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Portrait of Reinhold Niebuhr by Hannah Strauss,
original commission, 2017. A pensive Reinhold
Niebuhr considers the scene before him, surrounded
by iconic images from the Second World War. While
referencing historical events, horrific locations, and
the machinery of warfare, these images also suggest
the focal points of Niebuhr’s internal conflicts as he
wrestled with his own theological and ethical con-
ceptual dilemmas. Immediately behind Niebuhr is an
amphibious assault, with warfighters disembarking
a landing craft and wading toward a shoreline al-
ready engaged with the fire, smoke, and din of bat-
tle. Above him, bombers swarm in deadly formation.
Below are rendered scenes depicting the hated guard
towers and dreaded gate of Auschwitz-Birkenau and
the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Japan. Taken to-
gether, these scenes begin to describe the reach, the
moral and political complexity, and the devastation

of human conflict.
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ESSAY

By Mstyslav Chernov, Nov. 16, 2016. Source: Wikimedia Commons. Iraqi Special Operations Forces in Mosul, Iraq.

THE BATTLE FOR MOSUL
& THE END OF HISTORY

DousLas BurToN

In the city of Mosul, gasping through its fifth month of urban warfare,
two histories of the world are crossing.

Biblical scholars know this
densely-populated Sunni cap-
ital of Iraq as the location of
Nineveh, hub of the Assyrian
Empire and the place where the
Hebrew prophet Jonah hesi-
tated to preach holy words to
a people he hated. So many
Hebrew prophets are entombed
in Mesopotamia it is called the
Second Holy Land, outside
Palestine. The city’s surround-
ing plain is the sacred home-
land of the Assyrians, Christian
speakers of Aramaic, the lan-
guage of Jesus. Nineveh’s an-
cient wheat fields were first
planted 10,000 years ago,
and today beneath its red dirt
trillions of petro-dollars wait

patiently for the winner of
this war to claim the spoils.
Terrorists, whose fighters speak
more than 100 different lan-
guages, are killing themselves
to hold Mosul—for them the
city represents the culmination
of history—against soldiers and
advisors from 60 nations who
are likewise risking everything
to take it back.

For some, the whole world be-
gan in Nineveh, and in a sense
the whole world is fighting for it
now. Important foundations of
the West began in the land be-
tween the Tigris and Euphrates
Rivers: agriculture, religion, ur-
ban culture, the domestication

of animals, the invention of
the wheel, and large organized
military forces. The Bible tells
us, and many scholars agree,
that civilization began here.
Genesis, a book revered by all
three Semitic religions, informs
us that the first family, the first
sin, and the first murder took
place in Mesopotamia. The
1,300-year struggle between
Shia and Sunni Muslims today
may be seen as one of myri-
ad latter-day instantiations of
the fratricide that began with
Adam’s two sons, Cain and Abel.

The Assyrian Kingdom based in
Nineveh was the first kingdom
in the world to be organized
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year-round for warfare, and
by means of annual drives
of conquest, Assyria became
one of the most famous and
awe-inspiring empires of the
ancient world. The Assyrians
were later conquered by the
Persians, whose Zoroastrian
religion still holds a presence
in the syncretistic religious be-
liefs of the Yazidi peoples of
Nineveh Province.

The Persian rulers of Nineveh
were replaced by Alexander
the Great’s generals, who were
succeeded by the centurions of
Roman legions. During the early
Middle Ages, Christianity was
the dominant religion of the re-
gion until the Arab conquest of
the seventh century. The Persian
kings battled with the Turkish
throne in the 17" century, but
the Ottomans prevailed and
came to regard Mosul as the
jewel of its southern provinces.
The Ottomans did not want to
give up control of Mosul to the
West. It has been rumored that
even now Turkish President
Tayyip Erdogan dreams of re-
claiming the Mosul area for a
new Ottoman Empire, headed
by himself.

From the viewpoint of Islamic
State (ISIS, or Daesh), Mosul
may be considered the venue
of the apocalyptic last battle
in Dabiq, a town in northern
Syria. The prophecy of this bat-
tle foreseen by the Prophet is
recorded in the Hadith (Sahih
Muslim Book o041, Hadith
Number 6924). According to
Ali Sada, an Iraqi citizen and
editor of Daesh Daily, a war
digest, “Since Dabiq passed into
the hands of the Turkish-Arab
coalition months ago, some ISIS
websites are arguing that the
Battle for Mosul is the equiva-
lent of the battle for Dabiq.” The
significance of this prophesied
battle is captured in the promi-
nence afforded it by ISIS, which

named both their magazine and
their signature website after it.

For many jihadis then, Mosul
is the last battle in history. But
one may also argue that from
a Western, Hegelian point of
view, Iraq’s experiment with
social democracy is also the end
of history. Defense of the Iraqi

O

experiment with democracy as
a defense of Western civiliza-
tion is the unspoken premise of
the 60-state anti-ISIS coalition.

Iraq today understands itself
to be a federal, parliamentary
representative, democratic re-
public, even though its current
constitution defines its govern-
ment as an Islamic, federal,
parliamentary, democratic re-
public. Some critics call it a pup-
pet state of neighboring Iran,
but that would be unfair to the
Iraqi parliamentarians and the
current prime minister, Haider
al-Abadi, who have made it clear
to the world that they are proud
of their independence and will
fight for it. Many of them fought

against Iran during the long war
between Saddam’s Iraq and the
Ayatollah’s Iran from 1980 to
1988.

Abadi is the face of Iraq’s pain-
ful, halting experiment with
democracy. He is an outspoken
proponent of a republic that
honors the legal rights of all

citizens—at least in principle—
equally. For more than two
years, he has contended with
scores of civilian-led demon-
strations in public squares all
the while guiding a mixed army
of Shia and Sunni soldiers as
well as huge, Iranian-supported
Popular Mobilization forces
including Turkmen, Yazidis,
Christians, and Shabbaks. And
he governs from a city in which
there are between six and ten
terrorist bombings every day.

True, the Republic of Iraq is
no paragon of democracy, rule
of law, fair play, and equal
representation, but its goal is
to become a social democra-
¢y in a manner similar to the
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governments that support its
fight against the terrorists.
Relatively speaking, if the end
of history is a pluralistic, cos-
mopolitan social democracy in a
world culture in which the free-
dom of each individual is maxi-
mized, its champion is Baghdad
or Erbil, not Mosul or Raqqa.

From the perspective of the
unfolding of world history, the
battle for Mosul represents
the culmination of a tectonic
clash between modernity and
the pre-modern Middle East,
between states evincing a rev-
erence for myth and religion
(Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran)
and states flaunting secularism
(the Western world). It can be
seen as a clash between the un-
developed and the developed
world, the pre-rational and ra-
tional, the tribal and the global.
Jihadism has called the West’s
bluff by proposing an anti-West-
ern paradigm thought long
dead: a revived Muslim Empire
headed by a theocratic emperor
and dedicated to the oblitera-
tion of democracy, free thought,
and free action. This war has
eerie evocations of ancient wars
being reworked because some-
thing was left unfinished.

What is happening in Iraq and
Syria is not a world war, but it
is a war drawing proxies from
most of the world. The 60-state
coalition allied with the govern-
ment of Iraq is facing off against
an equally diverse coalition
of jihadist fighters set to put
an end to modernity in the
name of the Caliphate. There
may be no atheists in fox holes,
but even the Marxists have
their proxies in the fight:
the Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK) and their Syrian coun-
terparts, the YPG, have scores
of volunteer Marxist-inspired
fighters from Europe. There is
even a unit of all-female YPG
fighters battling pockets of

Islamic State on the south side
of the Sinjar Mountains.

ISIS terrorists include jihadis
from North and Central Africa,
Uighurs from China, and radi-
calized Europeans by the thou-
sands. From Germany alone
800 young men have made their
way to Syria to fight with ISIS.
Suicide bombers even hail from
Japan. In Syria and Iraq, more
than 70 languages are spoken
on the battlefield. Coalition
air strikes on Jan. 9 destroyed
“the Australian ISIS head-
quarters” on the west bank of
Mosul, Daesh Daily reported.
Let that fact sink in: Islamists
from Australia?

The optimism of Francis
Fukuyama, author of the 1991
best-selling book The End of
History and the Last Man, has
to be reconsidered. When the
book first appeared, the Soviet
Union was history, and the
judgement of most politi-
cal thinkers was that no ide-
ology could compete with the
culture of Western-style social
democracy. But that was two
years before the first Al-Qaeda
attack on the Twin Towers in
New York, ten years before 9/11,
24 years before the Caliphate

was proclaimed in Mosul, and
25 years before the ISIS attacks
on Europe. That was before
mass murder by rolling trucks
became a problem.

Fukuyama’s teacher, Samuel
Huntington, once direc-
tor of Harvard’s center for
International Affairs, thought
that what was aborning on the
world stage was a clash of civ-
ilizations. This was prescient.
But for decades western lead-
ers and analysts underestimat-
ed and understudied the new
religious movement we know as
Islamism. Perhaps many as-
sumed that the age of religious
wars had essentially ended at
the Treaty of Westphalia in
1648.

Winning the war of ideas is
the challenge that the George
W. Bush and Obama adminis-
trations never engaged effec-
tively enough. Barak Obama
spoke of ISIS as the “JV” Team
in the year it grew and con-
quered swathes of Iraq with
furious speed. The Islamic State
achieved in 2015 a goal that Al-
Qaeda had projected in 2005 but
which few observers expected to
happen: the creation of a de-
fined territory ruled by a Caliph.

Mosul by American Colony (Jerusalem) Photo Department, 1932. Source: Library

of Congress.
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By Spc. Craig Jensen, Feb. 5, 2017. Source: U.S. Army. Cpt. Andrew Roberts directs newly arrived paratroopers, part of
the coalition to defeat ISIS, where to go near Mosul, Iraq.

In fact, in its first year, the
Caliphate claimed substantial
territory in three nations: Syria,
Iraq, and Libya. Islamic terror-
ism as a whole grew by leaps
and bounds on Obama’s watch.

Islamism is still in a position
to ascend and is hoping to get
a larger share of the loyalties of
1.6 billion Muslims in 80 coun-
tries. Yes, superior arms of the
coalition against ISIS will like-
ly dislodge the terrorists from
Mosul by the end of April if not
sooner and from Raqqa before
the end of 2017.

But most observers agree that
the terrorists will fade back into
counter-insurgency mode. “ISIS
terrorists will simply change
their skins,” says Ali Sada of
Daesh Daily. “They will shave
their beards and pretend that
they were always innocent ci-
vilians. Even after the costly
battles to recover Iraqi cities in
Anbar Province in 2016, some
of the terrorists bribed their way
out of prisons and are coming

to Baghdad to end their lives as
suicide bombers.”

For now the anxious residents
of West Mosul are hoping to
survive until their liberation by
Iraqi Counter-Terrorism forces.
As for the Iraqi survivors liv-
ing in East Mosul, progress for
them would be the cessation
of sudden counterattacks by
sleeper cells, mortar barrages,
and drone attacks launched by
the terrorists in the Western half
of the city. For the combatants
fighting for their lives and the
panicked civilians running for
theirs, this very modern, very
ancient war still comes down
to a knife fight in a pitch-black
alley.

With the new administration
in Washington, the rhetori-
cal Kabuki dance over wheth-
er to use the phrase “radi-
cal Islam” as opposed to the
phrase “violent extremism” is
over. National security advisors
to the new president as well as
lawmakers, pastors, and thought

leaders of all sorts speak candid-
ly about the war of ideas being
fought between exponents of
totalitarian Islamism and the
various forms of social democ-
racy that invoke freedom as
the highest ideal.

Ideas do matter, policymak-
ers concede. But which side has
the ideas that will prevail in the
long run? Which side has a
fighting faith? The German phi-
losopher Hegel, writing in the
1800s, asserted that there would
be an end to history and taught
that it was a foregone conclusion
that freedom would win out in
the end. Nonetheless, it was in
his day, as it is our own, still a
matter of faith, core identity,
and grit—and by no means a
foregone conclusion. [P]

Douglas Burtonis aformer U.S.
State Departmentofficialin Kirkuk,
Iraq and writes news and com-
mentary from Washington, D.C.
Queries to Burtonnewsandviews@
gmail.com.
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