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Dexter Filkins is the greatest war correspondent of my generation, and I would say this even if we weren't friends. We've re-
ported together on occasion; Dexter knows better than anyone how to work your way into bad places, and work your way out 
again. He's also the author of a great new book, coming out imminently from Knopf, called "The Forever War."  I e-mailed him 
some questions about his Times story today, and here are his answers: 
 
Jeffrey Goldberg: In a review in the Times today, Michiko Kakutani quotes Farnaz Fassihi writing in 2004: "The genie of 
terrorism, chaos, and mayhem has been unleashed onto this country as a result of American mistakes, and it can't be put back 
into a bottle."  The question is, is the genie back in the bottle? 
 
Dexter Filkins: Yes, it is, for now. The progress here is remarkable. I came back to Iraq after being away for nearly two years, 
and honestly, parts of it are difficult for me to recognize. The park out in front of the house where I live‐‐on the Tigris River‐‐
was a dead, dying, spooky place. It's now filled with people‐‐families with children, women walking alone, even at night. That 
was inconceivable in 2006. The Iraqis who are out there walking in the parks were making their own judgments -that it is safe 
enough for them to go out for a walk. They're voting with their feet. It's a wonderful thing to see. 
Having said that, it's pretty clear that the calm is very fragile. The calm is built on a series of arrangements that are not self-
sustaining; indeed, some of which, like the Sunni Awakening, are showing signs of coming apart. So the genie is back in the 
bottle, but I'm not sure for how long. 
 
JG: The most astonishing detail in your article today is your description of a parade through Ramadi, which included 
"American marines and soldiers wearing neither helmets nor body armor, nor carrying guns." You wrote, "The festive scene 
became an occasion for celebration by Iraqis and Americans, who at several moments wondered aloud in the sweltering heat 
how things had gone from so grim to so much better, so fast." How much of this can be credited to the surge in troops and the 
shift in tactics last year, and how much to the notion that Iraqis simply got tired of the killing? 
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DF: Astonishing indeed. I haven't seen Americans soldiers walking around Iraq without helmets since the summer of 2003, when the 

Americans, who were popular in southern Iraq for having taken down Saddam, used to do that. 

What's happened in Anbar really doesn't have anything to do with the surge and, in fact, it is one of the main reasons why the surge 

has worked. 

In Anbar, two things happened: Al Qaeda overreached and the Americans wised up. If you will recall, the Americans came into Iraq 

in 2003 in a very heavy-handed way, often sweeping up large groups of young males who had nothing to do with the insurgency. In a 

tribal society, -where everyone is related to everyone else, -the Americans dug themselves a very large hole. 

Al Qaeda of Mesopotamia, through sheer ruthlessness, became the dominant player in the insurgency. And while the guys from Al 

Qaeda were very good at killing Americans, a goal with which many Sunnis sympathized, they also wanted to kill Iraqi -Shiites, who 

they consider apostates, and anyone associated with the Iraqi government. Ordinary Iraqis, it's now clear, didn't want to go along. 

And the sheikhs in Anbar didn't go along. So when Al Qaeda started murdering the sheikhs, the sheikhs went to the Americans. The 

Americans, chastened by their earlier mistakes, grabbed the opportunity. They made a deal. They crushed Al Qaeda in Anbar. The 

result is the calm you see today. 

The Sunni Awakening, which began in Anbar, spread rapidly to other Sunni areas of Iraq, and that took enormous pressure off the 

Americans and the Iraqi government as the surge kicked in. 

 

JG: One tribal leader you quote, Hamid al-Hais, puts most of the blame for the chaos of the previous 

years on Paul Bremer's decision to disband the army. Do you agree? 

 

DF: I don't know. I don't think there are any one-line explanations for any of this. But it's pretty clear that 

decision had a lot of bad consequences. 

 

JG: Is the average Iraqi better off today than he was under Saddam? Or, put another way, is the average 

Iraqi who was not directly tied to the regime better off today than he was six years ago? 

 

DF: Today is a moment in time. The calm is just a few months old. The Iraqis have been through an extraordinarily violent and trau-

matic five years. Many, many people suffered horrendously under Saddam. Ask me the question again in five years. 

 

JG: Is Iraq a democracy? 

 

DF: I don't think so. A democracy has many things: elections, compromise between groups, an atmosphere safe enough to discuss 

the issues of the day, and institutions that exist outside of government that are strong enough to allow all of the above to flourish‐‐

newspapers, political groups and the like. In Iraq, most of those things are in their infancy. 

   

JG: How do you, as an American, feel walking through Baghdad today vs. two years ago? 

 

DF: I'll answer with two snapshots from dusk. I went running in the park in front of the New York Times house the other day as the 

sun was going down and I felt no threat at all. People waved, people smiled. It felt very normal. 

A couple of days later I went to Sadr City, also at dusk. Sadr City is a vast slum that takes in about three million people. It's the 

stronghold of the Mahdi Army, the Shiite militia, and it's been the scene of heavy fighting, as recently as a few months ago. I was with 

some Iraqi friends. It felt perfectly normal. Then one of my Iraqi friends said to me, "What do you think would happen if you were 

alone?" And I said, "What?" And he and the other Iraqis laughed and said: "You'd be dead in ten seconds." 

Let me just say: I left. 
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