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Russia elbows US aside in Middle East
Harvey Morris

London

A 

fter a Moscow meet-
ing on the Syrian crisis 
in mid-December — a 
meeting notable for the 
conspicuous absence 

of the United States — Washington 
felt obliged to insist it was not being 
sidelined from international efforts 
to resolve the conflict.

A new troika of Russia, Turkey 
and Iran, which would have been 
unthinkable a year ago, gathered to 
draw up a Moscow declaration on 
extending a ceasefire in Syria. The 
Americans were not invited.

US State Department spokesman 
John Kirby was on the defensive, 
explaining that his boss — US Secre-
tary of State John Kerry — “doesn’t 
see this as a snub at all”.

The Russians could scarcely dis-
guise their glee at having frozen 
Washington out of the Syrian ques-
tion.

“All previous attempts by the 
United States and its partners to 
agree on coordinated actions were 
doomed to failure,” Russian De-
fence Minister Sergei Shoigu said 
ahead of the Moscow meeting. 
“None of them wielded real in-
fluence over the situation on the 
ground.”

Just a year ago, Shoigu was de-
ploying missiles in response to Tur-
key’s shooting down of a Russian 
warplane. Here he was now sitting 
down with his Turkish counterparts 
to determine the future of Syria.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov, another participant, said 
trilateral cooperation between Rus-

sia, Iran and Turkey was the most ef-
fective way to settle the Syrian cri-
sis. Again, no mention of the United 
States.

NATO-member Turkey, once the 
most intransigent opponent of the 
Bashar Assad regime in Damascus, 
appears to have accepted the inevi-
table and has effectively dropped 
its demands for regime change.

Its new-found relationship with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
showed no sign of being disrupted 
by the assassination in Ankara of 
Russia’s envoy on December 19th, 
the day before the Moscow meet-
ing.

On the contrary, the killing of am-
bassador Andrei Karlov prompted 
some unsubtle suggestions in both 
countries that the United States 
was somehow to blame.

One lesson that might be taken 
from the tripartite Moscow gather-
ing is that half a century of US he-
gemony in the Middle East is disap-
pearing with a whimper rather than 
a bang.

Russia, which had been reduced 
to a diplomatic lightweight in the 
region after the collapse of the So-
viet Union, appears to be calling the 
shots and cementing ties not only 
with Iran but with America’s NATO 
ally Turkey.

It might be premature, however, 
to mourn or to celebrate the United 
States’ retreat.

The United States is going 
through the dying, lame-duck days 
of the Barack Obama presidency. 
Both he and Kerry will be out of of-
fice in a week.

As for President-elect Donald 
Trump, his policies towards the 
Middle East, as on a range of other 
issues, remain what former secre-
tary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld 

would have described as “known 
unknowns”.

Obama has been castigated at 
home and abroad for his reticence 
in tackling the Syrian crisis, most 
notably with his failure to follow up 
on the threat of action if Damascus 
crossed a “red line” by using chemi-
cal weapons.

In Obama’s defence, it could be 
said that at the time he prioritised 
an international nuclear deal with 
Iran, which he successfully reached 
despite a reluctant Congress. Ac-
tion against Iran’s Syrian ally might 
have scuppered that.

He showed markedly less enthu-
siasm than France and Britain about 
getting embroiled in Libya in 2011, 
although the United States is over-
whelmingly blamed for the conse-
quences of that messy intervention.

In Iraq, the United States stood 
by as Islamic State (ISIS) forces 
swarmed into the country, inter-
vening only in response to fran-
tic appeals from its Kurdish allies 
that they were about to be over-
whelmed.

Nevertheless, Obama is por-
trayed in the parallel universe of in-
ternet conspiracists as a war-mon-
ger who deliberately created ISIS to 
promote US interests in the region.

When it comes to interfering in 
the affairs of other states, Obama 
might conclude that an American 
president is damned if he does and 
damned if he does not.

The Russians may be, for the 
time being, enjoying the benefit of 
the doubt. They acted decisively 
to fill the vacuum of US inaction 
in support of their Syrian ally and 

now it looks as if Assad might sur-
vive. That, however, has come at 
the cost of a brutal campaign to re-
cover Aleppo that has been widely 
condemned — and not only in the 
West.

Trump has said positive things 
about Putin but that does not nec-
essarily mean the United States will 
just accept that there is a new Rus-
sian hegemony in the Middle East.

For all the recent focus on Alep-
po, there is still a battle going on 
for Mosul, where the United States 
is leading an international coalition 
supporting Iraqi forces moving 
slowly to recover the city from ISIS.

So the one “known known” sur-
rounding the change of guard in 
Washington is that the United 
States is not about to retreat from 
the region just yet.

Foreign Ministers Sergei Lavrov (front) of Russia, Mevlut Cavusoglu (2nd R) of Turkey, Mohammad 
Javad Zarif (R) of Iran and members of the delegations attend a meeting in Moscow in December.   (Reuters)
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Jared Kushner has wasta

J
ared Kushner is to become 
a senior adviser to the 
United States’ 45th 
president, his father-in-
law Donald Trump, 
because he has wasta. 

That’s Arabic for “clout”, which 
means who you know rather than 
what you know or, more impor-
tantly, what everyone else knows 
you know.

So far, what does the world 
know that Kushner knows?

It knows he is married to the 
incoming US president’s favour-
ite child, Ivanka. That his 
father-in-law prizes family and 
loyalty just a notch above his own 
fabulously good opinion of 
himself. That Kushner’s grand-
mother, Rae Kushner, who was 
born in present-day Belarus, 
suffered grievously along with 
her family at the hands of the 
Nazis on account of her Jewish 
faith.

Finally, it is probably fair to 
assume Kushner knows that 
being an Orthodox Jew makes 
him an important, possibly 
discordant voice on a key conflict 
in the Middle East. His reflexive 
sympathies, with the backing of 
his powerful father-in-law’s 
administration, could decisively 
tip the scale on the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict.

Soon after his election win, 

Trump declared that Kushner, 
who has no foreign policy 
experience and no known record 
of delicate diplomatic deal-mak-
ing, could help “do peace in the 
Middle East”.

A lot rides on that casual 
statement. It suggests that 
America’s next president believes 
the Israeli-Palestinian peace can 
be brokered without even the 
pretence of US impartiality. It 
indicates that Kushner, who has 
financially supported Israeli 
settlement building, will be 
blandly expected to weigh in on a 
tricky core issue of the conflict. 
The settlements were recently 
declared illegal by the United 
Nations, to Israel and Trump’s 
fury.

Trump’s statement also shows 
that he sees no problem in 
deploying a partisan envoy to “do 
peace” in a sensitive region even 
though the Kushner family has 
known Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu for years 
and financially supports the 
American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee. It, of course, is 
committed solely to promoting 
the US-Israel relationship.

Here is the flip side and it is 
argued by no less than Richard 
Haass, president of the Council 
on Foreign Relations and an 
experienced diplomat under vari-
ous Republican administrations. 
He recently mused that Kush-
ner’s induction as Trump’s 
special envoy to the Middle East 
would re-establish “strategic 
trust” between the United States 
and Israel. As for the peace 
process, he said, putting the 

words into quotes, it does not 
currently exist, so Kushner can 
neither break it nor make it.

This is sad but true. However, 
even if there is no peace process 
now, the appointment of some-
one who could not revive it is its 
death knell.

Of course, Kushner’s powerful 
role in his father-in-law’s White 
House has implications that go 
beyond the Israeli-Palestinian 
issue. As Trump’s most trusted 
and influential adviser — family 
comes first, after all — he can 
speak for the American president 
in a way that incoming Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson 
will probably come to 
envy.

In a funny way 
though, Kushner’s 

induction makes the United 
States more relatable for coun-
tries in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region, where 
family rule is often seen as a 
guarantor of stability and the 
bonds of kinship well understood 
as the strongest badge of author-
ity. With Kushner’s rise in an 
America that hitherto frowned on 
the blatant privileging of those 
linked to a president by blood or 
marriage, a Western superpower 
appears to be twinning with the 
exotic East. This is hardly 
inspirational but it is relatable.

For a son-in-law with wasta is 
not unusual sighting in Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) 
countries. Kushner’s direct 
equivalents are the powerful 
sons-in-law of two elected 
presidents. Berat Albayrak, 
Turkey’s minister of natural 
resources and energy, has 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
for a father-in-law. Gebran Bassil, 
Lebanon’s Foreign minister, is 
married to President Michel 
Aoun’s daughter.

Even so, Trump has been 
elected US president, not 
anointed king. One day, he will be 
out of office and the interrupted 
rhythms of presidential appoint-
ments sans nepotism will resume. 
Then, Trump and his son-in-law’s 
historical footprint will be no 
more than the total sum of good 
or evil they wrought.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is 
on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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A 2016 file photo shows Jared Kushner,
son-in-law of President-elect Donald Trump
walking from Trump Tower, in New York.           (AP)

The US is going 
through the dying, 
lame-duck days of 
the Obama 
presidency.


