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Washington’s new Iran strategy 
encounters no opposition 
from the West
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The United States’ new strategy against Iran goes beyond Iran.
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U
S President Donald 
Trump’s declared 
approach to the 
Iranian file was a 
complete reversal 
of Washington’s 
previous views 

about the Middle East, especially 
during the tenure of former Presi-
dent Barack Obama, and set the 
tone for America’s new mission as 
leader of the world.

Under Obama, the United 
States had reconsidered its 
Middle East political heritage and 
decided to downplay the Ameri-
cans’ role in the region. With 
Trump, the United States is back 
in control of the pending ques-
tions in the region and perhaps 
the world.

However, Trump’s discourse 
concerning Iran raises questions 
as to whether the US president is 
being true to his campaign 
promises or whether it represents 
America’s deep strategic think-
ing. It is no secret that Trump 
enjoys undoing his predecessor’s 
“achievements” just out of spite 
and often fails to offer alterna-
tives. A good illustration of that 
is the undoing of “Obamacare,” 
which is awaiting an alternative 
acceptable to the US Congress.

Trump’s position on the 
nuclear deal with Iran seemed, at 
first, just election rhetoric. For 
the various signatories of the 
agreement, the deal was still 
standing. Trump, however, once 
again proves that the fate of 
Obama’s heritage is subject to the 
new president’s mood.

Thus, Trump withdrew the 
United States from the Paris 
climate accords. His decision was 
in no way tied to pressure from 
the industrial lobbies in the 
United States. Before that, he 
decided on restrictions on 
Muslims entering the United 
States. That decree was not the 
result of pressure from security 
and intelligence agencies  
in the country.

Now he has set the tone on the 
nuclear deal with Iran despite 
recommendations from inside 
the Republican Party and from 
Israel itself to maintain that deal.

In the United States, the first 
and last words are often with the 
president. So, when Trump 
mouths his strategy for Iran, 
every member of his administra-
tion hurries to position himself 
or herself in line with the presi-
dent’s position. Thus, the US 
Ambassador to the United 
Nations Nikki Haley, a “Trump-
ist” through and through; US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, 
who is said to have called his 
boss a moron; and Defence 
Secretary James Mattis, who had 
opposed his country’s with-
drawal from the accord with Iran, 
all spoke with the same voice 
about Iran — that of their boss.

It seems that Trump’s position 
on the nuclear deal with Iran is a 
mere detail that has been quickly 
appended to the blueprints of a 
major military and diplomatic 
campaign aimed at containing 
Iran’s growing influence in the 
Middle East.

Israel, whose prime minister, 
Binyamin Netanyahu, had 
obsessed during Obama’s 
presidency over the nuclear deal 
with Iran, quickly forgot it and is 
now obsessed with the Iranian 
threat in Syria and Lebanon.

Saudi Arabia, which did not 
oppose the deal, chose to go its 
own way in facing Iran’s expan-
sion in the Middle East. None of 
the concerned parties in the 
Middle East had really opposed 
the nuclear deal with Iran. 
Tehran must have patted itself on 
the back for succeeding to silence 
the international community. 
The stage was set for Iran to 
openly pursue aggressive 
expansionist policies in Yemen, 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and the Gulf 
region in general.

The United States’ new strategy 
against Iran goes beyond Iran. It 

seeks to limit Russia’s, and 
perhaps even Beijing’s, involve-
ment in the region. Through the 
declared and planned counter-
measures against Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC), the United States makes 
a strong comeback in the Middle 
East. For Russia’s adventure in 
Syria, the IRGC and militias play 
a vital role. By targeting the 
IRGC, which stands at the heart 
of the Iranian octopus, the 
United States stands to hit the 
Russian Syrian strategy itself.

The immediate reactions of 
America’s allies to Trump’s 
announcement of his Iranian 
strategy mark a clear effort to 
distance themselves from 
Washington’s decision to 
withdraw from the nuclear deal 
with Iran. London and Berlin 
decided to maintain their parts 
of the agreement. French 
President Emmanuel Macron 
caused a vigorous stir when he 
announced his intention to visit 
Iran.

The fact remains that those 
European allies did not oppose 
the US option of targeting the 
IRGC. After all, this paramilitary 
organisation was behind many 
terrorist operations in Europe 
and has targeted European 
interests around the world. One 
day after Trump’s announce-
ment, London revealed that, 
contrary to what was believed, 
the cyber-attacks on the British 
Parliament last January were not 
orchestrated by Russia but by 
Iranian cyber-pirates working for 
Tehran.

In short, Washington’s new 
anti-Iran strategy in the Middle 
East will encounter no opposi-
tion from the West. Even Mos-
cow, which is quite keen on 
marking its presence in the 
Middle East, will avoid antago-
nising the United States. It might 
therefore bless America’s actions 
against the IRGC as a token of 
Russian-American cooperation.
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W
omen in the Middle East 
and North Africa suffer 
from the ultimate paradox 
— arguably the most 
frustrating of them all: 
They are encouraged to get 
an education but not a job.

This means that after years of hard work, 
studying, learning and passing exams, a 
well-educated MENA woman might easily be 
left with no way to put her skills and knowl-
edge to good use.

Or any use. Chances are she is entirely likely 
to have no way of using her expertise. Just less 
than one-quarter of the region’s women have a 
job — one of the lowest rates in the world — the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) said.

Then there is the even more striking para-
dox: Women in many parts of the Arab world 
constitute clear majorities among university 
students.

The OECD issued a report on the barriers to 
women’s employment in Algeria, Egypt, 
Jordan, Libya, Morocco and Tunisia. All those 
countries, it pointed out, have demonstrated a 
“commitment to building more inclusive 
societies.” All six have reformed their consti-
tutions to enshrine the principle of gender 
equality. All adhere to international conven-
tions that safeguard women’s rights.

Yet, there is a substantial — and stubborn — 
gender gap in workplaces in Algeria, Egypt, 
Jordan, Libya, Morocco and Tunisia. With 
some differences, the gap prevails in the rest 
of the Arab world as well.

There are the missing female workers, of 
course, which is partly, as opinion polls 
indicate, the result of a collective mindset. 
Most people in many Arab countries see men 
as deserving priority hiring.

This mindset has not kept pace with deep 
societal changes in the region, including to 
some of its most conservative bastions. For 
instance, a recent report by France’s Institut 
Montaigne contextualised the changes in 
Saudi Arabia as follows: “Whereas only 52% of 
Saudi adult women were literate in 1992, that 
rate jumped to 92% in 2015.”

It said “access to higher education for Saudi 
women has evolved (15% in 1995, 61% in 2015) 
and was accompanied by an important fall in 
the fertility rate (6 children per woman in 
1990, 2.7 in 2015.) This is indicative of the 
focus by women throughout the region on pur-
suing educational tracks and professional 
careers.

For women across the region, however, even 
when hired, there is a considerable pay gap 
with male colleagues. This is particularly so in 
the private sector. Then there is the difficulty 
women face in securing senior management 
roles in public and private sectors alike.

There are many reasons for this situation. In 
some cases, as in Egypt, Jordan and Libya, 
women need permission from their husbands 
or fathers to work. Measures aimed at protect-
ing women end up limiting their work pros-
pects. For instance, night work and hazardous 
employment are limited for women. Female 
workers are supposed to be allowed nursing 
time, day care and early retirement, none of 
which are financed by the state, except in 
Morocco.

Governments should remove the discrimina-
tory legal provisions that hinder women’s 
participation in the workforce. They should 
monitor the gender gap to build awareness 
about the problem and the need to face it. 
There are good examples of progress made in 
this regard. Since 2015, the United Arab 
Emirates’ Gender Balance Council has, in 
collaboration with the OECD, developed a 
“Gender Balance Guide.” This provides 
benchmarks and suggests concrete measures 
to address the issue.

The absence of Arab women from the 
workplace is not just unfair to them. It 
deprives their countries of the higher eco-
nomic growth rates that would ensue if all of 
society were engaged in the task of nation-
building. It is an unfair and costly situation 
that needs to change.

Addressing the 
region’s gender gap 
in the workplace
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