Iraq: is the tide turning?
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

THE festival of Eid is a powerful reminder of the supranational unity of more than a billion people who despite the great diversity of realms, laws and political creeds hold on to a common allegiance that time cannot wither or waste. Apart from the great pilgrimage to Makkah , the Hajj, the majesty of Muslim worship has no better manifestation than the month of Ramadan. The holy month culminates in a moment of spontaneous joy which in the Islamic tradition has also been an occasion of remembering fellow Muslims facing adversity anywhere in the world.

In every mosque and every congregation across the globe, Muslim hearts would be heavy once again at another year of murder and mayhem in lands seared in memory as cradles of Islamic civilisation. Al Quds is still not free, more than half a million Iraqis have perished since their country was invaded, Afghanistan is still the scene of carnage and the valiant people of Kashmir have not advanced towards their cherished dream of “azadi”. On a deeper reflection, however, Muslims may find solace that they can see the first signs of daybreak in this benighted landscape of their hopes and aspirations. Their tormentors seem to be weary and dispirited. They may well be at a turning point of history.

Centuries ago, Ibne Khaldun taught the Muslims to look for the causes of their decline in the aridity and corruption of their social organisation, the gaping holes in their knowledge of statecraft, the oppression of their own armies, the self-centredness of their nobles and the growing disregard of the collective good of the people. Since divine purpose was for him the true provenance of the great drama of history, he warned the faithful against hubris, the overweening arrogance of the rulers, which of Islam does not condone or countenance.

In Muslim nations that are devoid of the protective dykes that democratic institutions provide, hubris has played havoc. I remember a remarkable meeting that late Mr Agha Shahi and I had with President Bakr of Iraq only a few months before his kinsman, Saddam Hussein, seized power. He spoke of Iraq’s prodigious resources — oil, water and the best trained manpower in the neighbourhood — that would enable his country to fill the leadership vacuum in the Arab world. But ever so often a dark cloud of uncertainty crossed his otherwise self-assured face.

After the meeting we had little doubt in tracing this uncertainty to the fear of the imperious Saddam Hussein supplanting him with tacit western support. It happened sooner than we had anticipated and the change in Baghdad led straight to a destructive eight-year conflict with Iran. I am also witness to Saddam Hussein’s impatience with the advice given by President Ziaul Haq, President Ziaur Rahman of Bangladesh and Yasser Arafat that he should accept a ceasefire and negotiations with Iran as his military campaign had run its course.

Exhaustion in the war against Iran led Saddam to the quick-fix invasion of Kuwait and the end of opportunistic western support for him. The invasion fired the neo-conservative dream of reconstituting the Middle East though the shock-and-awe operation of March 2003 was still far away. In January 1990, James Baker, who heads the Iraq Study Group these days, warned that the United States would take Iraq back to the pre-industry era. General Schwarzkopf spoke of crushing Iraq.

General McBeck said that the war against Iraq, a Third World country, was being planned “as if it will be the Third World War”. Devastated by this first Gulf War, Iraq was subjected to another 13 years of crippling sanctions and ever increasing air attacks. When reminded that half a million Iraqi children had died because of indiscriminate sanctions, the then US secretary of state thought that the price was well deserved and that the US would continue to prolong the long night of the suffering of the Iraqi people. Clearly, the objective had gone far beyond the liberation of Kuwait; it was fully revealed only after an utterly misguided group of terrorists provided the historic 9/11 pretext.

Afghanistan and Iraq have borne the brunt of the neo-con project launched in the wake of 9/11. On their part, the Palestinians have also paid a huge price. It is a fact of history that the Oslo accords were used by Israel for the heaviest colonisation of the West Bank and Jerusalem but the US still restrained an outright Israel’s aggression. As a natural ally in the new Middle East enterprise, Israel demanded and secured total freedom of action.

When its campaign of terrorising the Palestinians with a spate of target-killings did not break their will and they rallied around Hamas, Israel escalated the hostilities against them and then, on a much bigger scale, attacked the Hezbollah in Lebanon. Nearly one-third of Lebanon was destroyed but Israel failed to achieve its objectives and the successful resistance offered by Hassan Nasrallah there changed the nature of war itself in the region.

The lessons of this new warfare are beginning to sink in and with that come hopes of better times. Writing in this space soon after the invasion of Iraq, one anticipated that there would be prolonged resistance which, in turn, would force the occupation army to switch over to the policy of creating ethnic and sectarian divisions. This is precisely what the British invaders in Iraq had done when their grand objective was the destruction of the Ottoman empire.

Support for the virtual independence of Kurdistan and the maligning of Iraqi resistance as localised terrorism in the so-called Sunni triangle vindicated this reading of the occupation strategy. But then the tactic succeeded a little too well. Kurdish autonomy reached a point where the experienced leadership of the Kurdish people began to assess the pros and cons of pushing it further. It seems to have decided, at least for the time being, that Turkey and Iran should not be provoked beyond a certain point. The Shia-Sunni divide bought time and space for the occupation but in the process shattered the edifice of a so-called democratic state that would have provided a facade for the long term objectives of the invasion.

Modelled on Howard Zinn’s 1967 book, Vietnam; the logic of withdrawal, Anthony Arnove has now set down the moral and political case for getting out of Iraq in his new book Iraq, the logic of withdrawal. It represents an effort from the Left to tell the American people that what lies under the rubble of war is the Bush administration’s use of the war as a cover for worsening the income gap while enriching the big corporations. Many others who do not share the theoretical framework of this book now testify to the futility of persevering with this ill-conceived project for pragmatic reasons of state policy.

A major American columnist has compared recent attacks by the resistance forces in the Middle East to the Tet offensive that turned the tide against the US forces in Vietnam. President Bush has accepted the comparison though with a different spin on it by the White House staff. Sir Richard Dannatt, the British chief of general staff has created waves in the UK by publicly acknowledging that the continued presence of British forces is exacerbating the situation in Iraq.

Richard Haass, the respected president of the Council on Foreign Relations will have an article in the next issue of Foreign Affairs arguing that the American era in the region ended in less than 20 years after the end of the cold war. James Baker’s Iraq Study Group is reported to have reached at least one conclusion that the occupation “cannot stay the course” and that it was time for more viable options. As in the case of Iraq, there is a litany of comment that Afghanistan cannot be pacified by military means. A chorus of voices from both sides of the Atlantic is making the first announcement of the retreat of American military power from the region.

For the Muslims, it is a moment for reflection and introspection rather than facile triumphalism. The weapon which may bring about this retreat is double-edged. When asymmetrical warfare of our times becomes indistinguishable from indiscriminate violence to achieve results which should have come through a political dialogue, the result may be perennial chaos. The Arab-Islamic world must ponder over the factors that brought it to this state of affairs in the first place.

In a telling passage or two, Ibne Khaldun wrote about the times when a state benefits from the sword and the times when the sword should give way to the power of the pen. Our world needs an intellectual renaissance which is stubbornly inhibited by autocratic and militaristic regimes. It needs a rapid reconstruction of political institutions as lack of democracy inevitably leads to the kind of errors of judgment that I have mentioned in the reference to the Ba’athist Iraq.

Pakistan’s own history is replete with such errors and the price has been the loss of half the country and the mediaevalising of the other half. The only time available to the world of Islam, which sits on the highly coveted and contested strategic resources, is the gap between this and the next crusade. Al Quds is a living reminder of the fact that such gaps are not too long. History does not tolerate lethargy of mind and spirit. In our prayers this Eid, we need to resolve to take time by the forelock.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
