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Trump and Al-Farabi’s ‘virtuous city’

The war in Syria is essentially over

America can still be a positive force in the world

Opinion

W
e know the truth 
about Donald 
Trump’s claim 
that the media 
deliberately 
under-reported 

terrorist attacks. It is laughably 
false and it is loose-lipped incite-
ment to communal hate. What we 
do not yet properly know is why the 
United States’ new president has 
made the outrageous allegation 
that journalists “have their 
reasons” to play down the terror 
threat.

Trump is obviously peddling a 
crackpot theory pushed by right-
wing news/views outlets that the 
media are whitewashing terrorist 
attacks to protect Islam or Muslim 
migrants. It goes without saying 
that it does not behove a US presi-
dent to deal in conspiracy theories 
but Trump is hardly the typical US 
president, seeming not to care about 
propriety, principle or presidential 
decorum.

The Trump administration 
seems to be seeking a full-throated 
denunciation of Islam and Muslims 
in every newspaper, on every media 
website, every TV show or radio 
broadcast. When there is a lone-wolf 
attack (or even when there is not), 
the Trump Republicans seem to 
want complete and utter denigration 
of a whole community and a faith 
group.

Why? Why is this president doing 
this? Even George W. Bush, who 

unluckily happened to be America’s 
commander-in-chief when 9/11 hap-
pened, took care not to scapegoat 
US Muslims and thereby preserved 
social harmony.

What does Trump gain from 
pushing a clash of religious com-
munities to an incendiary point? As 
with the use of nuclear weapons, 
would not such a strategy end in 
mutually assured destruction, a 
cataclysm that would consume us 
all?

Yes and no. Trump’s supporters, 
who mainly live away from big cit-
ies, may calculate that they would 
be immune from any bonfires of 
communal disharmony.

Trump himself, with his exagger-
ated self-belief and enormous self-
love, may be so deluded as to think 
he and his family will be personally 
exempt from any conflagration. And 
yet, his false focus on supposedly 
under-reported terrorist attacks 
hooks in to something more sinister. 
Trump recently recommended 
that any future terrorist acts in the 
United States be blamed on the 
judge who temporarily blocked his 
entry ban on people from seven 
mainly Muslim countries.

That leads to the inescapable 
and chilling conclusion that this 
American president seems to want, 
perhaps even need, terrorist attacks.

Consider the comment from Philip 
Gourevitch, a journalist who wrote 
about the Rwandan genocide. He 
recently said in horrified realisation 

on social media: “Think about it. At 
this point Trump desperately needs 
America to be attacked by jihadis.” 
He meant, of course, that a terrorist 
attack would provoke fear and loath-
ing in the United States towards 
minorities and migrants and allow 
Trump to loosen legal constraints on 
administrative actions using the fig 
leaf of top-secret national security.

No one in any position of authori-
ty in this White House or the Repub-
lican Party will confirm that such 
an idea exists but it is as dismaying 
as it is increasingly obvious that the 
germ of exactly such an evil idea is 
being revealed — over and over — by 
Trump himself.

Should we be surprised given the 
tone of his campaign? No, but the 
existing situation is a reminder of 
the enormous risk Americans have 
taken by putting such a man in the 
Oval Office. From medieval times, 
great importance was placed on the 
character and impulses of political 
leaders and their effect on the peo-
ple they govern.

Al-Farabi, the tenth-century 
Muslim philosopher and the first 
to offer a holistic understanding 
of cosmology, ethics, politics and 
human nature, considered the 
role of the ruler paramount in the 
nurturing of a virtuous city. Though 
he lived in the enormous Abbasid 
empire, Al-Farabi followed earlier 
Greek philosophers in taking the 
city — “medina” in Arabic, “polis” in 
Greek — as the fundamental setting 

for political affairs.
A virtuous city, he said, was one 

that promoted human happiness. 
This happened, Al-Farabi said, 
because the citizens of a virtuous 
city were governed by righteous 
opinions not vulgar ones such as 
the pursuit of pleasure or of wealth. 
They would come to this state of 
being, he said, with the help of the 
ideal ruler, an individual with a gen-
eral knowledge of practical affairs 
and a fierce love of justice and its 
advocates.

It is interesting to note the 
emphasis Al-Farabi placed on the 
opinions rather than the knowledge 
of citizens of the virtuous city. In 
his The Principles of Opinions of the 
Inhabitants of the Virtuous City, he 
suggested the citizens would get 
their opinions from the ideal ruler. 
Not the facts, just opinions, and 
Al-Farabi assumed, like most of us 
until recently, that the ruler would 
offer just and virtuous opinions 
based on viable facts.

In some ways, the idea of a virtu-
ous city sounds a bit like the phrase 
often used by American politicians 
to embody the national ideal — a 
shining city upon a hill.

But Trump has not said it, an 
omission that probably speaks 
volumes.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a columnist 
for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can be 
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is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.

W
ithout anyone 
taking much 
notice, the war in 
Syria has all but 
ended. A month-
old countrywide 

ceasefire, despite all expectations 
and previous iterations, is largely 
being respected.

A series of defeats for the armed 
opposition over the past several 
months in Aleppo and critical 
satellite towns around Damascus 
has essentially confined it to little 
more than a chapter in the history of 
Syria’s post-revolt period.

Sure, localised infighting 
continues among Islamist groups 
in Idlib, which are facing constant 
regime air strikes. There are 
campaigns by various elements 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in the 
north and east and a stalemate in 
eastern Ghouta. The guns, however, 
have by and large fallen silent.

The Syrian Network for Human 
Rights, although by no means the 
singular authority on counting 
deaths in Syria, reports that of 
civilian losses since March 2011, just 
8% occurred in 2016. Last month, 
781 civilians were killed, almost half 
the November death toll.

When major intelligence 

consultancies turn their attention 
to topics of post-war rebuilding it is 
safe to assume that a new chapter is 
unfolding. Take a brief from Stratfor 
published February 6th stating: 
“Tehran intends to offer the services 
of its state-owned companies for 
Syria’s reconstruction. When the 
time comes, Iran will be Syria’s 
preferred partner for efforts to 
restore the country.”

Little doubt remains that the 
Syrian regime has defeated the 
armed opposition and how we can 
expect Syria to look in the years 
and decades ahead is taking shape: 
Kurds have and will continue 
to enjoy autonomy in the north; 
the regime will hold all major 
urban centres and the control ISIS 
maintains across Syria and Iraq will 
likely be wiped out by the middle of 
2018.

Looking forward, the military 
opposition’s only refuge is likely 
to be the sliver of land along the 
Turkish border now under Ankara’s 
control, pending an agreement 
between Damascus and Turkey, 
something that has looked 
increasingly likely in recent weeks.

The de facto end of the civil war, 
however, in no way means that an 
all-encompassing political solution 

is likely in the near future. While 
the regime has allowed opposition 
groups and their supporters a 
minuscule degree of autonomy 
centred on Idlib province, it will 
soon seek to eliminate that, too.

Nor should recent events suggest 
that Syria is now or will become the 
bastion of stability it once claimed 
to be. In contrast to the open 
warfare visited upon the country 
over the past five-plus years, a 
low-intensity conflict marked by 
suicide bombings and political 
assassinations in regime-held cities 
and towns, raids on suspected 
opposition neighbourhoods and 
occasional coalition air strikes 
on jihadists hiding out in Syria’s 
eastern desert regions are all likely 
to colour Syria’s future. Goods will 
remain prohibitively expensive 
and infrastructure will continue to 
crumble.

Who or what is responsible for the 
regime’s victory? Though it is easy 
to blame the West for the failing 
to back the uprising’s democratic 
aspirations, the days of CIA-inspired 
coups and rebellions have passed. 
Russia sought, and got, a way into 
the Middle East’s political theatre, 
as any despotic regime would have 
hankered for.

Greater responsibility must be 
directed towards the opposition 
groups themselves, who, from 
day one, bickered and sought to 
establish local fiefdoms before 
taking on Syrian President Bashar 
Assad in 2012 and 2013.

The relative of a close friend, 
a rebel fighter who left Dariya 
for Idlib during last August’s 
negotiated truce, has since given 
up on unseating the regime and 
has headed to Turkey. He said 
the degree of rebel infighting 
he witnessed in Idlib over the 
past several months left him 
disillusioned. In besieged Dariya he 
fought for a cause. In Idlib, all that 
remains is a fight for crumbs.

This is not to suggest a moral 
equivalency between rebels and 
the atrocities of the Assad regime. 
News that more than 10,000 people 
were executed at Saydnaya prison 
until 2015 is only the latest example 
of the government’s penchant for 
brutality. With the regime having 
won the war, this reign of terror has 
endured.

Stephen Starr is the author of Revolt 
in Syria: Eye-Witness to the Uprising 
and has lived in Syria and Turkey 
since 2007.

T
he election of Donald 
Trump as US president 
was a big moment. His 
victory in November 
reflected a steep change 
in the way the United 

States is run and the way it per-
ceives other countries.

Trump has little good to say about 
many international norms that 
underpin the liberal world order. He 
disdains NATO. He has no intention 
of supporting America’s allies 
among the Syrian opposition. Trump 
is notably well-disposed towards 
Russia and its leader, Vladimir Putin.

All of this is distinct and different 
and this divergence matters.

For some, indeed for many, 
this outcome does not seem at all 
surprising. Trump’s bellicosity 
and vulgarity and lack of strategic 
judgment do not appear different 
from what came before. They 
lump presidents George W. Bush 
and Barack Obama in with their 
successor. For them, Trump does 
not represent a sea change at all 

but rather the logical conclusion of 
American culture and policy.

They accuse the United States of 
warmongering, of being interested 
only in stealing the natural resources 
of the Middle East — something, 
of course, that Trump has actively 
suggested.

These accusations, however, do 
not begin and end with Trump. For 
such people, it seems all American 
policy is suspect, tainted by original 
sin. It has never been good. See 
for example the ghost of the 2003 
deposition of Saddam Hussein.

This description of American 
policy at large is incorrect. The 
United States was not a nefarious 
actor. Even now, it is not a 
malevolent force in international 
affairs. To say so risks buying into 
all manner of propaganda from 
hostile foreign states, Russia and 
Iran most obviously, and giving 
domestic succour to the language 
of Islamist terrorist groups of all 
stripes.

This is not an idle concern. 

When Russia and Iran are said to 
be actively committing war crimes 
in Syria on a scale that shocks the 
world, and when the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and other groups of that 
sort are engaged in acts of almost 
competitive barbarism, this is no 
time to seek petty vindication in 
denigrating the world’s greatest 
democracy.

Such proclamations are also 
distinctly myopic. Reality is all 
too often masked by partisanship 
or dogma. There are good, decent 
people in the United States, just as 
there is still good to be found and to 
be done in America.

Too many overlook the fact that 
the United States is self-critical, 
with a great deal of the opposition 
to Trump coming from inside the 
country — and indeed from within 
his own party. Republican Senators 
Marco Rubio, Lindsey Graham and 
John McCain present honourable 
examples. They will pick their 
battles — they cannot oppose the 
administration on every issue or 

blunt the effectiveness of that 
opposition — but they will stick 
up for America’s allies and for the 
world order that brought peace 
and prosperity that are now under 
threat.

The president himself is not 
immutable. He is not uniquely, 
unchangingly malign. Trump may 
well be steered into making the 
right decisions.

People such as Defense Secretary 
James Mattis and federal employees, 
as well as generals, could alter 
the fundamental shape of his 
government. They could outweigh 
the influence of Steve Bannon, who 
has been presented as a veritable 
prince of darkness. Even figures of 
his character can be circumvented, 
their plans misdirected.

The United States retains the 
potential to do good and it remains 
possible that it will, regardless of 
who is in power.

James Snell is a British
journalist.
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