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I 
HEARD THE SOUND OF FREEDOM 
in Baghdad’s Firdos Square, the 
famous plaza where the statue 
of Saddam Hussein was toppled 
one year ago. It sounds like ma-
chine gun fi re. 

On April 4, Iraqi soldiers, 
trained and controlled by Co-
alition forces, opened fi re on 

demonstrators here, forcing the emergency 
evacuation of the nearby Sheraton and Pal-
estine hotels. As demonstrators returned to 
their homes in the poor neighborhood of 
Sadr City, the U.S. army followed with tanks, 
helicopters and planes, fi ring at random on 
homes, stores, streets, even ambulances. Ac-
cording to local hospitals, 47 people were 
killed and many more injured. In Najaf, 
the day also was bloody: 20 demonstrators 
dead, more than 50 injured. 

In Sadr City, funeral marches passed by 
U.S. military tanks and the hospitals were 

overfl owing with the injured: Ali Hussein, 
a 6-year-old with a bullet in his spine 
fi red from a helicopter; Gailan Ibrahim, a 
29-year-old who was shot in the back by a 
U.S. plane; Ali Faris, a 4-year-old whose 
bladder was removed aft er a U.S. bul-
let sliced through the door of his family 
home. “Th e same thing happened to two 
other children in the neighborhood,” his 
grandfather told me. 

Outside, kids danced on a burned out 
American Humvee and shouted the les-
son that they had learned the night before: 
“George Bush is Saddam Hussein. George 
Bush is terrorist!” By aft ernoon, clashes had 
resumed. 

Make no mistake: this is not the “civil 
war” that Washington has been predicting 
will break out among Sunnis, Shiites and 
Kurds. Rather, it is a war provoked by the 
U.S. occupation authority and waged by its 
forces against the growing number of Shi-

ites who support Moqtada al-Sadr. 
Al-Sadr is the younger, more radical rival 

of the Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, por-
trayed by his adoring supporters as a kind 
of cross between Ayatollah Khomeini and 
Che Guevara. He blames the United States 
for attacks on civilians, compares U.S. occu-
pation chief Paul Bremer to Saddam Hus-
sein, aligns himself with Hamas and Hez-
bollah, and has called for a jihad against the 
controversial interim constitution. His Iraq 
might look a lot like Iran. 

And it’s a message with a market. With 
al-Sistani concentrating on lobbying the 
United Nations rather than on confronting 
the U.S.-led occupation in the streets, many 
Shiites are growing restless and are turning 
to the more militant tactics preached by al-
Sadr. Some have joined the Mahadi, Moqta-
da’s black-clad army that claims hundreds 
of thousands of members. 

At fi rst, Bremer responded to al-Sadr’s 
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growing strength by ignoring him; now 
he is attempting to provoke him into all-
out battle. Th e trouble began when Bremer 
closed down al-Sadr’s newspaper last week, 
sparking a wave of peaceful demonstra-
tions. On Saturday, Bremer further raised 
the stakes by sending coalition forces to 
surround al-Sadr’s house near Najaf and 
arrest his communications offi  cer. 

Predictably, the arrest sparked imme-
diate demonstrations in Baghdad, which 
the Iraqi army responded to by opening 
fi re and allegedly killing three people. It 
was these deaths that provoked the bloody 
demonstrations. 

At the end of the day, al-Sadr issued a 
statement calling on his supporters to stop 
staging demonstrations “because your en-
emy prefers terrorism and detests that way 
of expressing opinion” and instead urged 
them to employ unnamed “other ways” to 
resist the occupation, a statement many 

I N T O  T H E  F I R E
have interpreted as a call to arms. 

On the surface, this chain of events is 
mystifying. With the so-called Sunni tri-
angle in fl ames aft er the gruesome Faluja 
attacks, why is Bremer pushing the com-
paratively calm Shiite south into battle? 

Here’s one possible answer: Washing-
ton has given up on its plans to hand over 
power to an interim Iraqi government on 
June 30, and it is now creating the chaos it 
needs to declare the handover impossible. A 
continued occupation will be bad news for 
George Bush on the campaign trail, but not 
as bad as if the handover happens and the 
country erupts, an increasingly likely sce-
nario given the widespread rejection of the 
legitimacy of the interim constitution and 
the U.S.-appointed Governing Council. 

It’s a plan that might make sense at meet-
ings in Washington, but here in Baghdad it 
looks like pure madness. By sending the 
new Iraqi army to fi re on the people they 

are supposed to be protecting, Bremer 
has destroyed what slim hope they had of 
gaining credibility with an already highly 
mistrustful population. Before storm-
ing unarmed demonstrators, the soldiers 
could be seen pulling on ski masks, so they 
wouldn’t be recognized in their neighbor-
hoods later. 

And the Coalition Provisional Authority, 
which has just hired a London advertising 
fi rm to persuade Iraqis that it is committed 
to democracy, is increasingly being com-
pared on the streets to Saddam Hussein, 
who also didn’t much like peaceful demon-
strations or critical newspapers. 

In an interview on April 5, Iraq’s Minis-
ter of Communication, Haider Al-Abadi, 
blasted the act that started the current wave 
of violence: the closing of al-Sadr’s newspa-
per, Al-Hawzah. “It was completely wrong,” 
he said. “Is this how we are going to run the 
country in the future, sending soldiers to 
shut down newspapers?” 

Al-Ababi, who is supposedly in charge 
of media in Iraq, says he was not even in-
formed of the plan to close Al-Hawza un-
til the locks were on the door, adding that 
Sadr’s newspaper did nothing more than 
speculate that the United States is behind 
some of the terrorist attacks here. “But 
these are rumors in the whole country, I’m 
hearing them everywhere.” 

Meanwhile, the man at the center of it 
all—Moqtada al-Sadr is having his hero 
status amplifi ed by the hour. 

All of these explosive forces came to-
gether when thousands of demonstrators 
fi lled Firdos Square. On one side of the 
plaza, a couple of kids climbed to the top 
of a building and took a knife to a bill-
board advertising Iraq’s new army. On the 
other side, U.S. forces pointed tanks at the 
crowd while a loudspeaker told them that 
“demonstrations are an important part of 
democracy but blocking traffi  c will not be 
permitted.” 

At the front of the square was the new 
statue that the Americans put in place of 
the toppled one of Saddam Hussein. Th e 
faceless fi gures of the new statue are sup-
posed to represent the liberation of the 
Iraqi people. Today they are plastered with 
photographs of Moqtada al-Sadr. ■

NAOMI KLEIN is the author of No Logo: Tak-
ing Aim at the Brand Bullies, which has been 
translated into 27 languages, and Fences and 
Windows: Dispatches from the Front Lines of 
the Globalization Debate. She has just completed 
Th e Take, a documentary fi lm on worker respons-
es to Argentina’s economic crisis.
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