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WHEN I was leaving Baghdad, in March 1999, at the end of a three-year stint there as Pakistan’s Ambassador to Iraq, I was asked by some friends to describe what was the edifying part of my stay in a country then under a most stringent regime of international sanctions.

My answer was that apart from the gratifying experience, for a history aficionado like me, of being in a country that had more of Islamic history deposited in its bosom than any other, what nourished and sustained me most was the sense of total security that I enjoyed there, despite being in a beleaguered and, to many in the west, a pariah country.

It wasn’t that I had that sense of security by virtue of being in a privileged status. Even those Iraqis who’d, otherwise, fallen on bad days because of the suffocating sanctions, kept in place by the Americans because they wanted a short-cut to ‘regime change,’ used to tell me that they could at least go to bed for a sound sleep at night, even with the main door to their home remaining open all night.

I could see that blissful sense of security in action with my own eyes. Returning home, often after mid-night from dinners and other diplomatic engagements, I’d see young girls walking home alone fearlessly. It was unthinkable that any passerby would harass them. Baghdad, without doubt or poetic hyperbole, was the safest city in the world.

Alas, no more. The latest opinion poll conducted by the BBC to mark the 4th anniversary of American invasion of Iraq, found 74 per cent of Iraqis ruefully saying that they didn’t feel safe in the neighbourhood they lived in.

Baghdad, an oasis of peace and tranquillity even under the most adverse and trying living conditions, has been butchered and trashed beyond recognition. Mayhem, gangsterism and the law-of-the jungle are written all over the fabled capital of the Abbasids where ‘thousand-and-one nights’ of tranquillity was a reality and not a pipedream, and where a versatile bard like Abu Navas could compose immortal poetry of love on the banks of the Tigris without being haunted by anyone. Baghdad, under American occupation has become the ‘murder capital of the world’ and a city of enduring sorrow.

Why did such a tumultuous transformation take place?

Because a cavalier George W. Bush thought he could morph Iraq, and the rest of the Arab world, into becoming clones of American democracy. Because his neocon minions told him that the Iraqis would welcome his soldiers as liberators, as partisans of God sent to cleanse the land of the demons of Saddam. They have only ended up ‘liberating’ the demon of sectarianism in Iraq.

Saddam was a tyrant but he’d kept a firm lid on the Pandora box of sectarian demons in Iraq. He ruled with an iron fist but kept Iraq united and secure. He managed it because he was a son-of-the-soil and also fully comprehended the essentials of its societal behaviour and national moorings.

Saddam knew that Iraq was, intrinsically, a tribal conglomeration, which could only be held in place, and together, by controlling the tribes and playing up to their sensitivities. He mastered the art of keeping the tribal chiefs firmly in tow behind him, largely voluntarily and not under coercion.

The tribes paid him back by toeing his line and standing by him. Why did they do it and How could they swear loyalty to his regime, the westerners were unable to understand. The invaders, or ‘liberators’ from across the seven-seas, didn’t have the faintest inkling of the tribal sensitivities of the Iraqi conglomeration because their information was faulty; because they were led up the garden path by the likes of a slimy, vermin-like, Ahmed Chalabi, who dreamt of being crowned the new king of an American-sponsored Iraq.

It’s a centuries-old tradition of Arab tribes that they would only obey and honour a chief who was firm and resolute, and not a wobbly and bumbling gambol as Nuri Al Maliki is, or Iyad Alawi was.

Occupation’s inability, or that of its satraps, to interact with the tribal elite of Iraq with conviction is at the root of the current anarchy.

The mess in Iraq that George W. Bush knows not how to control is a creation, entirely, of Americans’ inability to grasp the basics of the Iraqi tribal culture because they, in their hubris, thought what they’d to offer to the Iraqis was far superior.

The mess is a compound of two glaring failures of the occupation army and its civilian sidekicks.

They failed to grasp the fact that Iraq’s textual reality is a two-faced coin. One face is its tribal roots and structure, and the other is its sectarian mosaic that often intrudes into its tribal precincts, taxing its ability to withstand the strain.

In this sense, Iraq is an artificial entity, carved out of the rump Ottoman Empire to accommodate the imperialist agenda of the then domineering imperialist power, Great Britain.

Now that very inherent weakness of the Iraqi polity is being exposed in full glare before the world because of the insatiable lust of the current hectoring imperialist power determined to hog Iraq’s fabulous oil wealth and use its vantage strategic location as springboard for Pax Americana in the 21st century.

Saddam had kept the sectarian monster in check by implementing the secular agenda of the Arab Baath Socialist creed that frowned upon any religious strain.

It’s a tragedy, less for the Iraqis and the Arabs and more for the Americans avowedly crusading to ‘enlighten’ the Arabs with their democratic / messianic ethos that when Arab socialism and secularism was in full flow, on the watch of the likes of Gemal Nasir of Egypt, it was resolutely countered by the Americans, who then sponsored religious revivalism as its counter-weight.

It’s nothing short of an embarrassing irony that the biggest challenge to American hegemony over the Arab world, and even non-Arab Persian Gulf, is being mounted by forces of religious revival and ascendancy, which had been patronized with fervour by the American power in the teeth of its Battle Royal against communism of the Cold War era.

So Iraq, crossing the threshold of four years of American occupation finds itself grappling with problems that only someone bent upon uprooting its very foundations could have unleashed. It’s immaterial how many hundreds of thousands of Iraqis, or tens of thousands of them, as the occupation forces contend, have been killed in the ongoing mayhem and free-for-all slaughter.

Iraq’s bleeding will not stanch as long as its alien occupation is not vacated.

Bush, in the twilight of his presidency, is still committed to chasing the chimera of ‘victory.’ But that satisfaction will elude him, as much in Iraq as in Afghanistan. However, in the conspicuous absence of a moral courage to admit his Himalayan blunder, he’s pressing on with his military ‘surge’ the goals of which are about as hazy and shrouded in intellectual bankruptcy as those of the ‘war on terrorism.’

The ‘Battle of Baghdad’ is Bush’s last hurrah in Iraq, which only highlights his inability to grasp the importance of giving primacy to a political solution. His narrow perspective and lack of vision is only goading him to somehow earn a fig leaf in history to cover his appalling failures.

The success or, shall we say, minimizing the prospect of failure in the ‘Battle of Baghdad’ hinges on the man still decried by the ultra-imperialists in the Bush camp as the ‘biggest threat’ to American presence in Iraq.

Moqtada Al Sadr holds the key to the Sadr City, the teeming hub of Shia rejuvenation in the heart of Baghdad. In a remarkable demonstration of responsible power management and restraint, Moqtada has allowed the military surge, led by the Bush-favoured General Petraeus, a trouble-free access to the Sadr city.

He’s not only holding his peace but also holding his young, firebrand legions of Jaish Al Mehdi (JAM) in check, despite repeated provocations from American troops, in a habit to denigrate their Iraqi hostages: several of Moqtada’s lieutenants and confidants have been publicly humiliated by American soldiers in the days since the ‘surge’ was launched.

However, Moqtada has refused to be provoked into doing something rash, impulsive or impudent.

Much of the credit for moderating the reflexes and responses of an erstwhile mercurial Moqtada goes to the former special representative in Iraq of Kofi Annan, Albrecht Gero Muth, whose German roots seem to have served him well in a very demanding situation confronting him in Baghdad. Perhaps he has been inspired by the sterling example of the ‘Iron Chancellor, Otto Von Bismarck, who welded modern Germany out of disparate Prussia, Saxony and Bavaria in the latter-half of the 19th century.

But while Moqtada may be doing his utmost to hold his horses and not disrupt the applecart Prime Minister Maliki has been desperately trying to assemble, there’s lack of matching honesty in the camp of the Arab Republic of Iraq, as the new state is being marketed in the region and the world.

Maliki, sadly, doesn’t have the stature and charisma to lead Iraq at such a demanding and crucial juncture in its tragic history. He’s also not getting much help from Bush, his neocons in Washington or his busybody ambassador–cum-viceroy in Baghdad, Zalmay Khalilzad. The neocons, hell-bent on provoking and confronting Al-Sadr and his JAM legions, are leaning hard on Maliki to fire the Sadr component of his cabinet, just to unnerve him.

But Sadr should, in fact, welcome such a prospect in order to enlarge his popularity base. By lying low in the face of the current military ‘surge’ he’s not only conserving his strength but also keeping his options wide open.

He’s in the best of a win-win situation, irrespective of how the chips ultimately fall into place at the end of six months that the architects of this latest military escalation have given themselves. If Bush proclaims ‘victory’ at the end of the road, Moqtada would have a legitimate claim on a chunk of it; if the whole undertaking fizzles out, he would have no share of the blame-game that would inevitably follow; he will have no explaining to do. He remains firmly rooted in his basic goal of liberating Iraq from foreign occupation.

Sadly, Maliki is the one teetering at the edge of a precipice. His vulnerability as a Bush stooge increases exponentially, by the day, as the ‘surge’ rumbles on to a flimsy and arguable ‘success’ or peters out as yet another of Bush blunders in Iraq. Maliki, in diametric contrast with Moqtada, is caught in a hopeless loss-loss vise.

Maliki’s leadership-deficit vulnerability was exposed in all its dimensions and propensities at the recent regional conference in Baghdad, on March 10, which brought all of Iraq’s neighbours and the permanent members of the Security Council around the same table. However, the ‘conference-that-never-was’ snowballed into a wrangling, slogging, match between the Iranians and the Americans and fizzled out, causing more embarrassment to Maliki, its architect, than to anyone else.

The moral of four years of a haemorrhaging American occupation of Iraq still eludes Bush and his elite neo cons. They still seem to think they can reverse the surging tide against them and steal ‘victory’ from the jaws of a humiliating defeat. The bottom line remains unchanged from the day when the first missiles rained hell-fire on Baghdad. An alien invader not familiar with the sub-structure of an ersatz state like Iraq would always come to grief and bleed himself.
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