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The US administration is wrong about confining its dialogue with the Iranian government to the issue of Iraq. Washington had better either expand the dialogue to include Iranian regional and nuclear ambitions, or it should completely boycott Iran and wash its hands of any American-Iranian understanding. Indeed, hesitation and half-baked measures are harmful in more than one way. They are equally harmful for neighboring countries as well as Iranians, that are both inside and outside the country, and who consider that the US’ vacillating position actually undermines and destroys their aspirations for the democracy they would like for Iran, instead of the manipulation of the country’s present and past at the hands of revolutionary religious leaders. Previously, George Bush’s administration had mistakenly dealt with the Iraqi issue as it had distorted the facts to serve its own well-designed strategy of “preemptive wars.” The Administration is making another mistake today because it is still vacillating when it comes to Iran. Its actions are random, contradictory and improvised and it is falling in one trap after the other without devising the necessary strategy to solve this matter.

It might prove impossible for the United States to set a strategy for Iran as long as it is floundering in Iraq. Even those who pushed the US toward war in Iraq, promising a war at not cost, have started weaseling out of this war which has turned into a quagmire for US forces and America’s greatness. Many neo-conservatives, who had joined the Cult of Preemption, as well as those who wanted the war for Israel’s benefit – a concept engineered by Richard Perle—are now distancing themselves from their responsibility in the war and its failure.

President Bush does not admit to failure despite his admission this week that he had used up his political capital in the Iraqi war, hinting that he does not see a way out of Iraq as long as he is in the presidency. It is obvious that the US president is not considering an early pullout from Iraq, even though this seems like the most plausible solution—not only from the Iraqi perspective, but also from the Iranian perspective. In fact, the US role in Iraq has reached a point of no return as it has become part and parcel of the problem that it is supposed to be solving. Right now, the US has to think of how to deal with a new vicious circle into which Iraq is about plunge, namely, a civil war. For this reason, the US leadership should really think about what the role of US forces should be in a civil war in Iraq. What will these forces do about the displacement of thousands of families because of the “ethnic cleansing” that is taking place at the sectarian level, as confirmed by the former prime minister, Iyad Allawi? And will these forces act as cover for a so-called constitutionally-sanctioned partitioning of Iraq?

Some say that the Republican-controlled US Administration will not consider pulling out of Iraq for electoral reasons. This might be true, especially since this administration has proved more than once that it is capable of deceiving US public opinion by leading it to believe of fake victories and by playing on national sentiments.

But the segment of US public opinion that wishes for a US withdrawal from Iraq does not want its government to be lenient with Iran, but rather to confront it with firmness, according to opinion polls. This means that the Bush administration is under scrutiny with respect to Iran and Iraq, not just by the international community, but also by the American voter.

Two months ago, on January 13, 2006, I argued in this column that the US might opt for an immediate withdrawal from Iraq in order to redeploy its forces to its fleets and to its nearby military bases, in order to conduct an air strike that would destroy Iranian infrastructure, reminding all stakeholders that the US is still a superpower that should be taken seriously. But, as we pointed out, the most harmful aspect of this scenario would be to leave Iran in Iraq without the backing of US forces who could “guarantee” for it this influence. Not too long ago, the US was offering Iran the necessary backing as it was surrounding Iran via its neighbors, Iraq and Afghanistan. However, today, it is the US that finds itself surrounded, and it is practically doing Iran a favor in Iraq by “clearing the coast” in the various regions before offering them as a “gift” to Tehran. So, if the US withdraws from Iraq, it would be escaping revenge [by Iraqi insurgents] and from being straitjacketed in its choices inside Iraq and with respect Iran.

American journalist-analyst Thomas Friedman wrote last Friday that “the thing to do in order to scare and terrorize Iran would be for us to withdraw from Iraq—if we were not planning a direct attack on it.” He also said: “The worst thing we could do, which would make Iranians utterly happy, is to keep the bloodshed in Iraq and keep on embracing the mess there”.

Iran has completely understood the importance of dragging the United States into one kind of “partnership” or another in Iraq, in order to pull more than one rug from underneath the feet of the United States. For this reason, efforts to establish a dialogue between Tehran and Washington are under way, in order to discuss the so-called “legitimization” of Iran’s intervention in Iraqi affairs.

The American-Iranian dialogue came at the invitation of the president of the Higher Council for the Islamic Revolution, Abdel-Aziz El-Hakim, and it was met with widespread Iraqi opposition, on the grounds that holding an Iranian-American dialogue would be in contempt of Iraqi sovereignty.

Confining the American-Iranian dialogue to Iraq constitutes a slap-in-the-face to Arab countries that neighbor Iraq and Iran and which have been distanced from the important dialogue between these two countries that have significant influence and interests in Iraq and its environs.

Had the dialogue addressed bilateral American-Iranian relations or the Iranian nuclear dossier, in addition to regional matters, then it would have been natural to restrict it to the two countries. But since it will solely focus on Iraq, [we can assume that] this dialogue does not have good intentions with respect to Iraq but that it is based on the points of divergence or convergence between the interests of Iran and the Unites States inside Iraq, the Gulf region and the Middle East. For this reason, when Iranian Foreign Minister Manouchehr Mottaki says that Iran’s priority lies in discussing the withdrawal of US forces, he is not exactly being honest, except with respect to the part that would involve some kind of “barter deals.” Indeed, an immediate US withdrawal from Iraq would not serve Iran’s interests, but would rather harm them.

Iranian journalist-commentator Amir Tahiri wrote on Tuesday in the New York Post that Iran has big aspirations in Iraq, since the latter provides it with a “passage connecting it with Syria and Lebanon,” in a manner that would allow it to spread its influence in the Middle East “for the first time since the beginning of the 7th Century.” Tahiri highlighted “the rediscovery” by some Iranian scientists of the so-called “Erzurum Treaties,” which gave Iran the right to oversee “the main Shiite centers of Najaf, Karbala and Kazmeen,” and they also gave it the right to take “the appropriate measures” if it felt that the security of its pilgrims in the sacred sites was being threatened. He also pointed to the “dusting off” of the 1975 and 1976 Algeria Accords, which were signed by ousted Iraqi President Saddam Hussein with the Iranian government to share sovereignty over Shatt Al-Arab, which is the main passageway for Iraq to the sea. This accord, should it be fully implemented today, would give Iran the upper hand on all Iraqi exports, including its oil exports, according to Tahiri.

Why did Washington decide to grant Tehran an important edge by granting it a prominent place on the discussion table regarding Iraq’s future, despite the fact that Iran continues to allow weapons to be snuck into Iraq? This is the “ambiguous” matter, according to Tahiri.

It is both ambiguous and striking, especially since the White House introduced Iran as the state that poses the biggest threat to the US, in its strategic paper on national security, which it released last week. It is striking, because President Bush’s British partner, Prime Minister Tony Blair, said in a speech he delivered this week: “When Iran gives support to such terrorism, it becomes part of the same battle with the same ideology at its heart.” He added that “the conventional view is that, for example, Iran is hostile to Al Qaida and therefore would never support its activities. But as we know from our own history of conflict, under the pressure of battle, alliances shift and change”.

It is possible that the US administration is thinking that the most important card that Iran holds regionally is Iraq, considering that Iran would be bound to pull off its cover from Syria once the international investigation committee would issue a report on the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri. It is possible that the US is thinking that all this talk about a Shiite Crescent that would reach Lebanon is not feasible, since Washington would not allow it even if it meant that the US would have to destroy the link between Iran and Hizbullah in Lebanon by toppling the Syrian regime, no matter how much Israel would object. For this reason, Washington has agreed to confine matters to the Iraqi issue.

This kind of thinking would only prove beneficial if Washington would have taken conclusive decisions in the Syrian and Lebanese files in such a way as to rule out any side deals with Iran or others. This is possible but not completely finalized. But if this is what the US administration is thinking about, then it should publicly explain why it chose to confine its dialogue with Iran to the Iraqi issue, without delving into other regional matters in which Iran plays a leading role. If the US does not clarify its position, then its true intentions will keep on being doubted.

On the other hand, if the US, under Bush’s mandate, should decide to adopt what has been called the concept of “grand barter deals,” thus making Iran its main partner in a deal in which it would share influence and hegemony, then the US would have effectively accepted to become a player in the establishment of the Shiite Crescent in the region, despite the requirements of such a partitioning, in terms of ethnic cleansing and backtracking on pledges made by Washington.

The worst thing would be that the US would have taken the decision to back the rule of religious leaders in the region, including the Islamic Republic of Iran’s aspirations for political leadership, hegemony, influence and the spread of an Islamic rule over the entire crescent, and farther beyond.

What does Washington want? This is the question that is racking the brains of many in the region and the United Nations, where the superpowers and the Security Council are addressing the Iranian nuclear file. Confrontation is accompanying barter deals. And there are many fundamental questions to be posed, the most important of which is: Has Washington reached a final decision on whether it should change the regime in Tehran or whether it should work with Tehran to change the identity of the region?

Indications from Washington seem to imply that there is more than one movement trying to create a US policy for Iran, in the absence of one leader with a clear and cohesive vision and strategy. Thus, even dialogue could prove to be an experiment.
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