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Iran emerging as a factor in US presidential campaign
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I 

ran is adding a spark to yet 
another US presidential race. 
While the effect is unlikely to be 
as dramatic as the Tehran hos-
tage crisis was in the 1980 elec-

tion, Democrats and Republicans 
in the current battle for the White 
House are facing accusations of sell-
ing out American values to a regime 
still seen as an adversary.

In a campaign run mostly on such 
domestic issues as immigration, race 
and the economy, Iran has surfaced 
as one of the few foreign policy bat-
tlegrounds. Charges of being weak 
on Iran are potentially explosive in 
US politics because Tehran has long 
been seen as a state sponsor of ter-
rorism and a threat to America’s ally 
Israel.

Both major parties made clear in 
their election platforms that they 
are determined to take tough action 
against Iran. The Democrats stand 
by last year’s deal over Iran’s nu-
clear programme but promise mili-
tary action if Iran breaks the agree-
ment. The Republicans’ campaign 
rejects the nuclear agreement but 
their presidential nominee, Donald 
Trump, is vague about whether he 
would cancel it if elected president.

The Democrats have been on the 
hot seat since it was revealed that US 
President Barack Obama’s adminis-
tration sent $400 million in cash by 
plane to Tehran on January 17th, the 
same day that Washington secured 
the release of three Americans held 
by Iran. Obama strongly denied that 
the money constituted a ransom 
payment but Trump has sought to 
make the most of what he says is a 
dangerous precedent set by Obama 
and his former secretary of State, 
Democratic Party presidential nomi-
nee Hillary Clinton.

“He denied it was for the hostages 
but it was. He said we don’t pay ran-
som but he did. He lied about the 
hostages — openly and blatantly,” 
Trump said at a campaign rally Au-
gust 18th.

“Now the administration has put 

every American travelling overseas, 
including our military personnel, 
at greater risk of being kidnapped. 
Hillary Clinton owns President 
Obama’s Iran policy. One more rea-
son she can never be allowed to be 
president.”

Trump’s attack followed remarks 
by US State Department spokesman 
John Kirby, who said the United 
States had used the “leverage” of-
fered by the transfer of the $400 
million in securing the Americans’ 
release. The Obama administration 
said the money belonged to Iran an-
yway and was the first instalment of 
$1.7 billion that is to be returned to 
Tehran as reimbursement for funds 
paid by Iran in the 1970s for weap-
ons that were never delivered.

Suzanne Maloney, a Middle East 
expert at the Brookings Institution 
in Washington, said “the use of fi-
nancial leverage to persuade Tehran 
to curtail its most dangerous poli-
cies” was a time-tested instrument 
in America’s dealing with Iran.

“Every US president, both Repub-
lican and Democrat, has adhered 
to the formula adopted in the days 
after the 1979 seizure of the Ameri-
can embassy in Tehran: to hold 
open the door to negotiations while 
increasing the costs to Tehran for its 
malfeasance,” Maloney wrote in an 
analysis.

American-Iranian relations have 
improved since the conclusion of 
the nuclear deal but Trump and oth-
er Republicans remain critical of the 
agreement and claim it is a failure. 
On the campaign trail Trump said 
Iran had gotten its hands on $150 
billion because of the nuclear deal.

Republicans also criticised the 

Obama administration after gun-
boats of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps harassed US Navy ves-
sels in the Persian Gulf in August. US 
Senator Kelly Ayotte, R-New Hamp-
shire, told The Hill newspaper that 
“Iran’s unchecked aggression and 
malign activities throughout the 
Middle East continue to increase, 
despite assertions from the admin-
istration that the nuclear agreement 
between our countries would make 
Tehran a more cooperative global 
partner”.

The Iran issue works both ways: 
Trump’s party stands accused of 
trying to reach a backroom deal 
with Tehran to prevent the Demo-
crats scoring a diplomatic victory. 
An Iranian official said earlier this 
year that US Republicans had asked 
Tehran to delay the release of the 
three American hostages until after 
the November elections.

“We were carrying out negotia-
tions with the Obama administra-
tion, when representatives of the 

Republican Party got in touch with 
us,” Admiral Ali Shamkhani, sec-
retary of Iran’s Supreme National 
Security Council, told the France24 
news channel. “They asked us to do 
what we could to hinder the talks 
and to push them back until after the 
US presidential elections — in other 
words, after President Obama’s de-
parture, ” he said.

Shamkhani’s claim, for which he 
offered no evidence, recalls a similar 
alleged conspiracy almost 40 years 
ago. The failure by then-president 
Jimmy Carter to free 52 Americans 
held hostage in the US embassy in 
Tehran played a major role in the 
1980 election, which Carter lost to 
Republican Ronald Reagan. The 
hostages were released as Reagan 
took office, leading to speculation 
that Republicans had provided the 
Iranians with money and weapons 
in return for delaying their release.
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Author Deepa Iyer explores the challenges of US minorities

A fter the terror attacks 
on 9/11, South 
Asians, Arabs and 
Muslims in the 
United States 
experienced a 

paradox: The state became both 
the defender of their civil rights 
but also the source of surveillance 
and detention of hundreds of 
immigrants from those communi-
ties.

Projections are that by 2043, 
America will become a “majority-
minority” country, with people of 
colour becoming the majority of its 
population. Deepa Iyer, a senior fel-
low at the Center for Social Inclu-
sion, discusses this transformation 
in her book We Too Sing America 
and offers advice to both the state 
and minorities on how to build bet-
ter understanding.

Iyer said the surveillance of Mus-
lims by US authorities led to feel-
ings of isolation, fear and a sense 
of not belonging, that members of 
those communities are “others” 
who should be viewed with suspi-
cion and whose rights, presence, 
and even lives are less equal and 
valuable than others’.

“When there is a distrust in law 
enforcement, people hesitate to 
report to the police something that 
is happening in their community 
or in their family,” Iyer said in an 
interview. “They are afraid if they 
do that, they will be on the terror 
list and they will be investigated. 
Americans generally have a fear of 
Muslims because they think law en-
forcement and the US government 
are engaging in activities against 

those communities.”
South Asian, Arab and Muslim ac-

tivists have worked with the Black 
Lives Matter movement because 
they say that when African Ameri-
cans achieve true equality, it will be 
impossible for systems and policies 
to engage in discrimination and 
racism against other communities 
of colour.

Kameelah Mu’Min Rashad, 
an interfaith fellow and a Mus-
lim chaplain at the University of 
Pennsylvania, told Iyer: “All of a 
sudden after 9/11, Islam started to 
be foreign. It became associated 
with war and foreign policy despite 
its long history in America. And if 
Islam becomes foreign, then Black 
Muslims don’t even exist.”

Some South Asians and Arabs 
were racialised after 9/11 but Black 
Muslims had been racialised earlier. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, the FBI 
spied, disrupted and infiltrated 
Black Muslim mosques.

Although some argue that the 
federal government had the right 
to scrutinise Muslims, Iyer points 
out: “The selective enforcement of 
national security and immigration 
policies deprived South Asian, Arab 
and Muslim immigrants of their 
rights to equal protection under 
the law and presumed their guilt by 
association.”

She argues that the US govern-
ment’s 2014 surveillance guidelines 
give individuals from South Asian, 
Arab and Muslim backgrounds a 
different set of rights than others, 
resulting in second-class citizen-
ship for them.

“‘It is an internal advocacy issue 

where our communities are trying 
to ask and demand (US President 
Barack) Obama to fix the guidance,” 
Iyer said. “Where we are in terms 
of the Obama administration’s 
tenure and the election cycle right 
now, I am not sure if we are going 
to see any progress with that right 
now but it continues to be a really 
important advocacy point for South 
Asian Muslims who are looking for 
ways in which they are not targeted 
by law reinforcement.”

Iyer, in her book, suggests that 
racial justice organisations stand 
alongside South Asian, Arab, 
Muslim and Sikh communities 
to demand the US Department 
of Justice address deficien-
cies and loopholes in federal 
guidelines.

Additionally, she said, 
Muslim communities should 
lobby legislators to enact 
anti-profiling measures that 
ban unjust surveillance prac-
tices by state and local law 
enforcement officials not 
covered under the federal 
guidelines.

She also said govern-
ment agencies should 
analyse and share 
publicly the outcomes of 
their surveillance policies 
and programmes while as-
sessing the effects the policies have 
had on communities of colour and 
immigrants.

Iyer wants public hearings to 
press the state to consider apolo-
gies and reparations and to discuss 
the realities and experiences of 
South Asian, Arab, Muslim and 

Sikh communities in the post-9/11 
environment.

Iyer also offers advice to minori-
ties, saying more joint actions and 
unity are needed when address-
ing common issues and shared 
problems. For example, South-east 
Asians and South Asians could 
form deeper alliances to address 
the deportation and immigration 
enforcement crises affecting their 
communities, spurred on by the 
1996 immigration laws and post-
9/11 policies.

She quoted Greisa Martinez, a 
field organiser for United 
We Dream, a Latino-Amer-
ican group, who said that 

Latino-led organisations 
should recruit non-Latino 

immigrant youth and create 
welcoming spaces for them.

Iyer warned that efforts 
may be under way to expand 

the category of “white” 
to buttress the numbers of 
whites and to convey the false 

impression that whiteness 
can include non-racial factors 

such as higher economic and 
educational status. Iyer argued 
that minorities should resist the 

invitation to dismantle the racial 
ladder.

We Too Sing America offers 
well-thought-out practical steps 

to anyone concerned about the fu-
ture of minorities in the West. With 
the rise of the perceived threat of 
minorities, the book’s timing could 
not be better.
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