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U
S President Donald 
Trump’s first month 
in office was marked 
by what appears to 
be a fundamental 
alteration of Wash-

ington’s Iran policy in putting 
Tehran on notice following 
January’s test-firing of a ballistic 
missile capable of carrying a 
nuclear warhead.

Trump’s modus operandi has 
been noted by Iran’s anxious 
leadership, which has subse-
quently increased sabre-rattling 
and posturing by issuing empty 
threats and engaging in war 
games, hoping to deter any 
initiative that aims to restore 
regional stability and security, 
which is considered by Tehran a 
direct threat to its foreign policy 
interests.

As the Trump administration is 
poised to revive its ties with 
Washington’s traditional Middle 
East allies to construct an effec-
tive regional policy with the 
objective of curtailing Iran’s rising 
hegemony, tough challenges 
remain. The region is in mayhem 
and the Syrian conflict unre-
solved.

Determined to let a nuclear deal 
with Iran form an integral part of 
his foreign policy legacy, Barack 
Obama sacrificed the conflict in 
Syria and avoided intervention so 
as not to upset Iran’s theocracy, 
Washington’s negotiating partner, 
which the administration heavily 
depended on to effectuate its 

aspirations. The ayatollahs 
effectively exploited Obama’s 
Achilles heel and bolstered Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s murder-
ous regime, leading to the death 
of hundreds of thousands and 
generating a global refugee crisis.

Obama’s decision not to enforce 
his red line in Syria after it was 
repeatedly crossed by the Assad 
regime has had, in addition to its 
negative effects on the region’s 
stability, massive implications on 
European security.

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, who took notice of Wash-
ington’s failure to act against 
Assad’s brutality, was encouraged 
and determined to pursue his 
objectives in Eastern Europe by 
invading Ukraine and annexing 
Crimea, shattering the interna-
tional community’s achievements 
on security and cooperation after 
the second world war, most 
notably breaching the principles 
of the Helsinki Final Act.

In the absence of an 
effective US role in Syria, the 

Kremlin, under the pretext of 
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS), 
launched a military intervention 
and strengthened anti-Western 
forces, such as Iran, in the region, 
aiming to shape the Middle East 
according to its raison d’état.

The repercussions of Obama’s 
calamitous US foreign policy 
significantly narrowed the 
political manoeuvring space of 
the Trump administration 
vis-à-vis the raging conflicts.

Trump’s recent remark that it 
would be a good thing if the 
United States and Russia could 
collaborate in the “fight against 
ISIS… and Islamic terrorism all 
over the world” raises the 
question of how Washington 
intends to form such an alliance 
with Moscow without capitulat-
ing to the Kremlin’s demands over 
the crisis in Ukraine, thereby 
imperilling the security of Eastern 
and Central Europe.

As the Trump administration 
appears to be resolute in con-
fronting Iran’s expansionism and 
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S President Donald 
Trump is making Iran 
nervous. Authorities re-
cently banned private 
drones in Tehran after 

one — used by state broadcasting 
to film a documentary — was shot 
down over Enghelab Square near 
the office of Iranian Supreme Lead-
er Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

“The economy doesn’t seem any 
better than it was under sanctions 
and people are more worried about 
war than since the time of Saddam 
Hussein,” a middle-aged profes-
sional in Tehran said referring to the 
despot in power in Baghdad during 
the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war.

“It’s as if people feel the Ameri-
cans, Jews and Arabs are all ganging 
up on us.”

For many weeks, neither officials 
nor the public knew how seriously 
to take utterances from the Trump 
administration.

It was easy to smirk when Michael 
Flynn, the national security adviser, 
resigned because of his contacts 
with Russia two weeks after he put 
Iran “on notice” for its ballistic mis-
sile tests and naval confrontations 
in the Red Sea and the Arabian Gulf.

Iranian Foreign Minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif drew widespread 
laughter at the international secu-
rity conference in Munich by noting 
that the “tweet is now very fashion-
able’’.

An Iranian academic told The 
Arab Weekly he thought most Irani-
ans were still laughing at Trump but 
that the joke had worn off with the 
elite.

“Those involved in politics are 
concerned about more sanctions 

and possible limited confrontation,” 
he said. “They feel that a conflict 
between the [Islamic] Revolution-
ary Guards [Corps] and the US Navy 
in the Gulf could erupt more easily 
than under [Barack] Obama.

“They say that Turkey, Israel, 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emir-
ates are all trying to share in what 
they think may be a new US direc-
tion and are getting together to ar-
gue that Iran is supporting terror-
ism.”

Iran’s leaders are well aware of 
the track record of Trump officials. 
Steve Bannon, the hawkish head of 
strategy in the White House, has fa-
mously predicted “a major shooting 
war in the Middle East again”.

Tehran knows that some push-
ing for senior positions — including 
former UN ambassador John Bolton 
— have worked for organisations 
that received payments from the 
Mujahedin-e Khalq, a cult-like mili-
tant opposition group that is widely 
detested in Iran because of its past 
alliance with Saddam.

While both Khamenei and Ira-
nian President Hassan Rohani have 
been restrained in their reactions to 
Trump, military commanders have 
stressed their readiness for action.

Brigadier-General Mohammad 
Pakpour, head of the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps’ ground 
forces, said the message of recent 
3-day military exercises in central 
and eastern Iran, including fir-
ing “advanced rockets”, was that 
“world arrogance” should “not do 
anything stupid” lest it “receive a 
strong slap in the face”.

The possible flashpoints are nu-
merous. During the election cam-
paign, Trump promised to shoot 
“out of the water” Iranian vessels 
judged to be harassing any US Navy 
ship in the Gulf.

The gaffe of Trump’s press secre-
tary, Sean Spicer, in confusing US 
and Saudi vessels during a news 
conference in early February sug-
gested a hardening in Washington 
of the notion that Iran is using Yem-
en’s Houthi tribesmen as proxies to 
undermine a US ally whose 2-year 
intervention appears stalemated.

The Trump administration has 
not been short of advice warning 
Iran against expanding its power 
throughout the region.

Former US ambassador Ryan 
Crocker, who has wide experience 
in the Middle East, has pointed out 
the “self-limiting” nature of Iran’s 
influence: “The harder they push, 
the more resistance they get,” he 
wrote in the Nation.

Others have pointed out that 
Washington and Tehran are de facto 
allies in Iraq, with US special forces 
working alongside Iranian-backed 
Shia militias, Iranian advisers and 
Iraqi troops against the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

It therefore makes little sense, 
they argue, to denounce Iran as the 
“number one terrorist state”.

But the Trump administration 
shows little finesse or any aware-
ness that bellicose statements may 
have effects other than pleasing Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Net-
anyahu or rallying support among 
Americans convinced they are un-
der attack from radical Islam.

Iran has taken particular umbrage 
at Trump’s attempt, stalled by the 
courts, to ban from travelling to the 
United States citizens from seven 
mainly Muslim countries, including 
the Islamic Republic.

More than 1 million Iranians are 
estimated to be living in the United 
States.

While polls have indicated a 7% 
margin of support in the United 
States for the so-called Muslim ban, 
it is widely resented by Iranians, in 
America and at home.

“Trump brings the political elite, 
all the different factions, including 
Rohani and the hardliners, together 
in Iran, as internal differences seem 
less important when people believe 
the country is under threat,” said 
the Iranian academic.

“If the US follows policies like the 

‘Muslim ban’, then pro-American 
Iranians will be angry; some people 
just want to visit the US, go to study 
or visit relatives.

“Neither Saudi Arabia nor Paki-
stan, whose citizens have carried 
out many terrorist attacks (in the 
United States) are within the ban! 
Trump knows his executive order 
has nothing to do with terrorist at-
tacks. It’s just a matter of satisfying 
his social base.”

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the 
Financial Times from 2003-07.

Iranians fear their foes are 
‘ganging up’ with Trump
Gareth Smyth

Possible flashpoints. A rally marking the anniversary of the 1979 
Islamic revolution in Tehran, on February 10th.                (AFP)

Iran’s President Hassan Rohani (2nd L) and Iranian Defence 
Minister Hossein Dehghan (L) standing near the air defence 
missile system Bavar-373 in Tehran.                                       (Reuters)
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US President Donald 
Trump is making 
Iran nervous.

Iran remains the root of regional instability
state sponsorship of terrorism, it 
remains unclear how a partner-
ship between the United States 
and Russia could be constructive 
considering the solidified alliance 
between Moscow and Tehran in 
Syria.

One thing is certain: For the 
conflicts that continue to engulf 
the region, Iran has entrenched 
itself in all of them politically, 
militarily and financially and 
should thus be identified as the 
primary culprit for the region’s 
havoc and turmoil. Only if Russia 
concedes to this reality may an 
alliance between Washington and 
Moscow prove fruitful.

In a remarkable display of unity 
at this year’s Munich Security 
Conference, regional countries 
spoke with one voice against 
Tehran’s aggression and expan-
sionism, indicating the potential 
formation of a powerful alliance 
that yearns to reinstate peace and 
security.

Therefore, one way of effec-
tively undermining Putin’s agenda 
is for the Trump administration to 
focus its efforts on ensuring the 
establishment and reinforcement 
of a coalition that leaves Moscow 
out of the equation.

By successfully pushing against 
Iran’s expansionist policies, 
conflicts in Syria, Iraq and Yemen 
will be resolved and ultimately 
Putin’s leverage in the Middle East 
will diminish. Such an approach 
would enable Washington to 
pursue an uncompromising 
principled position against 
Russian belligerence in Central 
and Eastern Europe.

Mosa Zahed is the founding 
director of Middle East Forum for 
Development in London.
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View point
Trump’s 
modus 
operandi has 
been noted 
by Iran’s 
anxious 
leadership.

Barack Obama sacrificed the 
conflict in Syria and avoided 
intervention so as not to 
upset Iran’s theocracy.


