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As an Iraq War veteran and GI Bill transfer student to the University of Minnesota in the 

spring of 2011, I recall the mixture of emotions among students and faculty alike as the Arab 

Spring unfolded; particularly the unfolding of events in Syria. Though I concur wholeheartedly 

with contentions such as those of veteran diplomat Aaron David Miller’s recent piece that Syria 

Isn’t Iraq, I would also assert that there are both commonalities with and lessons from Iraq which 

policymaker and observer alike could bear in mind. 

 As an enlisted Marine infantryman on two separate deployments to Al-Anbar province 

between 2007 and 2009 as well as an aspiring Arabic speaker, I found ample opportunity to 

gauge the opinions of local residents on a multitude of issues. Contrary to what was frequently 

conveyed to the public, most of our interactions with Iraqi people were cordial and included our 

consistent efforts to barter for fresh Iraqi ‘Khubz’ bread and chai tea along with some interesting 

discussions. Of the many topics covered, one of the most popular (particularly in 2009) was that 

of Syria and indeed the visceral antipathy that Sunni-Arab Al-Anbar had for the Assad regime, as 

well as frequent predictions of a Syrian Sunni-Arab revolt. Though I listened and took note of 

these opinions and predictions, I also kept in mind that our newfound allies were still products of 

the ‘Sunni Triangle’ which upheld the Saddam Hussein regime and were undoubtedly still bitter 

for Syria’s closeness with Iran and backing of the 1991 U.S.-led liberation of Kuwait. In 

retrospect however, these predictions would prove to be dead-on.  

  Along with copious anecdotal experience from living among the Sunni-Arab Iraqis, I 

found a corollary to this was observing the handiwork of the post-WWI Sykes-Picot agreement 

which created both Syria and Iraq.  Consequently these two states also share the fragility of vast 

divergences along ethnic, religious, and even linguistic lines vulnerable to extremists within the 
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Sunni-Arab, Shi’a-Arab, and Kurdish communities. In regard to Iraq, sectarian conflicts have 

and will likely continue to persist, though the violence of today is a far-cry from the Ba’athist 

regime’s policies towards Iraqi Kurds and Shi’ites. 

 As the civil war in Syria began to unfold during 2011, my mind returned to those 

discussions in Al-Anbar during 2009. Besides an animosity to the Assad regime, these Iraqi 

Sunni-Arabs have tribal and family relations among Syria’s Sunni-Arab majority who are at the 

forefront of a Syrian rebellion seeking to overthrow rulers from a minority Shi’a (Alawite) sect 

paradoxically not unlike Saddam’s minority Sunni-Arab-ruled regime in Iraq. Syria today like 

Ba’athist Iraq before also shares a post-colonial history of authoritarian rulers often reliant upon 

support from foreign powers abroad and repression at home to maintain itself, with Assad’s 

defenders frequently citing him as ‘the devil you know’ comparably to Saddam’s advocates a 

decade ago.  

  As Miller points out in the aforementioned article however, there is more to consider in 

weighing options for addressing the violence in Syria. Unlike their timid backing of Saddam’s 

Iraq, Russia and Iran (along with China in the background) have taken aggressive stands to back 

the Assad regime with weapons and military ‘advisors’(with Russia’s only foreign naval base 

located in Syria). Compounding this foreign support is the fact that unlike Saddam’s Kuwait and 

Iran wars, Assad has not sought to overtly invade his neighbors (Hezbollah notwithstanding). 

Additionally, while Americans have and will continue to debate the wisdom of America’s wars 

in Iraq and Afghanistan, even ‘hawks’ such as Sen. John McCain on April 28 conclude that ‘the 

worst thing the United States could do’ is put boots on the ground in Syria. Such direct 

intervention could very likely spill over to a regional conflict and spiral dangerously with 

unintended consequences. Many observers of the conflict have also watched with apprehension 



the rise of the al-Qaida and Ayman al-Zawahiri affiliated al-Nusra organization among the 

Syrian rebels who have greatly increased their strength and stature during the civil war’s 

progression.  

 With the escalating involvement of groups like Hezbollah on one hand versus al-Nusra 

(al-Qaida) on the other, the Syrian civil war cannot and should not be propagandized as a ‘good’ 

versus ‘bad’ conflict. Issues requiring multilateral cooperation in the region ranging from Israeli-

Palestinian peace talks to preventing a nuclear Iran demand nuance and prudence as fundamental 

precepts in understanding and addressing the unfolding war and human rights crisis in Syria. 

Furthermore, while Syria shares a disaggregated and sectarian societal structure with Iraq, 

America must apply those tactics of nuance and prudence to not only quell the current violence, 

but to prevent a possible regional conflict. Such is the essential (if unenviable) task of the Obama 

administration and America’s allies in Syria.  

  


