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for Western security, on his account, as much as it is for the region’s
stability.133

Peters, a regular commentator on Fox News until his abrupt
resignation from the network in 2018, is a retired United States Army
lieutenant colonel and intelligence expert who writes about United
States strategy in the Middle East.13 His vision for “amending”
national boundaries tracks an idealized conception of the ethnic and
sectarian makeup of the underlying population in the different regions,
the kind of abstraction that would have been familiar to colonial
mapmakers. But this idealized conception of the region elides the fact
that the demographic concentrations on the basis of which the new
lines are drawn reflect, at most, the identity of a plurality of the
population in the regions he renders autonomous. Like most of the
Middle East, these territories are actually incredibly diverse, with
multiple ethnic and religious communities coexisting in different
proportions throughout and straddling across each of the new
borders.135 To transform the existing underlying makeup of the region
into the relatively homogenous imagined new entities Peters conjures
would require a degree of violence and population transfer that is
rarely made explicit. Even after such violence, the new states would
likely still contain significant minority communities living within
borders designed for an ethno-sectarian majority, reproducing the very
risk of instability the new map was drawn to address.

B. Jeffrey Goldberg’s After Iraq38
In describing his new mapping, Goldberg begins with the

observation (quoting David Fromkin) that “the modern map of the
Middle East . . . ‘became what it is today both because the European

133. Id. Specifically, by arguing that “a portion of the bloodshed in the region will
continue to be our own” if borders are not redrawn, Peters explicitly linked the
imperative of new borders to the interest in ending American bloodshed in the region.

134. See Tom Namako, An ‘Ashamed’ Fox News Commentator Just Quit the
‘Propaganda Machine’, BUZZFEED NEWS (Mar. 20, 2018),
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/tomnamako/ralph-peters
[https://perma.cc/59UD-JH72] (archived Nov. 10, 2019).

135. TFor a discussion of the persistent heterogeneity of cities like Baghdad and
Basra in Iraqg, see Sami Ramadani, The Sectarian Myth of Iraq, GUARDIAN (June 16,
2014), https://Www.theguardian.com/commentisﬁ'ee/2014/jun/16/sectarian-myth—of—iraq
[https://perma.cc/6JR8-CHEQ)] (archived Nov. 10, 2019).

136. See generally Jeffrey Goldberg, After Iraq, ATLANTIC (Jan—Feb. 2008),
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/01/after-iraq/306577/
[https://perma.cc/UB4A-SLVY] (archived Nov. 10, 2019) [hereinafter Goldberg, After
Iraq]. Goldberg reprinted the map with additional comments on its boundaries in a
follow-up online article for the magazine seven years later. See Jeffrey Goldberg, The
New Map of the Middle East, ATLANTIC (June 19, 2014),
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/ZO14/06/the-new-map-of-the-middle-
east/373080/ [https://perma.cc/R75R-TTXH] (archived Nov. 10, 2019) [hereinafter
Goldberg, The New Map of the Middle East].
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powers undertook to re-shape it and because Britain and France failed
to ensure that the dynasties, the states, and the political system that
they established would permanently endure”'37 In the absence of
long-term colonial rule or indirect administration to shore up these
allegedly artificial states, they proved unsustainable on this
account. ¥ The boundaries that will emerge in the wake of Arab state
ailure will presumably be more authentic expressions of loca
identities and preferences.’® Like Peters’s map, Goldberg’s includes
an independent Kurdistan as an instantly recognizable example of
“natural” lines resurfacing. 149

Goldberg’s Remapping of the Middle East'4!

137, See Goldberg, After Irag, supra note 136,

188, See id.

139. See i

140, See id.

141, See Goldberg, The New Map of th
was originally published in The Adlaniic on June 19, 2014, and is republis
The Atlantic's permissi

Middle Kast, supra note 136, This image
ned here with
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Similarly, Iran is reduced to its predominantly Persian territories,
ceding land to a “Greater Azerbaijan,” and a newly created Arab
Khuzestan.142 Writing in 2008, Goldberg projects the tripartite
division of Iraq and argues that long-term instability in the region
could also result in the breakup of Sudan, Syria, Lebanon, Iran, and
Pakistan.143 Such breakups, he notes, would likely make for a less
conflict-prone and more stable region once new borders were
established.144 A substantial section of the article accompanying his
map describes Goldberg’s interview with Peters about his earlier
map.145 The largely approving description of Peters’s conception of “a
more logical Middle East” ends with Peters’s perplexity at why
neoconservatives within the Bush administration had remained
committed to a unified Iraq rather than seeking a more ambitious
objective.146 In a follow-up article on his own map, written in 2014,
Goldberg observes: “When we were preparing the map that
accompanied the article, we erred on the side of whimsy and
exaggeration. However, in looking it over today, it doesn’t seem
entirely fanciful.”147 He goes on to note that in the intervening period,
Sudan had become two countries and that something like an “Alawite
Republic” has emerged out of the Assad-dominated parts of Syria.}48

Strikingly, in 2014 Goldberg concludes his reflections on the “new
map” drawn in the pages of the Atlantic six years earlier by returning
to the question of Sykes-Picot:

I was very critical of the imperial hubris that motivated the Sykes-Picot division
of the Middle East by the British and French. But I've warmed to the argument
that the Sykes-Picot arrangement was, in one sense, inadvertently progressive.
The makers of the modern Middle East roped together peoples of different
ethnicities and faiths (or streams of the same faith) in what were meant to be
modern, multicultural, multi-confessional states. It is an understatement to say
that the Middle East isn’t the sort of place where this kind of experiment has

been shown to work. 149

142. See Goldberg, After Iraq, supra note 136.

143. See id. In his article, Goldberg cites as an unintended consequence of the Iraq
war, “the likelihood that the Kurds will achieve their independence and that Iraq will go
the way of Gaul and be divided into three parts.” Id.

144. Seeid.

145. See id. (The interview is described in a subsection of the essay titled “Mapping
the New Middle East.”).

146. See id. (“Peters said he noticed early on as well that the administration was
committed to a unified Iraq, and to the preexisting, European-drawn map of the Middle
East. ‘This is how strange things are—the greatest force for democracy in the world has
signed up for the maintenance of the European model of the world,” he said.”).

147. Goldberg, The New Map of the Middle East, supra note 136.

148. See id. Interestingly, Goldberg does not acknowledge that his prediction that
the division of Sudan would end the violent conflict in those territories did not come to
pass.

149. Id.
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Thus, for Goldberg, one of the advantages of imagining a new map is
abandoning what he views as illusions of multicultural coexistence.
Instead, on his account, clear-eyed realists must embrace, at a
minimum, the partition of Iraq, while taking care to “forestall the
creation of permanent jihadist safe havens.”1%0 As with Peters, the
price of Goldberg’s recipe for a more stable region must necessarily
include population transfers and ethnic cleansing. While the prospect
of demographic engineering receives little attention in Goldberg’s
analysis, the reminder to beware of unintended consequences involving
jihadists provides a reminder of the Western security concerns that
animate the new maps.

C. Robin Wright’s Imagining a Remapped Middle East151

In 2013, Robin Wright introduced her proposed remapping by
observing that “the centrifugal forces of rival beliefs, tribes and
ethnicities—empowered by unintended consequences of the Arab
Spring—are pulling apart a region defined by European colonial
powers a century ago.”12 Unlike the earlier maps, hers takes note of
the developments in the region following the Arab uprisings and,
importantly, the Libya intervention.153 In the end, her map focuses on
the fates of five countries: Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and Libya.
While Iraq and Syria are divided into four states based on sectarian or
ethnic identity (Alawitistan, Shiitestan, Kurdistan, and Sunnistan),
Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and Libya are divided along geographical and
tribal identities for the most part.1® The resulting map produces
fourteen countries in place of the five that she begins with.13% Wright
treats what she is describing on her map as the medium-term outcome
of trajectories that have been set in motion through a combination of
the Arab uprisings and the Syrian civil war.156

She argues that “[n]Jew borders may be drawn in disparate, and
potentially chaotic, ways. Countries could unravel through phases of
federation, soft partition or autonomy, ending in geographic
divorce.”’” That description tracks, perhaps intentionally, the

150. Id.

151. Robin Wright, Imagining a Remapped Middle East, N.Y. TIMES (Sept. 28,
2013), archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/2013/09/29/opinion/sunday/imagining-a-
remapped-middle-east.html [https:/perma.cc/WF69-FTAZ2] (archived Apr. 29, 2020).

152. Id.

153. See id.

154. Id.

155. Id.

156. See id. (“The Arab Spring was the kindling. Arabs not only wanted to oust
dictators, they wanted power decentralized to reflect local identity or rights to resources.
Syria then set the match to itself and conventional wisdom about geography.”).

157. Id.
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trajectory of Iraqi Kurdistan from the “soft partition” established by
the no-fly zone set up over the territoryv in 1991 to the autonomy
verging on secession currently enjoved by the Kurdistan Regional
Government.15¥
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Wright concedes that there are factors that could keep the region’s
borders from fraving to produce the partitions she traces.’% These
factors include “good governance, decent services and security, fair
justice, jobs and equitably shared resources, or even a common
enemy.” 161 She concludes, however, that such factors are “far off” in the
Arab world while the Syrian War's continuing destabilization of the
region makes state breakdown more likely.162

158, Id. (In reflecting on the possibility of an independent greater Kurdistan,
Wright notes that in 2018, Massoud Barzani, president of Tragi Kurdistan, announced
plans for the first summit meeting of six-hundred Kurds from nearly forty parties in
Trag, Syria, Turkey, and Tran. “We feel conditions are now appropriate,” said Kamal
Kirkuki, the former speaker of Irag's Kurdish Parliament, about trving to mobilize
disparate Kurds to discuss their future.”).

159, Id. Image from the New York Times. © 20138 The New York Times Company.
All rights reserved. Used under license.

180, Id

161, Id.

162, Id.
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Of course, at some level Wright, like all of these mapmakers,
understands her own thought experiment to be equally as “far off” as
the likelihood of good governance in the region.163 But the shared
characteristic across all three maps is the fundamental belief that
stability in the region would require that ethnic, religious, and tribal
cleavages correspond directly to spatial divisions on a map and, by
extension, political sovereignties. What is troubling about these maps
is not the probability of their implementation. Rather, it is the intuition
that the pathologies of the region are grounded in the identities of its
diverse peoples rather than state institutions that might be amenable
to reform.

Remappings of the region’s borders are generally presented as
thought experiments intended to reveal the sources of current
destabilization and the potential trajectory of apparently fracturing
states. There is one area where all of the new lines converge:
Kurdistan. Here, the maps are less flights of imagination and more
grounded exercises of realpolitik. For example, in discussing the
critical role of the Kurds as ground forces in the fight against ISIS,
,numerous commentators observe that an unintended consequence of
arming the Kurds has been facilitating ambitions for full independence
and the attendant risk of dismembering Iraq (and possible secession of
Rojava from Syria to a newly independent Kurdistan).164 The 2017
Kurdish independence referendum is perhaps the only example of a
concrete development on the ground in the region that suggests an

appetite for new state formation.165 T
163. See id. -
164. See, e.g., Paddy Ashdown, Western intervention over Isis won’t prevent the
break-up of Iragq, GUARDIAN (Aug. 14, 2015),

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/  2014/aug/14/western-intervention-isis-
irag-muslim [https://perma.cc/P6HQ-24YV] (archived Nov. 10, 2019) (arguing that the
US and the UK will “end up acting as handmaiden to Kurdish ambitions for full
independence”); Henri Barkey, The Meaning of Kobani, AM. INTEREST (Oct. 18, 2014),
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2014/10/18/the-meaning-of-kobani/
[https:/fperma.cc/F67X-866C] (archived Nov. 10, 2019) (arguing that US aerial
bombardment of IS positions in Kobani secured a Kurdish victory that has consolidated
Kurdish nationhood); see generally DAVID L. PHILLIPS, KURDISH SPRING: A NEW MAP FOR
THE MIDDLE EAST (2015).

165. On September 25, 2017, an independence referendum was held in Iraqi
Kurdistan at the initiation of the Kurdish Democratic Party and its leader, then-
president of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), Masoud Barzani. 93% of votes
cast favored independence. Predictably, however, the Iraqi Constitutional Court
declared the vote unconstitutional. Within weeks, Baghdad marched troops into the oil-
rich city of Kirkuk, which had previously come under KRG control, occasioning
substantial loss of territory for Iraqi Kurdistan. Most observers believe that Barzani
campaigned for a referendum to shore up his own party against Iraqi Kurdish opposition
groups and to strengthen the KRG’s hand in negotiations with Baghdad for greater
autonomy within existing borders. If so, the gamble backfired badly, weakening the



