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Opinion

C
an you imagine an 
Iraq with streets and 
cities free of terror-
ists and militias? Can 
you envisage in the 
near or distant future 

that the country will finally be 
safe? For that, we need laws that 
give priority to the dignity of 
citizens and not step on their 
rights.

It remains to be seen if 
normality can return to Iraq after 
the end of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
whose existence has been used as 
an excuse to flout all laws against 
humanity in the country.

There is no guarantee that the 
end of ISIS following the Mosul 
offensive would result in the 
disappearance of all terror across 
the country.

People are pessimistic because 
the new Iraqi state, which came 
about following the 2003 US-led 
invasion of the country, did not 

offer anything better than its 
predecessor. Many look back with 
a sense of yearning for what they 
see as better days.

Today we face another problem 
that will make sure we will be 
stuck with sectarianism for years 
to come: The application form 
distributed by the Ministry of 
Defence to those who wish to 
study at military academies asks 
them for their religion and branch 
of faith (Sunni or Shia).

New army recruits are already 
predominately from one sect and 
the new enrolment procedure 
appears to lay the foundation for 
this imbalance to continue.

Why would those who are 
recruited to become officers in the 
country’s army need to mention 
their religion and their sect? What 
has their belief got to do with 
their military service to their 
country? One’s faith is not related 
to military professionalism.

We need to ask ourselves why 
one’s faith would be considered to 
be more of a decisive factor than 
traits that matter, such as one’s 
education and knowledge.

Another question is the relation 
between one’s faith and how 
responsive a person would be in 
obeying orders. Does your faith 
affect your bravery in fighting 
foreign enemies or how you will 
execute military plans?

An army that predominately 
belongs to one sect will look at 
fellow citizens of a different faith 
as a potential enemy.

Their partners in the country 
would be seen as rivals, for 
nothing more other than 
belonging to a different branch of 
faith. This would breed feelings 
of more hatred and those who 
dominate the military would look 
at those who hold different beliefs 
as potential traitors. Loyalty 
would no longer be to the country 

or its citizens as a whole.
Selecting military members 

based on sectarian preferences 
would mean that incidents of 
war crimes and crimes against 
humanity would be more likely in 
a multifaith country such as Iraq.

It would be more difficult for 
new officers to report wrongdoing 
in the military. Their loyalty 
would be less towards the law or 
the country but rather towards a 
sectarian collective.

In the army, we should not have 
the sacredness of the sect above 
loyalty to the country.

The Ministry of Defence would 
also be making sure that all 
honourable men who want to 
serve and defend their country 
could not do so if they belong to 
the “wrong” branch of faith. What 
would happen to them?
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Baghdad Operations Command’s head Lieutenant-General Abdul Ameer al-Shammari (C) stands with Iraqi army in centre of Falluja, Iraq, last June.                                     (Reuters)

This is the age of 
populist 
demagogues, 
nativist political 
rhetoric and the 
promise of 
physical and 
mental walls.
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N
ow that British 
Airways has 
followed Air France 
in resuming direct 
f lights to Tehran, it 
may be appropriate 

to update the Golden Arches 
Theory of Conflict Prevention 
and its successor, the Dell 
Theory. Let’s call it the Air Links 
Theory of Peace and Security. For 
2016, that sounds just about 
right.

The Golden Arches Theory ap-
peared in 1996; the Dell a decade 
later. Both were catchy inventions 
by New York Times journalist 
and best-selling author Thomas 
Friedman. Once upon a time, 
both theories appeared to clearly 
and cleverly sum up the state of 
the world, one that was speeding 
down the globalisation highway 
towards a future filled with happy 
homogenisation, the convergence 
of opportunities, a single market-
place and a shrinking role for the 
nation state.

No longer. This is the age of 
populist demagogues, fierce oppo-
sition to free trade deals, nativist 
political rhetoric and the promise 
of physical and mental walls. It is 
a world of Donald Trump, Marine 
Le Pen, Nigel Farage, Brexit and 
chants of “no TPP”, which is to 
say US President Barack Obama’s 
Trans-Pacific Partnership. Both 
the Golden Arches and the Dell 
Theory are no longer fit for pur-
pose. They are going the way of 
the dodo.

The Air Links Theory is more 

pragmatic. It is premised on the 
assumption that most countries 
will try to establish ways to reach 
each other’s capitals — for busi-
ness and for pleasure — but that 
real or perceived security needs 
may outweigh the prospect of 
peaceful and profitable interac-
tion. That means peace for a time, 
not peace for all time.

It is totally on point in a year 
that has seen flight maps change 
— for good or ill — along with 
dramatic shifts in foreign policy. 
The United Kingdom and France 
have returned to the skies above 
Tehran, marking the steady thaw 
in Iran’s relations with the West 
just more than a year since its 
landmark nuclear agreement with 
six world powers. Commercial 
flights are resuming between the 
United States and Cuba after more 
than half-a-century.

Both developments are consid-
ered positive for building business 
and people-to-people ties. The 
US Department of Transporta-
tion estimates that up to 110 daily 
flights operated by US carriers will 
start flying to Havana, turning 
the Caribbean’s largest island into 
a major holiday destination for 
Americans.

In the negative column of the 
balance sheet is the Brexit vote. 
Technically, it means Britain’s 
eventual exit from the European 
Union will also eject it from the 
historic 2007 open skies agree-
ment between the United States 
and European Union. This would 
limit transatlantic opportunities, 

price points and, ultimately, pas-
sengers.

But the vote, which was driven 
by the British people’s desire for 
an imagined secure zone free of 
foreign control, foreign influences 
and too many foreign people, 
also fits with our updated theory 
of international relations. For 
countries sometimes need their 
comfort blankets, be they in the 
form of border closures or reneged 
regional pacts. Real or perceived 
security needs may take prece-
dence over commercial or political 
gains.

In 2016, it is no longer possible 
to talk blithely about economics 
as an almost permanent guarantor 
against conflict. In 1996, Fried-
man was able to propound his 
Golden Arches Theory as follows: 
“No two countries that both have 
a McDonald’s have ever fought 
a war against each other.” In 
other words, countries can have 
McDonald’s, the world’s biggest 
restaurant chain, only when they 
have reached a sufficient level of 
economic prosperity and political 
stability to make war unattrac-
tive to their people. By the time 
countries get to that level, assured 
Friedman, their people “don’t like 
to fight wars; they like to wait in 
line for burgers”.

At the time, it sounded plausi-
ble. That was the year McDonald’s 
had gone into its 100th country, 
which meant the golden arches 
spanned more than half the 
world’s recognised nation-states. 
About ten years later, Friedman 

was back with the Dell Theory, 
which basically said the same 
thing, only in terms of manufac-
turing and the economic supply 
chains girdling the world.

But the thesis of an ever-
flattening world is misleading. 
It suggests that interconnected 
individuals in disparate countries 
will collaborate and compete in 
a good-natured sprint towards 
development and progress. Un-
fortunately, the mutually reas-
suring presence of McDonald’s 
outlets did not stop the 2008 war 
between Russia and Georgia or 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea. 
A profusion of Dell-style supply 
chains has not forced Israel to 
treat the Palestinians any better or 
even to comply with international 
law. If anything, lifting people up 
from poverty and into the middle 
classes — China and India cases in 
point — can make countries more 
nationalistic and militaristic.

So, could air links between 
countries reduce the possibility of 
conflict? Only up to a point. Even 
though Iran’s president, Has-
san Rohani, said it opened “new 
windows for engagement with the 
world”, the nuclear deal has its 
Iranian critics who are opposed to 
letting in some fresh air.

The world is not flattening; it is 
still Earth-shaped.
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