share of Iraq’s
o1l revenues from currently

exploited fields. It shares
power in one of the formally
weakest federal governments
in the world; the important
exclusive competencies oi the
federal government can be
numbered on less than one
set of fingers. Kurdistan’s dip-
lomatic missions are entitled
to represent the region’s in-
terests on all important do-
mestic policy matters.

The Kurds of Iraq have
therefore, through their own
efforts, won something better
than formal independence
and membership of the Unit-
ed Nations. They enjoy the
substance of independence
without giving their Turkish
or Iranian neighbours any
reasonable excuse to inter-
vene to block their sovereign
rights.

Theyv are, Quil Lawrence
says in this well-crafted and
elegantly written bock, an
“invisible nation.”

The former BBC correspon-

dent in [rag draws upon his
extensive and valuable inter-
views with Kurdish leaders,
new Arab leaders and former
and serving U.S. policy-mak-
ers to provide a very effective
and generally very accurate
contemporary history of the
Kurds of Irag.

He makes only two signif-
icant mistakes, one of which
may owe most to U.S. editors’
misleading style rules. He as-
serts that “The Kurds are the
largest ethnic group on Earth
that has no homeland.” [n
fact, most Kurds are living on
their homeland; what they
have lacked is a genuinely
self-governing region, or a so-
vereign and independent
state of their own

What Lawrence relates, in a
compelling narrative, 1s the
accidental means through
which the Kurdistan Region
has become a state within the
federation of [raq, one that
deserves its right to breathe.

Those who recommend an
immediate U.S. withdrawal
from Iraq and a handover to
the United Nations need to be
asked what that will do for
the Kurds, and asked what
the 22 Arab majority mem-
ber-states of the UN have ever
done to protect the human,
let alone the national, rights
of the Kurds.

The other error is Law-
rence’s assertion that the Kur-
distan Regional Government
(KRG) has ratified 1ts own re-
gional constitution. Having
advised on its drafting, [
know that the regional consti-
tution has been neither legis-
lated nor ratified. That is
partly because the Kurdistan
government and National As-
sembly want to consull wide-
ly, including with the
prospective new minorities
thai should soon join it from
Kirkuk and other currently
“disputed territories.”

Prime Minister Nechirvan
Barzani has promised that the
region’s new constitution will
contain state-of-the-art provi-
sions to protect non-Kurdish
nationalities and other hu-
man rights. [ expect him to
abide by that promise, which
will be essential to assist in a
calm unification of historic
Kurdistan within Iraq.

Lawrence tells a vivid. lucid,
“warts and all” account of the
Kurdish national liberation
movement in Iraq. He is un-
sparing in his evaluation of
internal Kurdish conflicts, es-
pecially those of the mid-
1990s between the Kurdistan
Democratic Party, the KDP,
led by Barzani. and the Patri-
otic Union of Kurdistan, the
PUK, led by Talabani

He also, nghtly, acknowl-
edges the remarkable and
mostly uninterrupted run of
good luck of the Kurdistan
Region since 1008. But if the
21st century 1s to be kinder to
the Kurds of Iraq than the
20th was, if its experiment is
not to be crushed by Turks,
[ranians and Sunni Arabs, it
will need liberals, leftists and
rightists within the Western
democracies to defend what
the Kurds have accomplished
under the U.S. umbrella - but
not under Uncle Sam’s direc-
tions.
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