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Opinion

U
S President Donald Trump’s 
recognition of Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital is unwise and 
unnecessarily provocative.

The decision runs counter to 
every UN Security Council 
resolution since 1967 invalidating 

Israel’s annexation of East Jerusalem and calling 
for an end to its occupation.

It violates the internationally held principle of 
the inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory 
by war.

It defies global consensus that Jerusalem must 
be the capital of both Israel and a future Palestin-
ian state. Why couldn’t Trump have pledged to 
support the establishment of the capital of the 
future  Palestinian state in East Jerusalem?

His decision betrays every promise by the 
international community — and guaranteed by 
the United States — that Jerusalem’s final status 
will be part of a comprehensive settlement of the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, as specified in the 
1993 Oslo Accords.

A city holy to three religions, Jerusalem’s future 
is one of the world’s most sensitive diplomatic 
issues. Jerusalem has enormous symbolic value 
for Jews, Muslims and Christians. Time and time 
again, developments related to Jerusalem have 
provoked unrest and even violence.

Trump’s unilateral declaration on Jerusalem 
cannot reflect genuine US commitment to peace 
in the Middle East. It is difficult to see how the 
announcement can live up to Trump’s own billing 
that it is “the beginning of a new approach to 
conflict between Israel and the Palestinians.” 
How can it be read as “a long overdue step to 
advance the peace process” when the decision 
aggravates doubts about US fairness as a broker in 
negotiations?

The announcement discredits the Trump 
administration’s assertion that it is working hard 
to bring both sides together “to achieve a just, 
lasting peace.”

Trump announced his decision on December 6 
in defiance of international pleas for him to 
reconsider and grim warnings about the likely 
repercussions. With every passing day, condem-
nation mounts across the Middle East and 
internationally. The world takes a grave view of 
US violation of international law, as the UN 
Security Council meeting of December 8 made 
clear. 

The European Union was withering in its 
criticism. France, Germany and the United 
Kingdom expressed alarm. America’s traditional 
allies in the Middle East and beyond warned 
against the fallout. Saudi Arabia described the 
decision as “unjustified and irresponsible.” The 
United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Iraq and Jordan 
condemned it. Russia said US recognition of 
Jerusalem risked “dangerous and uncontrollable 
consequences.”

Even in the United States, there is little support 
for tipping the scales towards Israel except from 
Trump’s Evangelical Christian, right-wing and 
hard-line supporters. A recent University of Mary-
land Critical Issues Poll stated that 63% of 
Americans asked, including 44% of those who 
said they lean Republican, said they were 
opposed to the transfer of the US Embassy from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. A poll by the Arab Ameri-
can Institute shows weak support for the move 
even among the most pro-Trump segments of the 
US public. A maximum of 33% of Republican-
leaning respondents expressed support for 
Trump’s decision.

It is obvious that Trump made a consequential 
foreign policy decision motivated by narrow 
political motives and without consideration for 
its incendiary implications in an already volatile 
region.

Israel’s uncompromising attitude is cause of 
deep despair in the region. It has been expanding 
settlements even as it keeps the Palestinians 
disenfranchised. Less than half the population of 
Lebanon, the Palestinian territories and Jordan 
no longer says that a settlement between Pales-
tinians and Israelis is “possible,” polling by Zogby 
Research Services indicated.

The Arab world is already torn apart by multiple 
conflicts and US recognition of Israel’s claim to 
Jerusalem seems to dismiss what public opinion 
in the Arab world feels or thinks.

Trump said it is “time for young and moderate 
voices across the Middle East to claim for them-
selves a bright and beautiful future” but his 
decision on Jerusalem will leave moderate voices 
struggling to be heard. It can only play into the 
hands of extremists who will gleefully argue that 
the United States and the West are hostile towards 
the Arab and Muslim worlds.

Finally, of course, the Trump administration’s 
declared commitment to fighting Islamic extrem-
ism and Iranian-sponsored radicalism will ring 
hollow.

Trump’s move will provide extremists of all 
shades with an added argument to wreak havoc in 
the region and mortgage its future.

Trump’s provocative 
move on Jerusalem
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Ali Abdullah Saleh 
created the Houthis and 
died by the Houthis

A 

lways looking to bal-
ance power in Yemen, 
former Yemeni 
President Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh was the one 
who first helped the 

Houthis onto the scene. In fact, he 
was the one who gave them access 
to Hezbollah and Iran and, starting 
in the 1994 civil war, he tried to 
use them for political gain. Saleh 
won that war thanks to the Muslim 
Brotherhood and Salafists.

Saleh was a master of balancing 
power to remain in charge. He 
didn’t want to be dependent on 
just one strong party in Yemen so 
he encouraged Sheikh Abdullah 
bin Hussein al-Ahmar to form 
Al-Islah Party to counter the 
influence of the Yemeni Socialist 
Party and its secular ideas and 
various Islamists and tribal 
leaders. Al-Islah was a combina-
tion of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Sheikh al-Ahmar’s tribe and 
Salafists led by Sheikh Abdul 
Majeed al-Zindani. Sheikh 
al-Ahmar died in 2007.

By encouraging the Houthis, 
Saleh wanted to block the big 
Zaidiyyah families, also known as 
the Hashimiyya families, includ-
ing al-Mutawakkal clan and 
al-Hamid Uddine clan, which 
Saleh never trusted.

His second objective was to 
show the Saudis that he could set 
up connections with Iran and a 
third was to create a force capable 
of opposing the Salafist and 
Brotherhood’s religious schools 
in northern Yemen, especially in 
Saada province, the Houthis’ 
fiefdom. Those schools were 
backed by Saudi Arabia.

Many Yemeni officials have 
testified that Saleh financed the 
Houthis and introduced them to 
parliament in the first elections 
after the civil war.

Following that period, scores of 
Houthis spent many years in 
Qom, Iran, and adopted the 
“Twelver” Shia ideology, which is 
distinct from their traditional 
Zaydiyyah ideology. With the 
help of Hezbollah, the Iranians 
converted a good part of Zay-
diyyah society to “Twelver” 
ideology.

Until 2003, Saleh thought he 
had the Houthis eating from the 
palm of his hand. An incident in 
Saada, however, gave him reason 
to think otherwise. After signing 
a border treaty with Saudi Arabia, 
Saleh travelled by land to Mecca 
for a pilgrimage as a gesture of 
goodwill towards the Saudis. On 
the way, he stopped at Saada and 
gave the Friday sermon at its 
main mosque. After the sermon, a 
Houthi stood up and let out what 
is known among Houthis as 
sarkha — “the scream.” This 
involved shouting: “Death to 

America. Death to Israel. Damna-
tion on the Jews. Victory for 
Islam.”

Saleh was shocked to discover 
that the Houthis had fundamen-
tally changed. It was clear to him 
that the Houthis had become 
puppets of Iran. He ordered a 
campaign of arrests against 
them, igniting the first of six 
wars to come with the Houthis.

From 2004-10, thousands of 
victims from both camps fell. 
Among them was Hussein 
Badreddine al-Houthi, brother of 
the Houthis’ current chief, 
Abdelmalik al-Houthi. Saleh once 
told me: “Between me and the 
Houthis, there are six wars and 
30,000 martyrs.”

Saleh had no idea how deeply 
perverted the Houthis were by 
Iran and Hezbollah. The Iranians 
armed and trained the Houthis 
and set up a dedicated communi-
cations network for them. Saleh 
used these conflicts to sideline 
his arch enemy, General Ali 
Mohsen Saleh al-Ahmar. He had 
probably never wanted to end 
the war with the Houthis or 
perhaps he couldn’t. Neverthe-
less, he used them for specific 
purposes.

Ahmar was a relative of Saleh’s 
but belonged to the Muslim 
Brotherhood. He commanded the 
strongest tank brigade in the 
Yemeni Army. Along with 
Hameed al-Ahmar, he took 
advantage of the 2011 youth 
rebellion in Yemen and staged a 
coup against Saleh. That freed 
the Houthis from their siege and 
practically gave them the 
country on a silver platter.

I first interviewed Saleh in the 
summer of 2004. He insisted that 
I publish the interview in the 
Lebanese daily Al-Mustaqbal. In 
the interview, he hinted at the 
close relations between the 
Houthis and Iran and Hezbollah. 
By choosing Al-Mustaqbal, he 
probably wanted to convey a 
message to Hezbollah. The 
interview appeared on the front 
page in July 2004 right after the 
first battles between the Yemeni 
Army and the forces of al-Shabab 
al-Mu’min.

Editorial

By 
encouraging 
the Houthis, 
Saleh wanted 
to block the 
big Zaidiyyah 
families, also 
known as the 
Hashimiyya 
families.

Double-dealing. A Houthi rebel fighter inspects 
damage after a reported air strike carried out by 
the Saudi-led coalition targeted the presidential 
palace in Sana’a, on December 5.            (AFP)

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah

Saleh had no idea how deeply perverted the Houthis were 
by Iran and Hezbollah.
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