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T
here was general dismay over Iran’s response to new 
sanctions imposed by the United States, which 
targeted 18 individuals and entities linked to Iranian 
missile development and weapons procurement.

Almost immediately after the sanctions were 
announced, the Iranian parliament considered 
authorising extra funding for Tehran’s ballistic missile 

programme. It also discussed increasing the resources available to 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’ foreign operations wing, 
al-Quds Force, which the United States and several Arab countries 
accuse of implementing Iran’s expansionist designs in the region.

A senior member of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
General Amir Ali Hajizadeh, darkly proposed “reciprocal actions 
(against the United States) with a high cost.” Iran’s Foreign 
Ministry went further. It threatened sanctions “against American 
people and entities.”

Taken together, these were not the actions of a country that 
seeks peaceful coexistence. With the defiant apportioning of more 
money to al-Quds Force, Tehran is making its intentions plain.

Now, more than at any time in nearly 25 years, Iran is trying to 
impose its diktat on countries in the region. Using a mix of soft 
and hard power, Iran is extending its footprint in the service of its 
sectarian-based strategic interests.

In Iraq, Iran has acquired enormous influence over the use of 
local militias. Al-Quds Force is enmeshed in Iraq, too. The plans of 
its leader, Qassem Soleimani, seem to include turning Iraq’s 
national army into a “doctrinal” army.

Iran’s relentless attempts at transforming Iraq into a client state 
of sorts are an increasing source of frustration for Iraqis who want 
to preserve their country’s independence and protect its political 
system from sectarianism and its companion affliction, corrup-
tion.

In Syria, foreign Shia militias of several nationalities, including 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, have been doing Iran’s bidding with an eye 
on assuming a permanent presence there after the war.

In Yemen, by backing the Houthi rebels against the internation-
ally recognised government of President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi, Iran has ensured that that war-stricken country continues to 
bleed.

In a statement denouncing Tehran, the US State, Treasury and 
Justice departments said Iran was undermining “regional stabil-
ity, security and prosperity.” Its activities were said to have 
violated the “spirit” of the 2015 nuclear deal between Tehran and 
six world powers.

Those were tough words and they were said by a US administra-
tion that has signalled a determination to act tough, too.

Tehran would do well to watch its step. It is squandering 
resources on regional meddling. The new business opportunities 
that opened after the international nuclear deal should not be 
added to its war chest.

Iran’s show of defiance may be the wrong way to deal with US 
President Donald Trump. The US president must certify Tehran’s 
compliance with the nuclear deal every three months but Trump 
seems in no mood to do so come the next deadline in October. By 
then his administration’s review of Iran policy will be complete. 
Who knows what will emerge?

It is in everyone’s interest, including Iran’s, to heed the por-
tents.

Iran should cease its 
provocative behaviour
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Iraq needs new
non-sectarian blood

M
inutes after the 
celebrations of the 
victory over the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Mosul, signs of 
sectarian manipu-

lations in Iraq crept in. There were 
reports of inhumane treatment of 
Iraqi prisoners suspected of 
belonging to ISIS as well as calls 
for a settlement between Shia and 
Sunni politicians.

For years, these same politicians 
did nothing but carry out their own 
sectarian political agendas and 
projects. They squabbled over their 
shares of power and loot in total 
disregard for the interests and the 
rights of the Iraqi people, be they 
those who have suffered dislocation 
and killings at the hands of ISIS or 
the rest of the population, which 
continues to endure the absence of 
basic services of electricity, water, 
health, education and security.

There is total confusion in Iraq 
today. With weapons available 
everywhere and out of official 
control, political and sectarian 
polarisation among the traditional 
political parties will likely lead to 
the creation of armed sectarian 
factions. This unsuccessful political 
class has made it part of its agenda 
to maintain instability and sectar-
ian stoking in the country because, 
otherwise, its members would lose 
their privileges. Sectarian politics is 
based on continuously generating 
crises, confusion and splits.

The sectarian forces want to hi-
jack the Iraqi military victory, strip 
it of its national character, turn it 
into a sectarian victory and use it to 
reinforce the dominance of political 
Islam in both its Shia and Sunni 
versions.

They are determined to perpetu-
ate the conditions that produced 
ISIS through the many failing meas-
ures and policies that piled up since 
2003. These policies were based on 
sectarian division, political mar-
ginalisation, spreading hatred and 
vengeance and refusing any serious 
attempts to bring back the spirit of 
belonging to a single Iraqi national-
ity. We must be ready at the highest 
political levels in the country to 
courageously and seriously thwart 
those plans of robbing the country 
of a national victory over ISIS.

A military victory alone is not suf-
ficient to put an end to the forces of 
terror and extremism in Iraq. What 
we need is for a team of elite politi-
cal figures — Shias and Sunnis from 
inside and outside the existing Iraqi 
political circles — to lay the founda-
tions for political victory. The team 
could be led by Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi. Its creation would 

not necessitate any new laws or 
constitutional amendments.

This team must have a clear 
nationalistic vision and a new po-
litical programme to do away with 
the fundamental causes behind the 
rise of ISIS and its quick occupation 
of Iraq. This team must be able to 
deliver what is needed for the new 
era, namely many urgent admin-
istrative and political measures 
capable of lifting the spirit of vic-
tory to slam the door on all projects 
for renewing sectarian division. By 
leading such a mission, Abadi could 
bravely finish his national mission.

The new measures must begin 
with irreversibly relinquishing 
nefarious sectarian policies. They 
were real and not just slogans. The 
non-sectarian team must be armed 
with the existing and significant 
popular support waiting for new 
political blood. It is time to put an 
end to the looting and disastrous 
policies of the previous era. It is 
time to give the helm to responsible 
Iraqis with clean hands and clean 
minds.

A team of capable, unbiased 
and virtuous figures armed with a 
national programme would be able 
to pressure the existing parties 
from all sides to give up their petty 
politicking, which is taking shape 
in sectarian congresses, projects for 
political settlements and attempts 
by certain sects to take full credit 
for liberating Mosul.

We have in Abadi’s decision 
to have the central government 
supervise clean-up operations in 
Mosul a good example of construc-
tive steps towards instilling Iraqi 
nationalism. All through the battle 
for Mosul, Abadi stuck by his own 
slogan — “protecting citizens.”

A series of measures were taken 
and it is indicative of the desired 
transition. In Mosul, the central 
government is overseeing opera-
tions to identify ISIS members and 
their supporters and separate them 
from civilians. It is also the central 
government that is responsible for 
bringing perpetrators of human 
rights violations to justice and for 
making sure that this new situation 
is not exploited for stirring sectar-
ian divisions.

Abadi and his team of non-
sectarian politicians, be they Shias 
or Sunnis, cannot afford to fail in 
their new mission because, if they 
do, Iraq will plunge into even more 
severe and violent sectarian strife. 
Such an outcome surely serves the 
purposes of those projects aimed at 
keeping Iraq disunited and weak to 
divide the region.

Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi writer.
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