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ibehind last month is dramati-

it invaded in 2003. Gone are the
comforting simplicities of the

building. The geopolitical con-
text that America has be-

queathed to Iraq is now defined

by five critical challenges.

First, Iraq is at the center of the

merican-Iranian confrontation;

Jran and to promote its own vi-
on of modernising Islamism,
faq is in the middle once again.
irkey is a patron to the large
junni-dominated Iragiya parlia-

entary bloc and the biggest
ce of investment in the Iragi
firdistan region. And it is inti-

itely involved in the affairs of

Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ent, the KR.G., in order to

close tabs on Turkey’s own
h separatist movement,

isbased there.

some form of de facto in-
frendence. It is already nearly
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he Irag, the United States left

ally different from the country

ar on terror” and democracy

is the only place where the
merican military has faced off
against Iranian-backed

Second, it stands in the middle
fthe conflict between Iran and
Saudi Arabia for regional su-
emacy. The Saudi royals op-
the current Iranian gov-
nment but not necessarily the
anian system itself; they might
appily co-exist with a different
jan leadership, as they did

How can Iraq define its destiny -

there. The spectacle of Iraq’s
fugitive vice president, Tarig al-
Hashimi, holed up in Kurdistan
beyond the reach of Baghdad, is
the clearest proof. The KR.G’s
success in providing security
and services—in contrast to the
central government’s dismal
record— is now fueling demands
for other autonomous regions
throughout Irag, posing a major
challenge to the historically cen-
tralized and militarized Iragi
state. Finally, the current at-
mosphere in the region reeks of
an impending sectarian explo-
sion. Shiite-Sunni conflict led
Iraq to the brink of all-out civil
war between 2005 and 2007. To-
day, a reprise of that disaster is
quite possible. The triumphalism
of Shiite politicians masks anxi-
eties about their community’s
ascendancy. And the news media,
especially Arabic-language satel-
lite channels, are brimming with
blatantly offensive sectarian sen-
timents and contributing to an at-
mosphere of crisis and impend-
ing disaster — prompted in no
small measure by the nefarious
work of bigoted and ignorant
clerics, often inspired by the in-
tolerant ideology of Wahhabist Is-
lam.

The French historian Fernand
Braudel used the term “longue
durée” to describe how changes
in the deep socio-economic and
technological structures of civil-
isations play out over long peri-
ods of time. Such shifts are as im-
portant in determining the his-
tory of societies and nations as

major political events and crises.

The Middle East is today ex-
periencing a twofold upheaval of
immense proportions: a dra-
matic acceleration of climate

' change, water shortages, urban

growth, environmental degra-
dation, persistent economic and
resource imbalances, and popu-
lation explosions that coincide
with wars, invasions, foreign in-
terventions, civil and religious
strife, and mass uprisings. And

munities locked in laagers. The
Arab successor states to the Ot-
toman Empire have all proved to
be unstable, prone to violence
and easy targets of foreign in-
tervention and control. Left
unchecked, Iraq will remain
hostage to the turbulent region in
which it finds itself — and to the
price of oil. ,

This is Irag’s legacy, but it
need notbe its destiny. Iraq must
reimagine the Middle East, cre-

“ The livelihood of Tragis is overly dependent
onastate that is entirely reliant on a single resource.
Agriculture has effectively collapsed; the great river
systems of Mesopotamia have shriveled; trade routes
based on Irag’s unique geography have vanished; and
transport links have atrophied 9§

the longue durée is now exerting
its influence on Iraq,

The livelihood of Iragis is over-
ly dependent on a state that is en-
tirely reliant on a single resource.
Agriculture has effectively col-
lapsed; the greatriver systems of
Mesopotamia have shriveled;
trade routes based on Irag’s
unique geography have vanished;
and transport links have atro-
phied. Merchants and entrepre-
neurs are merely recyclers of
state-owned and state-generated
wealth and a previously open
and culturally and religiously ac-
commodating society has been
replaced by beleaguered com-

ating new economic, security
and political structures that
weave Middle Eastern countries
closer together while peacefully
accommodating the region’s eth-
nic and religious diversity. In the
American-Iranian cold war, Irag
must resist being draggedintoa
confrontation. We have real in-
terests on both sides and can play
an important role in mediating
and even defusing that conflict.

In the regional struggle be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Iran,
Tragmust stand on the side of jus-
tice and equity by pushing for free
and fair elections, representative
government, minority rights and

the rule of law in places like
Bahrain, Syria, Lebanon and ¢
Yemen. Iraq should welcome
Turkey’s return to the Middle
East, not as aneo-Ottoman Em-
pire but as a successful example
of a dynamic economy rooted in
ademocratic state that respects
its Islamic heritage.

Andit could halt the drift of the
KR.G, toward independence by
creating open and fair Iragi na-
tional institutions and civic cul-
ture. These are the best guaran-
tors of national unity.

Finally, to prevent a sectarian
war in the Middle East, Iraq
must resist the rhetoric of ex-
tremists and push for an inclusive
understanding of Islam that un-
dermines the viciousness of hate-
ful ideologues.

The passivity and indifference
of Iraq’s leaders to these funda-
mental challenges contrasts with
the ferocity with which they have
fought their battles for political
power and influence, and the
frenzy with which they have
sought material gain for them-
selves and their cronies.

Wise leadership and states-
manship could lead us out of
this morass. Failing that, the
forces buffeting Iraq and the re-
gion may very well lead us toa ca-
tastrophe. :

Ali A. Allawi served as Iraq’s
minister of trade, defense and fi-
nance in succession between
2003 and 2006. He is the author of

“The Occupation of Iraq: Win-
ning the War, Losing the Peace.”
— New York Times

dibly, the Syrian uprising
snow entered its 10th month.
pre than 5,000 people have
Kkilled, according to the
ed Nations, with thousands
imprisoned and tortured
‘driven from the country.
ny Syrian activists fear the
| may be far higher. A newly
lbased Human Rights Watch
port details that army units
b haan aiven “choot to kil

Hafez had originally designat-
ed his eldest and favourite son,
Bassel, as his successor, and
Bassel, the chief of presidential
security, was perfect for the job.
He was forceful, macho, an afi-
cionado of fast cars who was
popular with women. He stood in
stark contrast to Bashar, Hafez’s
second son, who grew up in Bas-
sel's shadow, weak and in his own
world, calm with a soft voice.
Bashar went on to become a
doctor, specialising in ophthal-
mology. In fact, it was Hafez’s

Bashar al-Assad every rbit his father’s son

“first in command, not second.” ~
Bashar’s comment that he
doesn’t own the country is rem-
iniscent of Gaddaff’s denial that
he had any position of authority
in Libya at the beginning of the
unrest there. Likewise reminis-
cent of Gaddafi, who repeatedly
claimed, “My people, they all
love me,” when asked whether he
thought that he had the support
of the Syrian people, Basharre-
sponded that he wouldn't be in
the position of president if he did-
't But, in an apparent reference
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