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The New York Times: September 24, 2008
Op-Ed Columnist By THOMAS L. FRIEDMAN
 
Dear Iraqi Friends 
 
From: President George W. Bush

To: President Jalal Talabani of Iraq, Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki, 
Speaker Mahmoud al-Mashadani

Dear Sirs,

I am writing you on a matter of grave importance. It's  hard for me to express 
to you how deep the economic crisis in America is today. We are discussing a 
$1 trillion bailout for our troubled banking system. This is a financial 9/11. As 
Americans lose their homes and sink into debt, they no longer understand 
why we are spending $1 billion a day to make Iraqis feel more secure in their 
homes. 

For the past two years, there has  been a debate in this country over whether 
to set a deadline for a U.S. withdrawal from Iraq. It seemed as if the resolution 
of that debate depended on who won the coming election. That is  no longer 
the case. A deadline is coming. American taxpayers  who would not let their 
money be used to subsidize their own companies — Lehman Brothers, Bear 
Stearns and Merrill Lynch — will not have their tax dollars used to subsidize 
your endless dithering over which Iraqi community dominates Kirkuk. 
Don't misunderstand me. Many Americans and me are relieved by the way 
you, the Iraqi people and Army have pulled back from your own brink of self-
destruction. I originally launched this war in pursuit of weapons of mass 
destruction. I was wrong. But it quickly became apparent that Al Qaeda and its 
allies in Iraq were determined to make America fail in any attempt to build a 
decent Iraq and tilt the Middle East toward a more democratic track, no matter 
how many Iraqis had to be killed in the process. This was not the war we 
came for, but it was the one we found.

Al Qaeda understood that if it could defeat America in the heart of the Arab-
Muslim world, that it would resonate throughout the region and put Al Qaeda 
and its allies in the ascendant. Conversely, we understood that if we could 
defeat Al Qaeda in Iraq, in collaboration with other Arabs and Muslims, that it 
would resonate throughout the region and pay dividends. Something very big 
was at stake here. We have gone a long way toward winning that war.
At the same time, I also came to realize that in helping Iraqis organize 
elections, we were facilitating the first ever attempt by the people of a modern 
Arab state to write their own social contract — rather than have one imposed 
on them by kings, dictators  or colonial powers. If Iraqi Shiites, Sunnis and 
Kurds can forge your own social contract, then some form of a consensual 
government is possible in the Arab world. If you can't, it is kings and dictators 
forever — with all the pathologies that come with that. Something very big is 
at stake there, too. 
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It's not the stakes that have changed. It is the fact that you are now going to 
have to step up and finish this job. You have presumed an endless American 
safety net to permit you to endlessly bargain and dicker over who gets what. 
I've been way, way too patient with you. That is  over. We bought you time with 
the surge to reach a formal political settlement and you better use it fast, 
because it is a rapidly diminishing asset. 

You Shiites  have got to bring the Sunni tribes and Awakening groups, who 
fought the war against Al Qaeda of Iraq, into the government and Army. You 
Kurds have got to find a solution for Kirkuk and accept greater integration into 
the Iraqi state system, while maintaining your autonomy. You Sunnis in 
government have got to agree to elections so the newly emergent Sunni tribal 
and Awakening groups are able to run for office and become 'institutionalized' 
into the Iraqi system.

So pass your election and oil laws, spend some of your oil profits to get Iraqi 
refugees resettled and institutionalize the recent security gains while you still 
have a substantial U.S. presence. Read my lips: It will not be there indefinitely 
— even if McCain wins.

Our ambassador, Ryan Crocker, has  told me your problem: Iraqi Shiites are 
still afraid of the past, Iraqi Sunnis are still afraid of the future and Iraqi Kurds 
are still afraid of both.

Well, you want to see fear. Look in the eyes of Americans who are seeing 
their savings wiped out, their companies disappear, their homes foreclosed. 
We are a different country today. After a decade of the world being afraid of 
too much American power, it is now going to be treated to a world of too little 
American power, as we turn inward to get our house back in order.
I still believe a decent outcome in Iraq, if you achieve it, will have long-lasting, 
positive implications for you and the entire Arab world, although the price has 
been way too high. I will wait for history for my redemption, but the American 
people will not. They want nation-building in America now. They will not walk 
away from Iraq overnight, but they will not stay there in numbers over time. I 
repeat: Do not misread this moment. God be with you. 

George W. Bush. 


