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A
s Lebanon acknowledges the 40th anniversary of its 
devastating civil war, there is no indication the Arab 
world has learned many lessons from that 15-year-
long internecine conflict.

Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya are being decimated 
by civil strife. People who formerly shared citizen-
ship and regarded each other as countrymen have 

now gathered behind sectarian, ethnic or tribal walls. With 
religious identity hardening and extremist ideologies gaining the 
upper hand, century-old tenuous coexistence has given way to 
zero-sum, winner-take-all violence.

Ongoing civil wars have proven devastating in terms of their 
human toll, infrastructure damage and lost revenue. Millions have 
been displaced inside their countries or made refugees abroad. 
Current bloody events will create an entire generation of wounded 
and traumatised young men and women unable to lead functional 
lives, much less help rebuild their countries.

The fragile and complex make-up of many Arab countries has 
lent itself to manipulation by regional powers – exactly what 
Lebanon experienced during its civil war. The Sykes-Picot states, 
prime among them Syria and Iraq, are proving especially vulner-
able to forces of disintegration.

The chaos created by regionalism, tribalism and feuding over 
natural resources have led to protracted civil strife in Libya. A 
similarly destructive process led to the dismemberment of the 
Sudan. Many of the Arab countries’ current borders could be in 
jeopardy if internal conflicts persist.

The instability and fraying of authority that accompanies 
internal conflicts have facilitated the emergence of abhorrently 
violent forces such as al-Qaeda and ISIS, which have only wrought 
further death and destruction upon the region.

Civil wars shaking the Arab world have encouraged Israeli 
governments to believe they can afford not to work for a just peace 
with the Palestinians. Too consumed by the internal feuds, most of 
the Arabs have been unable today to focus on anything outside 
their borders.

The ongoing civil strife also poses threats to the minorities who 
make up sizeable populations of many states in the Middle East and 
North Africa. Just as religious minority regimes should not impose 
their will on majorities through the barrel of a gun, neither should 
majority groups disenfranchise minorities under the pretence of 
majoritarianism or sectarian “purity”.

 The solution lies not in world powers exploiting the mayhem by 
trying to re-engineer the makeup of afflicted countries. The 
situation can only be made worse by regional powers supporting 
proxy armies to back one faction against the other. That kind of 
interference only further confuses loyalties and allegiances, and 
thus fuels the flames of further civil strife.

The uprisings of 2011 have also laid bare, in many parts of the 
Middle East and North Africa, glaring regional development 
imbalances which can lead to further strife and instability.

The Arab world needs to stop the civil war madness from which 
there will be no victors. Then, it can devote its resources to the 
building (and in many cases, to the rebuilding) of its societies.

In the long run, there will be need for region-wide reform that 
would establish political systems on the basis of citizenship not on 
any divisive affiliations. Only then will the Arabs be able to achieve 
civil peace and stability at home and to interact constructively 
with the rest of the world.
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Arab leaders are 
being challenged by 
ISIS as to who is the 
rightful protector of 
Arabs and Sunnis
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C
onflicts across the 
Middle East have taken 
on a strong sectarian 
dimension in what 
appears to be a proxy 
war between the 

Iranian axis and an Arab alliance 
led by Saudi Arabia.

From Iraq to Syria to Lebanon and 
all the way south to Yemen, historic 
buried rivalries between Muslim 
Shias and Sunnis have resurfaced in 
a bloody way and are spreading like 
fire in a dry wood, dividing families, 
tribes and countries. The sectarian 
genie is out and is threatening those 
who helped release it.

It is not a secret that Iran has 
successfully exported the Islamic 
revolution to Iraq, Syria, Lebanon 
and Bahrain. Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei also 
has great political and religious 
influence on many Shias in the Arab 
and Islamic world.

This gives Tehran influence 
and puts it in direct confrontation 
with most of the region’s leaders. 
Although the conflict between Iran 
and the Arab world is largely politi-
cal with historic ethnic roots, it has 
become today largely sectarian.

The Arab countries largely 
relied on their allies — the United 
States and Europe — to help them 
stand against Iran. But Washing-
ton shocked its Arab allies with 
the agreement it negotiated and 

reached with Tehran over 
the Iranian nuclear pro-
gramme. This constituted 
an important landmark 
in Arab relations with 
the West and generated a 
strong sense that Washing-
ton was eager to strike a 
deal with Iran even if that 
did not prevent Iran from 
becoming a major power in 
the region.

When the Sunni majority of 
Syria revolted against the Iranian-
backed Alawite Syrian regime, 
Arab countries saw an opportu-
nity to check Iranian expansionist 
schemes. They sent large caches 
of weapons to the rebels who were 
quickly infiltrated by Islamic groups 
that gained the upper hand in the 
fighting and occupied large chunks 
of the country.

Iraq at the time was also engulfed 
in a sectarian war between the 
Iranian-backed Shia government 
forces and Sunni tribes supported 
by Arab Gulf states. Islamic groups 
in Syria and Iraq joined forces and 
invaded most of the Sunni prov-
inces of Iraq and subsequently 
established the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Iraq and Syria.

In Yemen, Iran supported the 
Houthi movement which is made 
up of the Zaidi sect, an offshoot of 
Shi’ism. The Houthis fought for few 
years against the Yemeni govern-
ment under president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, also a Zaidi. But when the 

Arab Gulf States supported the 
Yemeni revolution against Saleh, 
the Houthis joined forces with the 
former president and overthrew 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour, a 
Sunni from the south. Now, Riyadh 
is leading an alliance of nine Arab 
countries plus Pakistan against the 
Houthis to restore Hadi to power.

The patriotism and sense of 
nationalism of Shia communities in 
the Arab countries is being ques-
tioned. Does the Arab Shia regard 
himself a citizen of this country or 
a follower of the Iranian supreme 
leader? Can his Arab government 
trust him? These are questions on 
the minds of many Arab officials 
and leaders.

At the same time, the rise of 
ISIS as a force that is adamant on 
confronting the Iranian-Shia threat 
that the Arab regimes failed to stop 
has appealed to many young people 
who continue to travel thousands 
of miles to join the extremist group. 
Arab leaders are being challenged 
by ISIS as to who is the rightful 
protector of Sunni Arabs.

The Iranian-axis of Tehran-
Damascus-Hezbollah is no longer 
being accepted by most Arabs as 
a genuine anti-Israeli force set on 
liberating Palestine. It is seen as a 
Shia alliance aimed at undermin-
ing Arabs and Sunnis. Pakistani 
and Turkish support to Operation 
Decisive Storm in Yemen is a clear 
signal to Tehran that non-Arab Mus-
lim states have grown frustrated 
with Iranian efforts of exporting the 
revolution.

Therefore, the regional political 
struggle has taken on a sectarian 
dimension and is quickly sliding 
into an all-out sectarian war that 
nobody can really win because 
religious ideological wars are total 
wars: They end when one party 
annihilates the other or when one 
surrenders and converts.

Iran and its allies are fighting ISIS 
on one front (Iraq) and the United 
States is on their side there, while 
Arab allies are fighting Iran on an-
other front (Yemen) with America’s 
aid. Both are willingly subjecting 
themselves to a war of attrition that 
neither can win.

It is time for Iran to end the policy 
of exporting the revolution and 
seek a political agreement with its 
neighbours, while it is also time for 
Arab countries to come together in 
an all-out effort to combat extrem-
ism and terminate ISIS before it 
expands beyond control.

Only a Sunni force can defeat 
a Sunni extremist group. Hence, 
Tehran should step back and seek 
a political settlement with its Arab 
neighbours that would end the cur-
rent madness.

Riad Kahwaji is CEO of the Insti-
tute for Near East and Gulf Military 
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai 
and Beirut.

Why Tehran should step back


