A reluctant way out of Iraq
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

THE publication of the report of the Iraq Study Group led by James Baker and Lee Hamilton represents a landmark review of the Iraq policy and a whole clutch of useful proposals for the disengagement of the United States from the grave crisis in that country. It defines in fairly severe terms the task of the present Iraqi government.

It does not fight shy of addressing the underlying causes and brings out the salience of the Palestinian — Israeli conflict. It demolishes many of the myths that the neoconservatives had loaded the American policy with and challenges President Bush to move towards a bipartisan solution of the American dilemma. It is my intention to discuss its possible impact in two inter-related articles.

It stands to reason that great powers endowed with an extensive infrastructure of information-gathering and equally impressive intellectual resources for policy formulation should have a grasp of the intended and unintended consequences of their actions. But there is no dearth of instances where great power chauvinism and hubris induce a disease of perception in which you see and hear only selectively. It does not happen only in dictatorships. Moral and political blindness can afflict even democracies where entrenched bureaucracies wired to vested interests circumvent elaborate systems of checks and balances.

What is happening in the United States is a reassuring example that in a functioning democracy comes a time when costly errors of overweening ambition and bad judgment begin to stir large masses who demand a fundamental change. In fact, the post-Second World war United States has seen this process more than once: it has witnessed cycles of excesses of power and the people bridling that power. The memorable mid-term elections in November showed that the ability of the American people to confront an untenable stasis may well have been dulled by manipulative media technology but has not been lost.

They could not stop the launching of an illegal war but are all too aware of its cost to the United States and to that benighted country. Assessing the blood and treasure invested by the United States, the Baker-Hamilton report reminds the nation that nearly 2,900 Americans have lost their lives serving in Iraq, another 21,000 have been wounded, the United States has spent roughly $400 billion and that the estimates for the final cost of the US involvement in Iraq runs as high as two trillion dollars.

On the other side, as many as 655,000 Iraqis may have already perished since the invasion, their number going up on an average by 100 a day. One of the potentially most affluent Arab states lies in tatters. The cradle of human civilisation that is of particular importance to the three great Semitic religions has been pillaged and denuded of much of its most precious heritage. Worse still, the future of its people has been pawned to blood thirsty militias. Over the entire region hangs the spectre of a long drawn out sectarian conflict that is a direct consequence of a disastrous policy to fan sectarian and ethnic tensions in the cynical calculation that it would weaken the resistance.

The Baker-Hamilton report is as candid as it could be in the heavily polarised political climate of the United States. After all, its raison d’etre was the revival of bipartisanship in an hour of crisis. It enables the Democrats who now control the House of Representatives and the Senate to indicate the vital, perhaps indispensable space in which they could move forward to meet a presidency known for its stubborn unilateralism while, at the same time, making the same space available to the president to embrace a bipartisan agenda in the larger national interest.

In fact, drafted by 10 leaders who are pillars of the Washington establishment and have extensive governmental experience, the report clings to a cautious candour. It has deliberately avoided a discussion of the systemic reasons why the United States gets sucked into such quagmires and why it ignores the friendliest voices raised all over the world to flag the perils of the path that it chooses occasionally. Implicit, however, in its account of the crisis and the likely consequences of continuing the present policies is an indictment of the decision-making process under this administration.

There are and will be, as in the case of Vietnam, other voices that deal with the deeper aspects of the crisis and its moral dimensions. In a remarkable essay in the New York Review of Books, Mark Danner observes succinctly that the ideological canopy has been finally lifted. But underneath the canopy were a host of dark moments that brought much suffering to Iraq. There was the Kissinger moment when the best known exponent of the realist school of foreign policy said that Iraq had to be invaded “because Afghanistan was not enough” in the conflict with ‘radical Islam’ which wanted to “humiliate us”, and that now “we need to humiliate them”.

Many others sugar-coated Kissinger’s crusade as bringing democracy to the region for which the hapless Iraq had to provide a demonstration model. “Victory” (they expected), writes Danner, “would be quick and awe-inspiring; in a few months the Americans, all but a handful of them, would be gone: only the effect of the ‘demonstration model’, and the cascading consequences in the neighbouring states, would remain.’ As victory was proclaimed, many of the architects of the Iraq war openly debated when Syria and Iran would be laid low.

The archives of this page in Dawn bear witness that with only a few exceptions of pro-West cheerleaders, our commentaries on the unfolding tragedy has kept enumerating factors which showed that it was a Pyrrhic victory and that a string of vengeful decisions would inevitably push the country into an inexorable slide towards anarchy. The disbanding of the entire army and security apparatus of the ancien regime in an effort to completely reconfigure the polity of 22 million people created a security vacuum that the lean, if lethal, legions of Rumsfeld could never have fulfilled.

With hindsight, many American observers have noted that more than 50,000 secularly trained Iraqi soldiers were humiliated and handed over on a platter to a growing national resistance demonised as Al Qaeda. Then came the de-Baathification programme in a society where for decades there was no security and no decent career without a demonstrable association with the ruling Ba’ath Party.

It is often claimed that these decisions were based on the happy experience of post-war Japan and Germany. But that is only half the truth and the remaining half is much less honourable. That other half lay in reversing the time-honoured policy of the Ottoman empire to keep a lid on sectarian and ethnic differences.

In an earlier article in this newspaper I recalled how Sultan Abdul Hamid successfully urged Jamaluddin Afghani to put aside his own work for a year and come to Iraq to help unify Shia and Sunni subjects under the banner of Islam and the caliphate. Now the decision was to conflate Ba’athist beliefs and a large part of the army with the Sunnis who had to be rendered powerless for all times to come. Simultaneously, at the ethnic level, the autonomy of the Kurds who had doubtless suffered at the hands of Saddam Hussein was to be invested with the symbols and institutions of independence.

The climax of this policy which predictably turned out to be totally counterproductive came in the form of two assaults on Fallujah which reduced the city to rubble. Its wanton destruction eliminated whatever chances there were of Sunni cooperation in “nation-building”, made the planned political plan suspect and transformed the resistance into a do-or-die struggle to ensure that the occupation would not succeed in putting down any sustainable constitutional and administrative structures.

Suddenly, Fallujah crystallised all the unease in provinces which have about 40 per cent of Iraq’s population into a belief that the disbanding of the army, the de-Baathification, the adverse hype about the Sunni Triangle and the encouragement to certain sectarian militias were part of the same design to destroy the Sunni population. There were widespread apprehensions that the occupation wanted to split the country into three weak entities.

The Iraq Study Group recommends the withdrawal of combat troops by the first quarter of 2008. It is clear in its mind that a changed policy would need substantive diplomatic initiatives that embrace Iran and Syria as well. In proposing a new kind of diplomacy in the region it challenges President Bush to free himself from the bondage of his unfortunate “axis of evil”. Iran helped in the case of Afghanistan as it was equally intolerant of the Taliban’s particularly narrow sectarian interpretation of Islam. In Iraq, where a well-defined zone of Iranian influence has emerged, Iran would expect wide ranging accommodation that includes a reversal of George Bush’s stubborn campaign to bring about a regime change as well as on the nuclear question.

In Syria, President Asad has made a number of statements that cumulatively point to a possible rapprochement with the United States. But the lynchpin of a broader agreement would certainly bring up the question of Israeli evacuation from the Golan Heights.

President Bush has said that there is no graceful exit from Iraq. His intensely held religious convictions are a formidable barrier to re-conceptualising the Middle East policy. And yet he has to live with a different Congress. Also the Republicans would be averse to let him preside over a defeat in the next presidential election. We will turn to these and other issues next week.
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