What’s to be done with Iran?
One of the scenarios involves a sudden US withdrawal from Iraq
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New York (Al-Hayat) - China and Russia hold the keys to influence in Iran in this dangerous period of escalation. And they are now required to consider their responsibilities as permanent members in the Security Council just as important as their oil alliances with Iran. Indeed, the escalation that is coming from Tehran warns of harmful repercussions on the Middle East and it is necessary that China and Russia do not mislead Iran as they had previously misled Iraq, by mistake or on purpose.

They are also required not to mislead Syria, even unintentionally, by leading it to think it can quash the international investigation into the assassination crimes which took place in Lebanon, since it [Syria] enjoys a shield of protection from any sanctions or possible dues. It’s true that the choices available to the United States and Europe are limited vis-à-vis Iran, but not so for Syria. It is also true that the United States appears today as though it is a toy tiger because of its grave mistakes in Iraq. But it is also true that Washington has the capacity to refocus its military capacities in the region in such a way as to remind all those concerned that it is still a superpower to be reckoned with.

In fact, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s defiance, and general behavior most recently, have harmed Iran in more ways than could be imagined by the rising national sentiment that supports Iran’s right to own nuclear powers. For he behaved in a way that served the interests of those that oppose, on principle, the possession of nuclear powers by Iran –and previously, by Iraq—on the grounds that the leaders in these countries are irrational and one cannot trust them to behave responsibly and with equanimity, especially since these countries don’t have a system or democratic institutions that hold people to account for their behaviors and violations.

Even those that, on principle, defend Iran’s right to possess nuclear powers –just as Israel or Pakistan or India or Northern Korea—have been hit by such a disappointment that they feel they have been left with little, in terms of rational arguments, to support their position. For the current Iranian president is diametrically opposed to Former President [Mohammed] Khatami who is a judicious leader who weighs his words wisely and responsibly, and who commands the world’s respect even in cases of fundamentally different political views. 

In contrast, the revolutionary President Ahmadinejad vindicates those who are thirsty for defying Israel but, in the end, he neither serves Palestinians nor their cause. He has every right to place Iran’s interests above all consideration, but he has no right to take advantage of the Arab and Muslim sentiment towards Palestine in detriment to Palestinians and in order to achieve Iran’s nuclear goals. 

The truth of the matter is that relations between Israel and Iran have always been peaceful. But Ahmadinejad may have crossed some red lines by denying the Holocaust and calling for wiping Israel off the world map and transferring Israelis to Europe. And his positions and statements could prompt Israelis to vote for an extremist like him who would be able to confront him. 

If they do, and if they bring to power the Likud’s extremist leader, Benyamin Netenyahu, the probability for a grand-scale regional war to erupt would increase to super dangerous levels.

Ahmadinejad knows this, but it is still unclear what is the basis of his strategy. Is it on the assumption that the peaceful Iranian-Israeli relations would continue because they have solid foundations? Or is it a strategy of provoking an Israeli military strike on the Iranian nuclear reactors for the purpose of inciting Islamic sentiment against Israel? Or is it a strategy of escalation almost to the point of confrontation and then retracting from that point? Or what he has in mind is a strategy for a regional war led by Iran, thus allowing it to install itself as the leader of the Middle East and Muslims in their confrontation against Israel and the United States in the region.

The main questions that emerged in the last days, following Iran’s removal of the United Nation’s seal on one of its uranium enrichment research facilities, are as follows:

What did Iran wager on, in its escalation, and why did it opt for escalation at this point in time?

What is to be done regarding Iran now? Who possesses the means of influence in Iran and would they be prepared to use them? 

Tehran has been betting on the United States’ and Europe’s lack of options and the United States’ lack of military resources, as these were exhausted in Iraq and Afghanistan. For, not so long ago, American forces used to surround Iran through its neighbors, Iraq and Afghanistan. As for today, it is the American forces that are surrounded, and they are practically helping Iranian interests in [gaining] power in Iraq, by ensuring that all Iraqi regions are “clear to go” before offering them as a “gift” to Tehran.

This is what the neo-cons are investing in, having enjoyed listening to advice on the importance of empowering Shias wherever they are, even if their leaders in Iran were clerics and extremist mullahs and revolutionary Islamists, and despite the fact that the Iraqi Shias hate anything that is American. For US President George W. Bush and his vice-president, Dick Cheny, are convinced that the “enemy” is Sunnism because terrorism today comes from Sunnis, and that, in consequence, the natural ally for the US at this point are the Shias.

And so, the Bush administration has—through the Iraqi war—contributed to creating what has been dubbed as “Shia Power” which has led to inflating the growing self-confidence that extends from Tehran all the way to Hizbullah in Lebanon.

Tehran has chosen escalation now, not only because the United States and Europe lack any instruments of punishment, but because Iran possesses tools for avenging any sanctions leveled against it—tools that far outweigh the effectiveness of such sanctions should they be imposed on it. 

Resorting to the UN Security Council to issue sanctions against Iran is something that has a diplomatic and political impact but very little economic impact. That’s why Ahmadinejad and others scoff at the threat of sanctions as they would not affect Iran, which could use this threat [of sanctions] to adopt vindictive measures, starting from using oil as a tool, to stirring up trouble for the US in Iraq, to inciting Palestinian factions into provocation and escalation, to using Hizbullah to strike at stability in Lebanon, to offering protection to Syria by fortifying it with a strategic partnership with Iran in the face of an era of imminent wars.

What to do with Iran, then?

It seems matters are heading towards one of two options:

Either the world would acknowledge that Iran is eligible to become a nuclear state and that there is no choice but to nod in agreement, despite oneself. For Iran is not the first country that has challenged the principle of confining the possession of nuclear powers exclusively with the five permanent member states of the Security Council—the United States, China, Russia, Britain and France. Just as the world has practically approved that India, Israel, Pakistan, and North Korea could possess nuclear powers, so too it can acknowledge that Iran could be added to this list, even if a bit too late.

The other option emerges from a categorical rejection of living side-by-side with a nuclear-empowered Iran, something which would call for a wide-scale war and not just a military strike against Iran’s nuclear reactor. Indeed, if such a strike is carried out by the United States or Israel, it would not target the infrastructure for research and development of uranium fuel production.

And in the absence of the option of an Israeli-led nuclear strike against Iran, the only available response could be an expanded regional war.

Who benefits from such a war? Who would win it and who would lose it? Who are the sides that would become involved in it and what would be the new alliances in the region in case such a war is waged? Who wants this war and why? Who would consider it useful for them as a transitional war? And who would find it in their higher interests?

All these are valid questions, at this juncture, for many of the players need war for various reasons. That is why a number of capitals are posing these questions and drawing up several strategies to offer different responses to these questions.

Both Moscow and Beijing, despite their objection to Iran’s possession of nuclear capacities, do not care so much if Tehran builds its own nuclear bomb, since both these countries are relatively far from the region and they do not obsess over this matter.

The obsession is American and Israeli. But it is in both China’s and Russia’s interests that the United States not take hold of Iraq since that would give it control over its oil and the second largest oil reserve in the world. And that would fundamentally influence the oil strategy of the two oil allies—China and Russia—and their strategic partner in the region: Iran.

For this reason, it might not be in the interests of Russia or China to lead Iran to rationality and it might not be in their interests to help the United States achieve stability in Iraq.

Indeed, China surely recalls how the neocons adopted the Principle of “Preemptiveness” which was not only applied to preempt Iraq’s possession of Weapons of Mass Destruction, but it was also applied to prevent any country in the world from competing or rivaling the only superpower in the world. And Iraq’s oil served as important ammunition for the dreams of those supporting the Principle of Preemptiveness.

As for Russia, Iraq used to be a traditional and essential pied-à-terre for it in the region, up to the point of the American war in Iraq—a war whose architects had wanted to hide Iraq’s “benefits” from everyone else, and who refused to share this valuable pie.

This does not absolve China or Russia from the guilt of misleading ousted Iraqi President Saddam Hussein when they both left him under the impression that he is an important partner and ally for them and they would not give him up or leave him alone in the grips of America’s claws. They both encouraged him to defy the resolutions of the UN Security Council, when they were not honest with him that he has no choice but to comply. They spoke with him in a tone that led him to miscalculate, and all of Iraq ended up paying the price.

China and Russia are requested to behave with greater responsibility as they are permanent members in the Security Council and are responsible for keeping the peace and stability of the world. So if they encourage Syria to defy [the international community] they would be hurting Syria. It is not acceptable for two big countries to pretend that they are providing a shield of protection against accountability and dues imposed by an investigation that was set up by the UN Security Council.

It is not acceptable that they should encourage Iran to drag the region into regional wars that use Palestine and Lebanon for their scenes of destruction, just so that Iran could inform the world that it will stay as a nuclear power. For Israel might not be able to wage a successful war against Iran in Iran, but it could certainly annihilate Hizbullah in Lebanon at the expense of Lebanon, and it is equally capable of waging a comprehensive and victorious war against Syria. So it is up to China and Russia to think carefully about the significance and spillovers of these developments on the region and on them too. 

Not to mention that the United States is not without choices vis-à-vis Iran. One of the options that could surprise and harm Iran is the US’ immediate withdrawal from Iraq, thus allowing it to refocus and redistribute its military forces in the fleets and nearby military bases in such a way as to allow it to carry out military air strikes that would destroy the Iranian infrastructure.

In fact, the more harmful aspect of this scenario is that Iran would be left to fend for itself in Iraq without US forces that would “guarantee” for it all its power. So let Iran come back to its senses and the wisdom it was known for, before it is too late.

End

RaghidaDergham.Com
