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There are ongoing efforts to ignite civil wars in the Arab region, and those behind these ill-intentioned efforts are banking on a fear of confrontation that grips regional players. The main bulwark against the success of such efforts is the people of the region; however, large segments of Arabs have succumbed to extremism and have become possessed with powerlessness. As a result, relying on the wisdom of the people would constitute a major gamble at this point in the life of the Arab region. In general, countries that are adjacent to others that are potential candidates for civil wars would prefer that these wars would remain local and civil in nature, instead of having them develop into regional wars that would drag them into a battle that would threaten overall regional stability. But what is currently happening, during this stage in history, means that any country that “excuses” itself from actively preventing civil wars from taking place in nearby countries would be choosing suicide. Unlike past experience, it is currently not feasible to rely on foreign intervention to do the region’s dirty work. In fact, civil wars could potentially push foreign forces out of the region which would be left to self-destruct on its own.

Regions that are susceptible to civil wars include Iraq, Lebanon and Palestine, as well as Sudan, of course, where civil war has been given a different name, as though Darfur, where the grotesque daily massacres are taking place, is not part of Sudan.

The Sudanese government has been coming up with one excuse after another, while pretending that it is truly addressing the humanitarian crisis in Darfur.

This week, Khartoum refused to refer the Darfur file to the United Nations, on the grounds that this would constitute “foreign intervention,” which, it argued, could be used by Al-Qaeda as a pretext to infiltrate into Sudan, in order to launch rebel attacks, similar to what is happening in Iraq. The Sudanese government then threatened with repercussions, should the Security Council send a United Nations force to Darfur without its consent.

Arab leaders who have backed the Sudanese government’s position [that defies the UN], should show us their money and their troops right now, in order to strengthen the African forces that have failed in their mission in Darfur, due to deficiencies in finances, logistics and training, etc… Otherwise, instigating Africans to reject the transformation of the African peacekeeping mission into an international one does not spare Darfur from its misery and troubles, particularly since militias have managed to escape any punishment or prosecution while attacking innocent people for three long years, raping and killing hundreds of thousands and leaving millions others homeless.

Darfur is a disgrace which Arabs should redress by playing an active role, instead of complaining about the interests of the American religious right and the political left in the Darfur file. This civil war requires an international intervention, now that African attempts at carrying out their mission have failed not because of negligence, but for lack of backing, at the practical, financial and logistical levels. So, if neighboring Arab countries were truly interested in supporting Khartoum against potential Al-Qaeda threats, then they should use every means available to do so, instead of merely expressing solidarity with the Sudanese government through political positions or by heading to Khartoum to hold an Arab summit. What would really prevent Khartoum from becoming another Iraq is for Arabs to take the right decisions instead of compounding the problem.

Iraq’s misfortune lies in the fact that it has been transformed into a battlefield for terrifying polarization and wars-by-proxy for various players. Certainly, the American invasion and occupation, through the grave mistakes that were committed, have contributed to transforming Iraq into a growing catastrophe, while at the same time inciting sectarian strife. But President Saddam Hussein’s ouster created a state of sectarian polarization in Iraq, that helped Saddam achieve his sectarian ambitions, while the country was more comfortable with secularism.

Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi, and other Arab and Iraqi Sunni extremists like him, is the most likely candidate for pushing the country towards a sectarian civil war. The Zarqawi camp would like to see Iraq in civil war, because it wants Iraq to act as a springboard for change in neighboring countries, both at the regime and rule levels. This would require the victory of the Zarqawi and his people in the war of terrorism, which, to them, would mean driving American forces out. And the surest and fastest way to achieve that would be in a sweeping, grand-scale civil war that would compel the US administration to realize that this is “their war” not “ours.” 

But a US withdrawal is not the sole motivation for Zarqawi’s dreams of a civil war. Entrenched hatred for Shiites, whether they are in Iraq or Iran, is another motivator. In this respect, there are strategic “benefits” to a civil war for the Zarqawi camp, which is currently enjoying the backing of groups and countries that are toying with alliances that are rife with contradictions, thus equally benefiting from a “strategic alliance” with Iran and a “tactical alliance” with the Sunni rebel movement inside Iraq.

Today, Iran has become part of the Iraqi crisis, after having fundamentally benefited from the American war in Iraq, proving that it exerts unparalleled influence in Iraq. But Tehran looks out for its own interests before those of Iraq’s, irrespective of the relations and alliances it has with the Iraqi Shiites. For this reason, Iran ends up being—whether deliberately or unintentionally—a player in the sectarian war that is at risk of turning into a civil war in Iraq.

The fact of the matter is that the United States and Iran—through its direct role in Iraq—have become an essential part of the problem in Iraq. Indeed, the tense climate in which they find themselves is driving extremism at the expense of Iraq. And they are also main players in the polarization process that is feeding the civil war, even though they might find themselves in the same camp when it comes to the Shiite-Sunni balance of power.

All this does not exempt Iraqi politicians and various militia leaders from the responsibility of implicating Iraq in a civil war. So the question which Arab and Iraqi leaders should ponder is: How would the region look like, should an official civil war erupt in Iraq?

Iran will not pull out its influence and presence from Iraq, for these are “gifts” from its American “enemy.” With or without a civil war, Iran will stay in Iraq, and it prefers that US forces would stay there as well, contrary to Zarqawi’s plans of ousting US forces from Iraq. Indeed, the United States’ current role is highly beneficial to Iran, helping it in its indirect war with Zarqawi, who considers Shiites “infidels.” Moreover, within a wider strategic context, Iran may find that a US withdrawal from Iraq could pose a threat to its own interests, as that would allow US forces to redeploy, both by land and by sea. This would give the United States greater freedom and more options, should it decide to confront Iran militarily.

The US administration is currently pledging to stay in Iraq, but if the intensity of the civil war would rise later on, the chances of a US withdrawal would become highly likely.

Countries that neighbor Iraq and Iran are extremely worried about the Iraqi developments. A few weeks ago, Saudi Arabia started a dialogue with the Islamic Republic of Iran, whose results are still unknown. But a high-ranking Saudi official said, at the start of the dialogue, that discussions will be frank and will address matters from a regional perspective, starting from Iraq, as a priority, to the nuclear issue, to Palestine, Syria and Hizbullah.

The main idea, according to this official, is to convince the Iranian leadership that it would be in its own interest to “work together, instead of working against each other,” and to inform Iran that “we want it to be a constructive force that gives and takes in the region.” In other words, common interest, according to this official, calls for enticing Iran into a partnership and a cooperation on the outstanding issues of the region, instead of subjecting it to sanctions and pressures.

Iran may be interested in this partnership, but it first wants to tailor it according to its own needs. At this point, the nuclear file is what matters most for Iran, which would not merely accept a move by Islamic countries to derive international guarantees for keeping the Middle East –including Israel—free from Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD's). In fact, Iran believes that it currently stands at a valuable access point to attaining regional leadership.

For this reason, it would be useful if Arab countries were to think carefully about what is required of them in Iraq, and about their options, with respect to Iran. Right now, Iraqis are being polarized toward destruction and a civil war which is at risk of spilling over beyond the Iraqi borders. So Arab countries, in general, and those neighboring Iraq, in particular, are faced with one of two choices: they can either wait for the sparks of these wars to reach them or they can pre-empt them with every means possible.

This does not mean that Arab countries are required to mobilize their troops to fight or keep the peace in Iraq in lieu of American and allied forces. But this means that they should be thinking of such a possibility, should there be an Iraqi readiness and an international backing to accept such a course of action. Alternatively, destruction could be faced with construction by offering conditional [financial] aid to the Iraqi government, which is serious about preventing Iraqis from deteriorating further into poverty, misery and depression.

Arab efforts toward Iraqi national reconciliation and finding political solutions to ongoing conflicts are necessary, but it is now high time for a real contribution, one that would impact people’s lives on all fronts, by giving them hope and helping them rebuild, thus sparing them death, destruction and pessimism. For this reason, if there is clear evidence that some Arab country was interfering by helping the extremist rebels in Iraq, then this country should be confronted by all other Arab countries, at the leadership level. The Arab summit would constitute a great opportunity for frankness and for revealing such practices. Otherwise, silence would be interpreted as fear from such a [pro-rebel] country. As a result, this would empower it, causing it to intensify its deliberate destructive practices, thus playing various groups against each other, in a manner that would serve the authorities and the regime.

Moreover, it seems that sectarian strife in various parts of the Arab region remains easily accessible, as the Arab street seems readily available to join in. But that no longer applies everywhere. Indeed, what is happening in Lebanon is a testimony to the failure of those who were banking on inciting a civil war, despite all their “investments” and attempts.

But there are fears that this resistance to such hateful and vengeful projects might prompt their architects to intensify their destruction, instigation, even allowing the infiltration of Al-Qaeda members into Lebanon. To date, civil war remains a viable project that can only be prevented when regional and international powers stand together against it
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