Is US determined to attack Iran?
By Tariq Fatemi

WITH Iraq spiralling out of control, the Taliban regrouping in Afghanistan and occupied Palestine in a state of unprecedented turmoil, one would have expected the Bush administration to concentrate its energies on managing this unusually large constellation of problems.

Foreign policy in Washington is, however, currently not the preserve of professional diplomats or knowledgeable analysts. It has been hijacked by ideologues who view their plans to recreate the Greater Middle East as a divine mission that seeks legitimacy in biblical lore rather than international law.

This alone can explain the reports that the Bush administration has not yet abandoned plans to bring about a regime change in Iran. In its effort to ratchet up pressure, Washington decided last month to designate Iran’s Revolutionary Guards Corps, the country’s elite military branch, as a ‘specially designated global terrorist group’.

This will allow Washington to go after the group’s business operations and finances, the pretext being that the Guards have been supporting extremists in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the region as well. While the US has in the past identified individual businesses, charities and extremist groups as engaged in terrorist activities, this would be the first such action against a national military unit.

Admittedly, America’s two primary interests in the Middle East are the security of Israel and access to the region’s oil resources. In Washington’s view, both these strategic interests are being threatened by Iran. Tehran’s nuclear programme, its support to Hezbollah and Hamas and now allegations of aid to pro-Iranian elements in Iraq and Afghanistan, have all led Washington to persuade the moderate Arab regimes to increase their cooperation with Israel, to counter what is perceived as a common threat to them.

To sweeten this offer, Washington decided to provide the pro-US regimes with massive arms packages that they neither need nor would be able to use. The rationale advanced is that these sophisticated arms would strengthen them against extremist regimes and dangerous ideologies. In return, these regimes are expected to help the US restore stability in Iraq and reduce Iranian influence.

In the meanwhile, the neocons in the administration continue to accuse Iran of seeking nuclear weapons to dominate the region and to attack Israel. They also claim that the Islamic regime has lost popular support and that a small nudge from the outside would be enough to topple it — clearly a repeat of the thesis propounded prior to the invasion of Iraq.

Independent analysts are, however, of the view that though President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad may have lost some of his popularity because of growing economic problems, any external threat would rally the entire nation behind his regime. Iranian military officials have warned that should the US carry out military operations against their country, they will have no hesitation in closing the Gulf and its approaches to oil tanker traffic, halting Iran’s export of 3.5 million barrels per day and disrupting oil exports.

This would hurt the Iranian economy, but its impact on the world’s economy would be worse. Moreover, with US troops tied up in Iraq and Afghanistan, Washington cannot come up with the number of troops needed to occupy a mountainous country of 75 million people, leaving the US with the option of air strikes only. But the failure of the Israeli air force in Lebanon last summer clearly indicates that the air strikes may not be enough.

None of this has deterred the US from warning that it was ‘keeping all options on the table’. Bush has hinted frequently that his administration might abandon diplomacy and turn to the military option. In a speech to the American Legion last month, the president warned that ‘we will confront this danger before it is too late’.

This led Mark Fitzpatrick of the International Institute for Strategic Studies in London to observe: ‘There is a real possibility that President Bush will feel compelled not to allow this problem to pass to his successor.’

It was, however, the French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner’s statement warning that ‘we have to prepare for the worst, and the worst is war’, that created a sense of urgency.

Calling the nuclear stand-off with Iran, ‘the greatest crisis’ of the present time, he warned: ‘we will not accept that the bomb is manufactured’. Given the fact that Kouchner, a long-time socialist, favoured a more moderate policy on issues such as Iran, his views were seen as another evidence of French policy on Iran coming closer to that of Washington.

Mr Ahmadinejad rejected it as not worthy of being ‘taken seriously’, though the Iranian media launched a withering attack on the French government, accusing it of ‘copying the White House’ and charging Sarkozy with having ‘taken on an American skin’. This was in line with Tehran’s oft-repeated declaration that the US would not dare attack Iran at a time when it is overstretched.

My meetings in Washington last month, however, gave me the impression that influential groups in Washington favour a surgical strike on Iran, pointing out that Washington’s difficulties have emboldened Iran into believing that it can continue to thwart US objectives in the region.

The Bush administration is also convinced that the next administration may not have the necessary resolve to carry out this mission, leading some analysts to the conclusion that nothing would deter it from pursuing its goal of bringing about a regime change in Tehran.

Their only hope was that the military high command and Defence Secretary Robert Gates, in particular, would resist any such adventure, aware as they were that the overstretched US military would suffer grave consequences.

Even pro-US regimes that view Iran with concern are likely to oppose US military action, fearing the negative fallout of such an action. The Sunni Arab leaders fear Iran’s nuclear ambitions and would like to see it cut down to size. But this wish is tempered by their recognition of the chaos and turmoil that would ensue.

There are nevertheless some political observers who are counselling that the US threat needs to be taken seriously. They fear that Tehran has been cut off from Washington for so long that there is widespread ‘ignorance and complacency about American motivations and intentions’, in Iran.

This may explain why Tehran appears oblivious to the impending danger, though it faces a possible third round of UN sanctions, a US-orchestrated international business and trade boycott and increasing military pressure. And yet, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei, claims that ‘America’s power in the region is waning’ and that it is ‘facing defeat day after day’.

The inexorable march towards confrontation between the US and Iran reminds me of Barbara Tuchman’s well known 1962 book The Guns of August, in which she explained how totally unforeseen misconceptions, miscalculations and mistakes culminated in the horrible tragedy that wiped out an entire generation, during the First World War.

This study was so influential and profound that it led President Kennedy to advise his cabinet to read the book to help in dealing with the Cuban missile crisis. Are we witnessing a similar series of miscalculations by both Washington and Tehran that could lead them to cause incalculable disaster for themselves and the region?

