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Trump enjoys playing 
a dangerous game

The Middle East and North
Africa region needs heroes

U 

S President Donald 
Trump is addicted to 
the game of “chick-
en.” In game theory, 
“chicken” is the 
game in which two 

people drive automobiles towards 
each other on a collision course. 
The driver who swerves out of the 
way before the other is deemed a 
“chicken” — a coward. The chicken 
loses face and is humiliated. The 
driver who doesn’t swerve is the 
victor.

If neither driver swerves, how-
ever, there is a collision that is 
calamitous for both sides.

The key to winning “chicken” is 
to convince the other driver that 
you are serious about not swerving. 
One way to do this is to put your 
credibility on the line. During the 
Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, US 
President John F. Kennedy went 
on national television to announce 
that the Soviets had placed missiles 
in Cuba and demand that they re-
move them. If he had backed down 
to Moscow, he would have been 
finished politically.

Another way to convince the 
other side you are serious is to act 
a little, well, crazy. Even though a 
collision is in neither side’s inter-
est, you act as if you are willing to 
suffer the consequences of a crash 
no matter how bad those conse-
quences may be. North Korea’s Kim 
Jong-un is skilled at this art.

Trump’s threats to effectively 
pull out of the nuclear agreement 
with Iran by decertifying Iranian 
compliance is one of the many 

games of “chicken” the US presi-
dent is engaged in. “Chicken” is by 
nature a dangerous game. In the 
case of the Iran deal, it is a reckless 
one as well.

If the goal of Trump’s threats is 
to get Iran to swerve, he has never 
clearly defined what that means. By 
all analyses — including by the US 
State Department — Iran remains in 
compliance with the terms of the 
agreement, so there is no behaviour 
in that realm that Tehran is being 
asked to swerve from.

Iran undoubtedly is active in 
several regional crises in ways that 
counter US interests, so perhaps 
this is where Trump wants to see 
a swerve. The nuclear agreement, 
however, was strictly limited to 
that one issue. The Iranian lead-
ership and the powerful Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps have 
huge stakes in Iraq, Syria and Leba-
non. It is unlikely they will swerve 
by reducing their involvement in 
those countries.

The most reckless mistake 
Trump is making is failing to 
understand that, if Iran does not 
swerve, the resulting calamity 
would be far more damaging to the 
United States than to Iran. If Trump 
fulfils his threat to decertify Iran, a 
move that could start a process in 
which the US Congress reimposes 
sanctions on Tehran, he will, in 
effect, be launching a new game of 
“chicken” but this game would be 
against Europe and the other signa-
tories to the nuclear agreement.

If Iran remains in compliance 
with the agreement’s terms, Eu-

ropeans will not reimpose sanc-
tions, even if the United States 
does. European businesses would 
continue to explore opportunities 
in Iran without competition from 
US businesses.

If Trump and the Congress were 
to impose secondary sanctions 
against European companies that 
do business with Iran, they would 
only create further bitterness 
between the United States and its 
traditional allies.

Daniel Serwer, a former US diplo-
mat who teaches conflict resolution 
at Johns Hopkins University, wrote 
recently: “It is hard to see how our 
traditional allies will continue to 
support us on many issues if the 
administration makes the mistake 
of undermining the [Iran deal].”

If, on the other hand, Iran were 
to react to Trump’s decertification 

by reneging on the agreement, 
Tehran would be free to initiate 
a crash programme to develop 
nuclear weapons within one or two 
years. This could provoke an Israeli 
or joint US-Israeli military strike, 
with unimaginable but certainly 
destructive regional consequences.

In April 2016, when the prospect 
of Trump occupying the White 
House seemed laughable, Deepak 
Malhotra and Jonathan Powell 
wrote an article in the Harvard 
Business Review titled “What 
Donald Trump Doesn’t Understand 
About Negotiation,” in which they 
noted the profound difference 
between “buying real estate” and 
“ending wars, building coalitions, 
structuring global agreements and 
balancing military and diplomatic 
leverage.”

Their prescient conclusion: “The 
Donald Trump approach to negotia-
tion would be not only ineffective 
but also disastrous.”

The best that can be hoped for 
is that Trump performs one of his 
quiet cave-ins.

If wiser voices, including those of 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and 
Secretary of Defence James Mattis, 
prevail, Trump will not decertify 
Iran. He will, instead, create a 
distracting uproar over something 
such as criticising US athletes, 
praising Nazis, insulting Congress 
or a cabinet member or firing Rob-
ert Mueller — anything, really — so 
the world loses sight of the fact that 
his boastful threats were empty.

The world, however, would be a 
safer place if Trump swerves.

T
he Middle East is 
losing its youth but 
an old-fashioned 
comic book super-
hero could soon 
save the day.

An Emirati 
recently said his country is 
“lacking in heroes.” Sheikh 
Zayed is considered the “hero 
of heroes,” this 38-year-old, 
Abu Dhabi-based, father of six 
said. In 2018, the United Arab 
Emirates will celebrate the Year 
of Zayed. It will be the 100th 
anniversary of the UAE found-
ing father’s birth.

It has also been 13 years since 
the country’s first president 
died, which raises the ques-
tion: Where are the region’s 
modern heroes to lead the 
youth of today?

The Middle East and North 
Africa region needs to get its 
young people believing in 
themselves before it’s too late. 
The moment to inspire this 
target audience is now.

A study conducted from 
1990-2015 by the University of 
Washington’s Institute for 
Health Metrics and Evaluation 
(IHME) said the number of 
suicides in Muslim countries 
has never been higher. The 
data indicated a 100% increase 
in suicides during the 25-year 
period, compared to a rise of 
19% in the rest of the world.

“Intractable and endemic 
violence is creating a lost 
generation of children and 
young adults,” said lead author 
Ali Mokdad, director for Middle 
Eastern Initiatives at the IHME. 
“The future of the Middle East 
is grim unless we can find a 
way to bring stability to the 
region.”

In a November 2016 report, 
the United Nations said people 
aged 15-29 accounted for 30% 
of the population of MENA — 
about 105 million people — and 
that 60% of the population is 
younger than 30.

Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Rashid al-Maktoum, UAE 
vice-president, prime minister 
and ruler of Dubai; and Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-
Nahyan, crown prince of Abu 
Dhabi, on August 12 sent a 
message to the Emirati youth 
to mark International Youth 
Day, telling them: “We want to 
tell you that you are the hope… 
you are the future.”

This youthful region is not 
just fighting to save itself; it 
must also change global 
perceptions. For good or for 
bad, MENA must care what 
people around the world think 
about it. Public relations is an 
important part of any success 
story and, if this region is to 
thrive, it needs home-grown 
heroes who are transferrable 

and recognisable to people 
outside the Middle East. A boy 
in California or a girl in London 
must see attractive qualities in 
these MENA heroes because 
this is what will help break 
down prejudicial stereotypes.

The West spread its brand of 
principles — at least in part — 
through its DC and Marvel 
comic book and film charac-
ters. These figures have 
become a key part of the 
“truth, justice and the Ameri-
can way” story.

This is the true potential of 
soft power: Create the story 
and own the narrative. Dis-
seminate the message in a 
manner that is easily digestible 
and less-than obvious. Fans 
believe in the power of Super-
man (altruism, independence, 
determination to stick to his 
principles) because his more 
obvious abilities (X-ray vision, 
flying, bending steel with his 
bare hands) are somehow more 
understandable and acceptable 
than his inner strength.

Certainly, heroes can be 
presidents but they can also be 
mothers and fathers, teachers 
and coaches. They can even be 
mythical figures, which are 
essential to attract today’s 
younger — and more media-
exposed — generation.

In 2006, Naif al-Mutawa, a 
Kuwaiti and licensed psycholo-

gist in New York, launched the 
comic book THE 99 (with the 
approval of the Ministry of 
Information). The comic book 
includes superheroes with 
special powers — such as gener-
osity and wisdom — based on 
the 99 attributes of Allah.

Now the MENA region may 
soon have a new hero for a new 
age.

Antar the Black Knight (also 
known as Antarah ibn 
Shaddad) is one of the great 
figures in ancient Arabic 
poetry, and American comic 
book publisher IDW Publishing 
is to introduce this regionally 
relevant hero in 2018. At 
Comic-Con International in San 
Diego this year, there was a 
panel discussion titled: “Antar: 
A Hero from the Middle East 
for the Modern Era.”

The Middle East needs more 
of these types of popular 
figures who can transcend 
nationalism and religion. After 
all, MENA is made up of more 
than a dozen countries as well 
as Muslims, Jews, Christians 
and Druze. The region needs 
not just politicians, sheikhs 
and spiritual leaders but 
heroes. The region, which is 
killing itself in record numbers, 
also needs men and women 
who can unite the youth and 
instil that greatest of heroic 
qualities: Hope.
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 If Iran does not swerve, the resulting calamity would be far 
more damaging to the United States than to Iran.

Certainly, heroes can be presidents but they can also be mothers 
and fathers, teachers and coaches.
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