Playing the Sunni-Shiite Game


Washington is unlikely to be impressed by warnings of the expansion of Shiite power, as it sets about creating a new Shiite-Sunni balance in the area, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.


Iraq will never see a respite from the terrorist war now raging within its borders, quite simply because the country was chosen as a battlefield by two protagonists determined to obliterate each other, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.
NO STABILITY: Iraq will not stabilize for a very long time, whether elections were held on time or are postponed. Holding the long-awaited election on time will constitute a message of strength to the insurgents, Baathists, and foreign fighters who have been flocking to Iraq to fight the Americans.
Sticking to the elections schedule—especially coming after escalated military action against insurgent hotbeds like Fallujah—could also be seen as a warning that the Americans have no qualms about marginalizing Iraq’s Sunni community to the Shiites’ advantage.

It was this possibility that prompted Jordan’s King Abdallah to warn the other day of the dangers inherent in creating a ‘Shiite crescent’ extending from Iran to Lebanon via Syria and Iraq that would ‘disturb the existing Sunni-Shiite balance.’
Apparently however, there are those in Washington who have decided that Islamic terrorism is mainly a Sunni phenomenon, while the Shiites could become allies in the war on terror. Add to that the fact that most of Iraq’s oil reserves are concentrated in Shiite regions. That is why King Abdallah's words should not be seen as a sectarian rant, but as an expression of genuine concern for maintaining the strategic Sunni-Shiite balance.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the United States waged war against the Shiites while maintaining extremely close ties with the Sunnis. For many years, Washington backed Saddam Hussein in his war of regional supremacy with Iran. There were several reasons for this, among them: A desire to weaken both countries, protecting its Gulf clients from the danger posed by Iran by encouraging Iraq to act as a buffer against the spread of Shiite Iranian fundamentalism.

At the same time, Washington was also busy building up Sunni fundamentalism—in cooperation with Pakistan and the Gulf states—as a spearhead against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. Now however, decision makers in the Bush administration have apparently concluded that it is in America’s interests to alter the prevailing balance of power such that the Sunnis wherever they may be get the message that their era of domination is over.

According to those decision makers, yesterday’s Sunni ally is today’s enemy—the enemy who attacked the United States on September 11 2001, and is targeting American troops in Iraq. The issue that began with the Wahhabis has now extended to include all Sunnis. The image American decision makers see is one of angry young men belonging to al-Qa’ida and other organizations—and all Sunnis. The Shiite Hizbollah, which the U.S. classifies as a terrorist organization, is a minor threat by comparison, and can be dealt with differently through Syria and Iran.

As far as Iraq is concerned, several Arab leaders realize that marginalizing the country’s Sunni community—or excluding them from the upcoming election at a time of active Iranian interference—will upset the regional balance of power. Iran wants nothing more than to take over Iraq when the Americans leave. It also wants to gain as much influence in the country as it can while the Americans are there in order to protect itself now that American forces in Afghanistan and Iraq surround it.
For their part, the Gulf states invested huge sums of money in the 1980s supporting Iraq in order to undermine Iranian influence as well as the influence wielded by their own Shiite communities. Now that Iraq has been occupied, the Gulf Arabs are keen not to suffer Shiite wrath if Iran were to be attacked by the United States or Israel, nor to strengthen Iran’s influence in Iraq, which might lead to Iranian dominance of the Gulf and the possible overthrow of Sunni regimes ruling over Shiite majorities.
This was part of what the Jordanian monarch meant in his interview with the Washington Post last week when he warned against allowing a pro-Iranian regime to come to power in Baghdad that would cooperate with Tehran and Damascus to create ‘a Shiite arc extending from Iran to Lebanon that would alter the existing balance of power with the Sunnis.’

Should that happen, Abdallah said, the traditional balance between Sunnis and Shiites would be greatly affected, which would be translated into ‘new problems that would not be limited to the borders of Iraq.’ King Abdallah reminded ‘those who formulated strategies’ of the grave ramifications of such an eventuality, saying that ‘even Saudi Arabia is not immune’ to the instability that could be unleashed by the creation of the ‘Shiite arc.’ He went on to say that this instability could lead to an escalating Sunni-Shiite conflict that could well spill over into Iraq’s neighbors.’

It is highly unlikely that King Abdallah’s warning received a lot of sympathy in Washington, especially from those whose intention has always been to instigate a Sunni-Shiite conflict both in Iraq and elsewhere in the region in order to upset the balance of power in the Shiites’ favor.
Many American policymakers actually want to see a Sunni-Shiite conflict break out in Iraq, which they hope would lead to the breakup of the country. In fact, breaking up Iraq was their intention since the very beginning. They want to see instability in Saudi Arabia, which would force the Saudi rulers to ask for American help in order to protect their oil wells.

They dream of creating an American-controlled ‘Oilstan’ taking in the oilfields of Iraq and Saudi Arabia; they do not care whether the Sunnis are weakened, or whether a Shiite arc were to be created—so long as American strategic and oil interests are upheld. The people who hold such opinions should be taken seriously, especially since most of them are close to the Pentagon which is where long-term policies are made in the current administration.

The interim Iraqi government might be seen by some as an American puppet, yet it wields far more influence with the Bush administration than many Arab regimes. It is therefore crucial that leaders of this government use their influence (and Washington’s need for them as a source of legitimacy) to combat the ideas of those in the Bush administration to whom the future of Iraq is not a priority.
The interim Iraqi government sometimes behaves as if it were an elected administration. It often issues threats against neighboring countries as if it had the ability to carry out these threats. Although its grievances are genuine, excessive reliance on American military power is counterproductive.
Nevertheless, Iraq’s saber rattling is a source of extreme concern to those neighboring countries which stand accused of interference in Iraqi affairs (Syria and Iran in particular, who only dream of having the same influence with Washington as Baghdad currently has).

On a trip to Washington last week, Iraq’s interim president Ghazi al-Yawar told the Americans that ‘Iran is clearly interfering in our affairs…spending large amounts of money in the run up to elections…and is engaged in widespread intelligence activities particularly in southeastern Iraq.’
Al-Yawer also said that, ‘Syria is offering sanctuary to Baathist outlaws’—words which echoed assertions made earlier by American officials that senior Baathists from the former Iraqi regime were ‘directing insurgent activities from the safety of Syria.’ Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister Barham Saleh warned Iran and Syria that his government’s patience was wearing thin.
Also last week, Russian President Vladimir Putin told interim Iraqi Prime Minister Iyad Allawi (who was on a visit to Moscow): ‘Frankly, I cannot see how elections could be held under total foreign occupation.’ Putin also told his Iraqi guest that ‘Moscow could not imagine how the interim Iraqi leadership could ensure Iraq’s unity by itself.’

For his part, U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said a few days ago that he expects American forces to be out of Iraq within four years. The UN Security Council resolution which laid down the timetable for completing the political process in Iraq meanwhile alluded to the possibility of withdrawal within two years.

A secret CIA report leaked last week was extremely pessimistic about the situation in Iraq, where violence (sectarian violence especially) seemed to be on the increase. It is therefore obvious that there are many reasons to be concerned about Iraq’s future.
It is expected that the Americans will launch further bloody attacks in order to ensure that elections are held on January 30 as scheduled, and to pursue the war on terror. Iraq is in for a long and bumpy ride.
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