
7July 16, 2017

Iran’s post-ISIS blues

Opinion

I
ran reaped major benefits by 
cooperating with the United 
States and the international 
coalition in the post-Sep-
tember 11 invasions of 
Afghanistan and Iraq. The 

purely American agenda in the 
region eliminated in one blow 
two strategic enemies to Iran: 
The Taliban in power to the east 
and Saddam Hussein’s regime to 
the west.

These days, however, the 
American agenda in the region 
does not go well with Iran’s 
mood. Something has changed 
in Washington and it is irking 
the regime in Tehran. It was very 
happy when Kabul and Baghdad 
fell to American hands in 2001 and 
2003, respectively, but it certainly 
was not comforted by American 
military presence on its eastern 
and western borders.

The Taliban and Saddam re-
gimes represented regional threats 
to Iran but with the US presence in 
the region, it is the very existence 
of the revolution regime that is at 
stake.

Tehran and Moscow had cov-
ertly agreed to aid the Taliban 
resistance against the American 
invasion. The United States knew 
that the level of armament and of 
intelligence in the hands of the 
Afghan jihadist movement was 
far superior to the movement’s 
limited resources.

While the Russians remained 
discrete about their role in Af-
ghanistan, the Iranian regime did 
not try hard enough to hide its 
own role in the affair. In recent 
years, Iranian officials publicly 
met in Tehran with leaders in the 
Afghan movement and the Iranian 
media regularly reported the 
movement’s news.

Iraq was a different story. Iran 
was clearly opposed to the US 
presence in Iraq. Its position was 
visible in the actions of the Iraqi 
national opposition and in the 
anti-coalition stance of Muqtada 
al-Sadr’s movement. Let’s not even 
talk about Iran’s role in the rein-
carnation of al-Qaeda under the 
leadership of Abu Musab al-Zar-
qawi and its different subsequent 
versions that led to the appearance 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) headed 
by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

All these anti-American pres-
ence workshops can be traced to 
two major geographical sources: 
Tehran and Damascus.

In Syria, the Iranian regime had 
enough clout to influence security 
decisions. This is how the Syr-

ian security apparatus followed 
strictly the Iranian agenda in the 
area by facilitating the crossing 
of jihadists to Iraq. It also closely 
collaborated with Iranian agents 
to maintain communication chan-
nels with all the jihadist move-
ments, including the Sunni ones, 
in the area.

Former al-Qaeda members 
revealed that its chief, Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, had instructed al-
Qaeda-related movements not to 
target Iranian interests in recogni-
tion of Tehran’s support and aid. 
These ties between a Shia regime 
and anti-Shia organisations 
might seem deeply paradoxical 
but, in fact, are in keeping with 
the Iranian regime’s Machiavel-
lian approach to its security and 
interests.

We have in the “Irangate” 
scandal of 1985 a perfect illustra-
tion of this stance. At that time, 
the Iranian regime used American 
agents to purchase 3,000 TOW 
missiles from Israel to be used in 
the Iran-Iraq war. For its survival, 
ideological principles are of no use 
to the Iranian regime.

The mystery behind the appear-
ance of ISIS must be found within 
the framework of the traditional 
collusion between Iranian and 
Syrian intelligence services and, in 

the case of ISIS, the Iraqi intelli-
gence services as well.

Logically, this collusion is made 
possible only because of Iran’s 
dominance of the political regimes 
in Iraq and Syria. During the US 
occupation of Iraq, the Iranian and 
Syrian regimes actively collaborat-
ed to nurture and sustain armed 
resistance groups opposed to the 
US presence.

In a surrealistic repeat of 
circumstances, Baghdad and Da-
mascus simultaneously released 
imprisoned jihadist leaders who 
quite naturally regrouped in al-
Qaeda and ISIS. The two organisa-
tions have not always seen eye 
to eye. ISIS, under the leadership 
of Baghdadi, ended up founding 
the “Islamic State” in what was 
essentially Iraq, while the Nusra 
pseudo-state was created in Syria 
under Abu Muhammad al-Jolani.

It might be unfair to blame the 
Iranian regime for the entire ter-
rorist phenomenon in the region. 
What is, however, fair to say is 
that this regime has collaborated 
with just about all of the terrorist 
organisations in the region and 
has benefited from their activities. 
The political Islamist movements 
seemingly had access to Iranian 
political, media, military and 
financial support, some of it covert 

and some overt.
Therefore, the unprecedented 

international determination to 
fight terrorism must not stop at 
the technical and tactical aspects 
but must reach all the way to the 
behind-the-scene sources that 
continue to finance it or facilitate 
it.

The Iranian regime is perfectly 
aware of this shift in international 
strategy and knows that the elimi-
nation of ISIS spells bad news for 
it. This time, the Americans are no 
longer unwittingly doing the Irani-
an regime a favour. By eliminating 
ISIS, the Americans are depriving 
Tehran of its network inside the 
region and preparing to isolate it 
internationally.

The international mood has 
shifted. With US President Donald 
Trump insisting since the Riyadh 
summit on the necessity of put-
ting an end to the financing of 
terrorist organisations, Iran will 
no longer be able to get away with 
the claim that has long served its 
interest, namely that terrorism is 
a legitimate political tool. For the 
first time since the Islamic revolu-
tion, Iran is experiencing the 
revolution’s decline.
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The region does not need another crisis

I
t is tragic that the Middle 
East is faced with a new 
crisis in 2017. Old conflicts 
remain troublingly live and 
yet the region has added 
another altercation to the list 

— the row between Qatar and the 
Saudi-led bloc.

Whatever anyone’s political 
sympathies, it is hard to seriously 
argue that disharmony is a produc-
tive state of being — for people or 
for countries. The Saudis and their 
allies seem to think US President 
Donald Trump has their back. This, 
despite the US administration’s 
constant flow of mixed messages, 
which are as head spinning as 
Trump’s contradictory Twitter 
feed.

Three uncomfortable points 
emerge from the ongoing dispute 
and they offer little succour to any-
one involved, including the United 
States.

First, the region really cannot 
afford more discord. The old-
est conflict of them all — the one 
between the Israelis and Palestin-
ians — is neither settled nor being 
addressed. The Palestinians’ plight 
remains piteous even as they are 
patronised, pummelled or pillo-
ried.

Then there is the Syrian civil 
war. It is not over by any means. 

In fact, the recently announced, 
territorially limited ceasefire is the 
fifth attempt at making peace in six 
years.

As for Yemen — a relatively young 
conflict in that it is just 2 years  
old — no one any longer even 
expresses hope for an end to war. 
The situation is so dire the United 
Nations recently called off its 
planned preventive vaccination 
effort against cholera, judging that 
it would be useless.

Iraq remains a dangerously 
sectarian minefield for all that its 
government has been trumpeting 
victory over the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Mosul. It is true that was a happy 
event and only two Iraqi towns — 
Hawija and Tal Afar — remain un-
der control of the extremist group 
but there is little time for delirious 
celebration. The long and hard 
work of nation-building lies ahead 
and the Iraqi government must 
manage expectations and, more to 
the point, scarce resources.

Finally, there is Libya, which 
remains a country in chaos.

Considering all the suffering, 
the broken lives and death and 
destruction in the region, it may 
be a tad self-indulgent to have a 
hissy fit over Doha. And for Trump 
to cheerlead acts of belligerence 
among neighbours is as cynical 

as it is foolhardy. In any case, the 
complete and utter humiliation of 
Qatar, were it even to be achieved, 
could prove dangerous.

Historians offer valuable hind-
sight on the role played by the 1919 
Treaty of Versailles in the rise of 
Adolf Hitler and the outbreak of 
another world war.

Qatar is too small to reprise 
Germany’s role but, never forget, it 
has influential and some might say 
faintly malevolent friends.

 The second  of the three uncom-
fortable truths to emerge from the 
crisis is as follows. It is mendacious 
to categorise the dispute as a battle 
between good and evil. Neither 
party is blameless, and one may 
be rather better placed to win the 
propaganda war.

The battle of narratives pits 
Qatar’s maverick foreign policy and 
all those accusations of its unsa-
voury connections, against the 
legacy of Saudi Arabia’s worldwide 
drive to promote Wahhabism. The 
truth is that, for all Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz’s Vision 2030 and other 
stated plans for reform, the king-
dom’s image remains at odds with 
the 21st century.

Third, it does not serve  
American interests to take sides. 
The crisis, credit for which was 

speedily claimed by Trump, deval-
ues American security guarantees, 
especially in relation to small, 
vulnerable countries.

The likely state of mind in 
Singapore, Kuwait, Bahrain, South 
Korea, Kosovo, Greece and Djibouti 
— all small countries and all either 
hosting US military bases or under 
the Americans’ security umbrella 
— can only be imagined. They are 
likely to be alarmed by the US pres-
ident’s cavalier approach towards 
a country that hosts the Middle 
East’s largest American base.

As Tyler Cowen, economics pro-
fessor at George Mason University, 
recently noted, after Qatar, Ameri-
can security guarantees and bases 
seem to be a commodity unworthy 
of investment. If doubt takes hold, 
many of these small countries may 
seek to build closer and deeper 
relationships with their local or 
regional hegemons, thereby chang-
ing the larger geopolitical picture.

This row is in no one’s inter-
est. As Ronald Reagan once put it, 
peace is not the absence of conflict 
but the ability to handle conflict by 
peaceful means.
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and she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Shifting mood. A US armoured fighting vehicle returns to a base near West Mosul, last June.       (Reuters)


