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Trump’s anti-Muslim rhetoric
is affecting the United States

Obama’s false dichotomy:
Short beards vs long beards

S 

adiq Khan, Lon-
don’s newly elected 
mayor, used the 
first 24 hours after 
his win to 
denounce the 
anti-Muslim 
campaign waged 
against him. Khan 

said his rival Zac Goldsmith, with 
the overt support of British Prime 
Minister David Cameron, had 
deployed tactics “straight out of 
the Donald Trump playbook”.

It was an obvious reference to 
Trump’s anti-Muslim remarks on 
the campaign trail. The Republican 
Party’s presumptive presidential 
nominee started saying he wanted 
to ban Muslims from entering 
America in December, right after 
the mass shooting by a married 
Muslim couple in San Bernardino, 
California. He focused on the 
threat from Muslim foreigners 
even though the San Bernardino 
shooters were legally present in 
the United States — the man was 
US-born-and-bred and of Pakistani 
ethnicity; his Pakistani wife had a 
green card as a consequence of the 
marriage.

Six months later, Trump is still 
talking up the threat posed to the 
United States by Muslim foreign-
ers, though he graciously says he 
will make an exception for Khan 
and permit him to enter the United 
States.

But it is clear there is a playbook. 
First, because Trump no longer 
needs inflammatory rhetoric 

to, in his favourite 
word, “win” his 
party’s nomination 
for president. As of 
May 4th, he was the 
last man standing in 
the Republican race. 
Trump could conceiv-
ably offer a new vi-
sion for America, one 
that would be based 
on building up rather 
than striking down. 
That he does not 

want to suggests there is “a Trump 
playbook”.

It is already having a devastat-
ing effect but not in any way that 
makes Americans feel safer.

Consider this. On May 5th, a 
40-year-old, olive-skinned man 
with curly dark hair, was the rea-
son a domestic American Airlines 
flight was delayed for a couple of 
hours and returned to the gate. The 
man, an Italian Ivy League econo-
mist named Guido Menzio, had 
committed the following offence: 
scribbling differential equations 
into a notebook for a lecture he 
was to give in Ontario.

Menzio, who teaches at the 
University of Pennsylvania, had 
been reported by another pas-
senger worried about the security 
implication of the foreign lettering 
on which he was so focused. The 
economist was able to convince 
security personnel that he was 
writing mathematical equations, 
not plans in Arabic to blow up the 
plane.

The incident comes just a month 
after Khairuldeen Makhzoomi, an 
Iraqi refugee student at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, was 
taken from a domestic flight for 
having been overheard speaking 
Arabic. A panicky fellow passenger 
reported Makhzoomi because she 
confused the word inshallah with 
shaheed or martyr.

Both incidents might seem no 
more than a ludicrous coincidence 
and almost laughable if they were 
not so serious.

Menzio, whose equations were 
so terrifying for an ordinary Ameri-
can traveller, offers a troubling 
diagnosis. He has confessed to be-
ing troubled by the ignorance of his 
fellow passenger and by a security 
protocol “that relies on the input 
of people who may be completely 
clueless”.

And he blamed the rising xeno-
phobia stoked by the ongoing US 
presidential campaign. “What 
might prevent an epidemic of 
paranoia?” he told the Washington 

Post. “It is hard not to recognise in 
this incident, the ethos of Trump’s 
voting base.”

Clearly, the Trump playbook is 
creating dramatic subscripts in all 
sorts of ways for people who hap-
pen to look different in America. 
Swarthy. Middle Eastern. It might 
be called “flying while looking 
suspicious”.

There is, as Trump earlier put 
it in relation to Muslims and the 
United States, “something going 
on”. There is something going on 
but it is not what he says it is.

America is afflicted with fear. 
And it is the result of the Trump 
playbook.

There can be no other reason 
for the sudden onset of paranoia 
nearly 15 years after 9/11, when 
America is, arguably, as safe as it 
is possible to be. In 15 years, there 
has not been another terrorist at-
tack that was planned abroad and 
executed on American soil.

After some teething troubles — 
and allegations of ineptitude and 
brutality — the vast US Department 
of Homeland Security has pretty 
much settled into its role. It was 
created a year after the Transporta-
tion Security Administration (TSA), 
which was folded into it. The 
TSA, signed into law two months 
after 9/11, has done a fairly decent 
job of overseeing security for 
highways, railways, buses, mass 
transit systems, pipelines, ports 
and more than 450 US airports 
across the country. US President 
Barack Obama has been known 
to frequently remind his aides 
that terrorism takes fewer lives in 
America than guns and accidents 
in bathtubs and on the road.

But the Trump playbook is spin-
ning a dangerously different sto-
ryline and it is having the intended 
effect.
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B
y all appear-
ances, the Arab 
world seems 
awash in 
extremism. The 
prominence of 
violent and 
regressive 
elements is, in 

part, a result of White House 
strategy. The submergence of the 
region’s rational voices is also the 
result of US policy.

In pursuing a single-minded 
policy of rapprochement with Iran, 
US President Barack Obama has 
sought to make moderate Sunni 
and Shia elements disappear from 
the Middle Eastern political land-
scape.

In his famous Cairo speech of 
June 2009, Obama set out to rede-
fine US-Muslim relations, asserting 
that the main problem was one of 
effective communication. Seven 
years later, the sole beneficiary of 
US outreach has been the brutal 
theocratic dictatorship in Teheran.

Earlier this year, 
during a visit to 
Washington, a moder-
ate centrist Lebanese 
parliamentarian was 
told by more than 
one US government 
official that, while 
America’s allies in the 
region have problems 
with the short beards 
(Hezbollah and Iran), 
the problem for the 
United States lies with 

the long beards (the Islamic State). 
The gentleman was advised to 
adjust to this new reality: US policy 
was engagement with Iran and 
distancing itself from traditional 
Arab Sunni allies.

In executing this strategic shift, 
Obama has become a master 
of the straw man and the false 
dichotomy. As he surveys the 
Middle East, Obama tells us that 
the United States faces a simple 
choice between Shia Islamism 
(represented by Tehran and Hez-
bollah) and Sunni Islamism. As the 
president argues, Iran and its allies 
are clearly preferable to al-Qaeda, 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and their 
offshoots.

Obama is speaking past moder-
ate voices and effectively seeking 
to silence them. Moderate Sun-
nis and Shia elements opposing 
Iran are to be disregarded, even 
discredited. By Obama’s reckon-
ing, there are no other viable 
partners save the ayatollahs and, 
by extension, Hezbollah. The 
Green movement of 2009 is noth-
ing more than an inconvenient 
memory. Likewise, the Sunnis of 
the Gulf can be painted with the 
same Islamo-fascist brush as ISIS. 
There is no meaningful distinction 
between that terror group and the 
Saudi monarchy, according to this 
weak argument.

A moderate Shia alternative to 
the ayatollahs and Hezbollah exists 
in Iran and Lebanon. In Iraq, there 
is no desire for Iranian hegemony. 
The rulers in the Gulf, as well as 

Saudi Arabia, represent a bulwark 
against ISIS and the obscurantist 
elements in their own societies. 
Obama, however, simply can-
not acknowledge this as it would 
undermine the false dichotomy he 
has set up.

Obama’s engagement with Iran 
was not just a rhetorical gambit to 
convince the world of the merits 
of rapprochement. The pursuit 
of a deal affected every aspect 
of Obama’s Middle East policy. 
He sacrificed all other regional 
priorities to appease and reconcile 
with Iran. This can be seen from 
Washington’s policies towards Iraq 
and Syria, and most recently the 
signing of the Iran nuclear deal and 
the effect this has had on the wider 
region.

The success of this deal, which 
was so relentlessly pursued by 
Obama, is ultimately hostage to the 
caprice of the ayatollahs and the 
president has indicated his willing-
ness to bow to their demands at 
all costs to ensure that the deal is 
fully implemented and his policy 
of engagement vindicated.

Obama entered office preach-
ing the transformational value of 
engagement, in particular with 
Iran. For the last seven years, he 
has ruthlessly prioritised this en-
gagement over all else. Obama has, 
indeed, signed a nuclear deal with 
Iran, but one in which the central 
premise is questionable at best and 
one that puts the ayatollahs fully 
in control. The onus of good faith 
is on the United States in prema-

turely easing the sanctions and not 
on Iran for breaking international 
laws. The slightest hint of reproach 
on the part of Washington brings 
threats that the regime in Tehran 
will abandon the deal.

On the other side of the ledger, 
all forces of moderation have been 
sidelined or annulled: The Green 
movement in Iran was orphaned. 
Iraq is now the domain of al-Quds 
Force. Syria has been destroyed 
and the moderate opposition there 
left at the mercy of Iran, Hezbollah 
and Russia. ISIS has emerged as 
a force in the region and the new 
face of Sunni extremism.

A sectarian war has taken hold in 
the Middle East where traditional 
allies of the United States in the 
Gulf are dismissed and maligned 
and have responded with a new 
suspicion towards American mo-
tives.

This single-minded obsession 
with engagement has only served 
to enrich and empower Iran and 
led to an ever-worsening fanati-
cism, the victims of which will be 
moderates and minorities. Obama’s 
short-beards-vs-long-beards 
dichotomy is profoundly false and 
only time will tell how much dam-
age has been caused by this, in the 
Middle East and beyond.
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Presumptive US Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump 
speaks during a rally in Spokane, Washington, on May 7th.


