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I
n his long-awaited speech on Iran, US 
President Donald Trump chose not to 
certify that Iran was in compliance with 
the 2015 nuclear agreement. He left the 
ultimate decision in the hands of the US 
Congress but warned that “in the event 
we are not able to reach a solution 

working with Congress and our allies, then 
the agreement will be terminated.”

To address concerns not tackled by the 
2015 Iran deal, Trump unveiled a “new 
strategy” aimed at “neutralising” Tehran’s 
“destabilising influence and constraining its 
aggression, particularly its support for 
terrorism and militants.” He called for the 
countering of Iran’s ballistic missile activity 
and for the denial of funding to Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC).

The IRGC is suspected of spearheading 
destabilising activity through proxies in 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen.

The pitfalls of the agreement were predict-
able. “[Critics say]: ‘Well, even if the nuclear 
issue is dealt with, they’re still going to be 
sponsoring terrorism and they’re going to get 
this sanctions relief and so they’re going to 
have more money to engage in these bad 
activities.’ That is a possibility,” former US 
President Barack Obama told the New York 
Times.

The Trump strategy, which lends particular 
importance to the role of regional partners as 
“bulwarks against Iranian subversion,” is 
bound to reassure Iran’s neighbours, which 
have, for too long, been at the receiving end 
of Tehran’s threats and intimidation tactics.

There is hope in the region that Trump’s 
new approach could dissuade Iran from 
continuing its military adventurism and 
expansionist agenda. Iran’s pattern of 
behaviour has, for years, represented a gross 
betrayal of the basic rules of good neighbour-
liness.

The nuclear deal is intact — for now — 
despite Trump’s tough words about Iran’s 
“fanatical regime” and threat to terminate 
the agreement.

Even so, Trump is forcing Congress and US 
allies to take a closer look at the deal and 
Iran’s activities. It will be up to Congress to 
evaluate how much, if at all, Iran is prepared 
to accommodate the concerns of the interna-
tional community.

The European Union’s transactional 
imperatives explain at least partly its terse 
response to Trump’s October 13 speech but 
for countries in the Middle East there is a 
different perspective on Iran’s immediate 
threats.

There is also talk of opening the door to 
new negotiations for what happens after 
some of the core terms of the deal expire in 
2025 but such a date is too far beyond the 
foreseeable future for a region engulfed in 
conflict and threatened by terror activity. 
Without a change in Iran’s behaviour, the 
situation in the region will be too cata-
strophic to contemplate.

Most Iranians want better lives. Iranians 
want to be enfolded into the world economic 
community; the young want opportunity 
and, crucially, jobs and everyone wants the 
things you can’t get in sanctions-suppressed 
Iran. Foreign investment is badly needed. 
After the nuclear deal was signed, it seemed 
as if Iran might be turning a corner. European 
companies were beating a path to its door 
and the smart money was on Iran.

Tehran, however, has unfortunately used 
the dividends of the deal to further build up 
its military power and continue its meddling 
abroad.

Tehran’s focus has not been on the better-
ment of prospects for its people. The results 
are stark. In its latest World Economic 
Outlook, the International Monetary Fund 
said Iran could expect a sharp slowdown in 
GDP growth this year. Much of this has to do 
with the uncertainty over the nuclear deal 
and the threat of reimposed sanctions.

Iran must know that all actions have 
consequences and that regional peace and 
coexistence are the better path to follow.

Will Trump’s ‘new 
Iran strategy’ 
persuade Tehran 
to change course?
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The changed face 
of Washington

T
he Washington I found 
this month is a changed 
city and I am not refer-
ring to the incredible 
number of Starbucks 
coffee shops that have 
sprung up on every 

street corner of the capital city. I am 
talking about the politics in a city 
where political debate never stops.

Even for someone who lived 
through the polarising years of 
Ronald Reagan, today’s mood in 
Washington seems more acutely 
polemical than ever. Much of the 
debate too often takes an acrimoni-
ous turn as the focus inevitably 
turns to the personality and 
leadership of one person: US 
President Donald Trump. Somehow, 
you have the impression you are in 
the middle of an election campaign 
that refuses to go away.

US domestic and foreign policies 
are too often defined through the 
president’s persona and not through 
a discussion of the merits of such 
policies.

Some of the discussion of the 
administration’s policies is predict-
ably influenced by the wide partisan 
divide between Republicans and 
Democrats. The divide seems to 
have grown during the last year or 
so.

This gap separates views on both 
domestic as well as foreign affairs. 
Americans’ attitudes on Islam, for 
instance, are split. A recent Pew 
survey indicated that 65% of 
Republicans asked said Islam is 
“more likely to encourage violence 
among its believers than other 
religions” while 69% of Democratic 
respondents rejected that view. On 
other issues, the public is divided 
between proponents of global 
involvement and those who favour 
domestic insularity.

In Washington this divide is 
reflected in the recurring compari-
sons of US foreign policy under 
Trump to that of the Obama 
administration.

Jim Zogby, the president of the 
Arab American Institute, com-
plained to The Arab Weekly that 
“Trump basically turned Syria over 
to the Russians and the Iranians. 
There is no policy. There is no 
broader vision for the region.”

US disengagement preceded 

Trump’s election, however. 
Disengagement and wariness about 
involvement abroad have been com-
mon to all US administrations since 
the Vietnam War and were acceler-
ated by the wars in Iraq and Afghan-
istan.

Miscalculations led Barack Obama 
to give up on Syria, leaving a 
political-military void that Russia 
was eager to fill. Obama, with his 
much-flaunted “pivot” to Asia, 
focused almost exclusively on 
striking a deal with Iran, giving up 
quickly on Palestinian-Israeli peace-
making or on listening to concerns 
of some of America’s traditional 
allies in the region.

The Trump administration 
introduced the restrictive notion of 
transactional benefits in foreign 
policy and the aversion to risk-tak-
ing when such benefits are not 
obvious. Derived from this are a 
short-term attention span and 
impatience with international 
complexities. This often leaves 
Washington watchers in the Middle 
East with no clue as to the United 
States’ long-term vision for the 
region.

For now, attention seems to be 
limited to the immediate task of 
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
making sure it does not reach 
American shores. The jury is still 
out on many of the other priorities.

The Trump administration has, 
for instance, shown only fluctuating 
interest in the security challenges 
facing its traditional European 
allies. Concerns over North Africa’s 
risks of instability just across the 
Mediterranean from Europe only 
exist in the realm of think-tank 
discussions. Adamant about 
showing he can do better than 
Obama, Trump has tried to improve 
ties with some regional allies such 
as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, two 
countries that had felt neglected by 
a Democratic administration that 
was too slow to draw the lessons of 
the ill-fated “Arab spring.”

Relying on Washington experts to 
explain the Middle East policies of 
the current administration is a 
fool’s errand. The majority do not 
seem to see through Trump’s 
leadership and the confused 
decision-making process surround-
ing him. Leadership divisions have 

come to the surface in recent 
weeks over the mixed signals sent 
by the administration over issues 
ranging from the Qatari crisis to 
North Korea. It is too early to tell if 
the new measures against Iran are 
a harbinger of a slightly different 
approach.

Internal disagreements are 
fought publicly. Trump’s open 
criticisms of his own secretary of 
state and important members of 
Congress are striking examples. 
These divisions might explain 
some of the hesitant and conflict-
ing steps that have further 
muddled any messages the 
administration tried to convey to 
the outside world. Even those in 
the Arab world who share the 
administration’s rejection of 
militant Islamism and Iran’s 
adventurism have been confused 
by the seemingly improvised 
travel bans targeting Muslim 
majority countries.

The RAND Corporation’s Jeffrey 
Martini said he sees divisions as 
nothing unusual in Washington. 
“All US administrations have rival 
voices within the cabinet vying for 
the president’s ear,” he said.

Many others, however, see this 
state of affairs as deeply unsettling 
to the US administration in terms 
of policymaking as it tries, for 
instance, to deal with the compli-
cated issues of the Middle East. 
They point to the unfilled senior 
foreign policy positions and the 
administration’s disproportionate 
reliance on politically inexperi-
enced family members and 
military personnel to manage 
some of the key diplomatic and 
global security portfolios.

Joe Macaron, an analyst at the 
Arab Centre in Washington, said 
“Washington in the next few years 
might be distracted by its own 
political troubles at home.” As 
disappointing as this might be for 
Middle East leaders continuously 
seeking cues from the United 
States, Trump will soon be 
focusing on America’s next 
elections, if he hasn’t already.

Compared to the Reagan years, 
Washington has grown unprec-
edentedly bitter and fractious 
even if its taste for good coffee has 
tremendously improved.
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