
 

7December 10, 2017

Trump lit slow-burning cultural fuse setting 
the tone for Jerusalem speech

Tehran’s calculated silence 
over Israeli strikes in Lebanon

S 

ome political events are 
volcanic; others are like a 
slow-burning fuse.

US President Donald 
Trump’s decision to 
recognise Jerusalem as 

Israel’s capital is a political volcano 
but days earlier he lit an interfaith 
cultural fuse by retweeting three 
anti-Muslim videos originally posted 
by a fringe far-right British group.

One of the three videos merits 
particular attention because it 
appears to assert the inherent 
incompatibility between Islam and 
Christianity.

The second of the video series 
tweeted by the Britain First group’s 
Jayda Fransen is frozen on the image 
of a heavyset man holding a 
demurely white-gowned, blue-
cloaked statue. A single sentence, 
presumably appended by Fransen, 
offers a stark indication of the 
content: “Muslim Destroys a Statue 
of the Virgin Mary!” Even those who 
do not click to play the video will get 
the gut-wrenching message.

The New York Times, which 
examined the video, said it is 4 years 
old and the man is an extremist 
Syrian cleric, Abo Omar Ghabra.

Ghabra’s actions fit a pattern set 
by the Taliban’s dynamiting of the 

monumental Buddahs of Bamiyan in 
2001 and other conspicuous 
attempts by Muslim extremist 
groups to destroy representational 
art.

The more dangerous message 
sought to be conveyed by the video 
and its wide dissemination by 
Trump is the implacable hostility 
between Islam and Christianity. The 
video is meant to intensify the 
struggle between the iconoclastic 
upstart faith founded by Prophet 
Mohammad in seventh-century 
Arabia and the older religion that 
shaped Western civilisation.

How? There is a great and terrible 
power in seeing a bearded, appar-
ently Muslim man carelessly, even 
triumphantly smashing an icon of 
the Christian faith. It is even more 
disturbing that he is seen destroying 
a symbol of female virtue, an 
inspirational figure for Christians 
across the world.

Some might say the video and its 
retweeting are a slightly more 
spiritual version of the inflamma-
tory cover featured by a mass-mar-
ket, politically conservative Polish 
magazine in February 2016. That 
didn’t get as much attention or 
traction as this video. (Trump didn’t 
retweet it and he was still consid-

ered a bizarre, improbable presiden-
tial candidate.)

Even so, as this columnist noted in 
this newspaper at the time, the 
wSieci magazine cover sent a 
dangerous and powerful message at 
the height of European concerns over 
the influx of Muslim refugee men. It 
bore the words “The Islamic Rape of 
Europe” and showed a white woman 
wrapped in the European Union’s 
blue flag, her mouth open in a 
Munch-like scream while three pairs 
of dark-skinned male hands pull at 
her hair, clothes, waist and arms.

Both the magazine and the 
retweeted video have the same 
subtext: the threat of Muslim sexual 
dominance over the Christian West. 
But Trump’s second retweeted video 
also taps into something else. It 
reinforces the expectation of a 
decisive coming struggle between 
Islam and Christianity.

Trump’s former chief strategist at 
the White House, Stephen Bannon, 
is known to think along these lines. 
In 2014, he delivered a Skype 
address to a Vatican conference 
hosted by conservative Catholic 
group the Institute for Human 
Dignity. He declared that the 
impending conflict needed all 
Christians to join together as a new 

“church militant.” That was the only 
way, Bannon said, to “fight for our 
beliefs against this new barbarity 
that’s starting.”

The video retweeted by Trump is 
supposed to illustrate that “barbar-
ity.” For, to smash a statue revered 
by another elicits a visceral reaction.

The retweeted video certainly 
does convey a dangerous threat, 
albeit at the level of a provincial 
cleric in northern Syria. The video 
tries to portray such behaviour as an 
article of the Islamic faith when it is 
anything but. Practices such as 
Ghabra’s are not condoned by stories 
about the Prophet’s own actions.

When he entered the pre-Islamic 
pagan shrine Kaaba in Mecca, the 
Prophet is said to have destroyed all 
the images of gods but allowed a 
painting of the Virgin and infant 
Jesus to remain. There are varying 
accounts of how he protected that 
painting. Some say he covered it 
with his hands; others that he 
directed it to be left intact.

The painting perished when a fire 
destroyed the building in 683, barely 
half a century after it was saved.

That story offers not just a 
wholesome but a holistic perspec-
tive of the Muslim faith’s approach 
to other people’s icons.

I 

ran has been strangely silent 
about Israeli air strikes against 
Iranian targets in Syria. Recent 
attacks were directed at impor-
tant targets and are clear signs 
of an Israeli campaign aimed at 

eliminating Iran’s influence in Syria. 
There is no doubt the attacks were 
cleared by Russia and the United 
States.

Israel carried out air strikes on 
three consecutive days. The first 
was on a major military base at 
Al-Kiswah near Damascus. It was 
reported that the area is larger than 
Beirut and that there were scores 
of Iranian military casualties.

The second strike was against 
Dumayr Airbase, targeting Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) and other pro-Iranian 
military forces. The third strike hit 
the Syrian Scientific Studies and 
Research Centre in Jamraya.

The attacks, which certainly will 
not be the last, are indicative of an 
international consensus that Iran’s 
military presence in Syria will not 
be accepted.

Iran is clearly worried about this 
turn of events against its presence 
in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. Its 
calculated silence shows its 
apprehension of collusion between 
Tel Aviv, Washington, Moscow and 
other European capitals to put the 
Iranian file on the agenda of the 
coming Middle East settlements.

French President Emmanuel 
Macron called for disbanding the 
pro-Iranian militias of the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) in Iraq 
and Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi is seeking to free the Iraqi 
government from the dominance 
of the militias — meaning from 
Iran’s dominance.

US and Russian military bases are 
mushrooming in Syria and Iran 
suspects that the countries are 
working together to leave Tehran 
out of any settlement in Syria. 
Washington has announced its 

intention to remain in Iraq and 
Syria. Any tacit arrangement 
between the superpowers for their 
presence in the region must 
include a total reduction of Iranian 
presence there. Israel was in charge 
of delivering that message.

Iran’s silence on Israel’s attacks 
becomes all the more intriguing 
considering Tehran’s clamour on 
anything connected to its influence 
in Yemen. Perhaps Tehran realises 
that a meltdown of its influence in 
far-away Yemen is a harbinger of 
worse fates in nearby zones of 
influence, so it must be prevented.

Iran’s silence on Syria might be a 
malicious tactic but the situation 
in Yemen cannot tolerate such a 
strategy. Any threat to the Houthis 
in Yemen must be dealt with 
immediately and radically. Thus, 
former Yemeni President Ali 

Abdullah Saleh, who was assassi-
nated December 4, and his allies 
had to be eliminated.

Tehran knows that, were it not 
for the alliance between Saleh and 
the Houthis, the latter could not 
have spilt out of their Saada 
fiefdom in northern Yemen and 
spread across Yemen. Saleh had 
waged six wars on the Houthis 
when he was president but, once 
he was ousted, the Machiavellian 
former enemy turned into an ally.

Iran had blessed the alliance 
even though it hated Saleh. During 
the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s, 
Saleh supported Iraqi leader 
Saddam Hussein. Iran had always 
wanted a foothold next to Saudi 
Arabia and, believing the end 
justified the means, Tehran felt a 
temporary alliance with Saleh was 
worth it. Once that goal was 

achieved, the means could be 
dispensed with.

Iran was definitely behind 
Saleh’s assassination. The Houthis 
wouldn’t have dared do it without 
Tehran’s blessing. Besides, Iran 
had to act quickly to deflect 
attention from the situation in 
Syria and, more importantly, to 
prevent a turn of events that would 
strike a decisive blow to its 
strategic influence in Yemen. The 
Houthi militias had to regain the 
initiative on the field and, by 
eliminating Saleh and his party’s 
leadership, they wanted to terror-
ise any lurking threat to their 
dominance.

Iran knows that the battle in 
Yemen is far from being over. The 
same is true for conflicts in Syria 
and Iraq. The difference, however, 
is that, in Yemen, Tehran has more 
leeway to manoeuvre and force the 
rest of the world to acknowledge 
its presence, simply by being a 
threat to security in the Gulf as well 
as to the security of international 
maritime routes.

For Tehran, becoming familiar 
with the details of Sana’a and its 
surroundings is not as important as 
ensuring its ability to launch 
missiles towards Saudi Arabia. It 
has done it before and will con-
tinue to threaten to do it again 
until Riyadh and the rest of the 
world accept Iran as a major player 
in the negotiations on Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen.

Iranian General Mohammad Ali 
Jafari, IRGC commander, was all 
talk about thwarting a coup in 
Yemen and Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani was abuzz about 
scoring a great victory against the 
“aggressors” of Yemen. In the 
meantime, reports piled up of 
scores of Iranian casualties in 
Iranian bases in Syria targeted in 
Israeli attacks. However, nobody in 
Tehran is talking about retaliating 
against the “aggressors.”
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The more dangerous message sought to be conveyed by the video and its wide dissemination 
by Trump is the implacable hostility between Islam and Christianity.

Iran suspects that United States and Russia are working 
together to leave Tehran out of any settlement in Syria.
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Threats ahead. Iran’s Army Chief of Staff Major-General Mohammad 
Bagheri (L) looks into binoculars as he visits a front line in the northern 
province of Aleppo in Syria, last October.                                        (AP)
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