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US Policies

Debate

Even a gossipy book can have some
truths about Trump and the Middle East
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There is gossip
and then there is
the evidence
of what we see
and hear.

F

or a US administration
that promised to bring
about peace in the
Middle East, Donald
Trump’s White House
team seemed to mention the region hardly at all in the
first eight months in office.
In Michael Wolff’s gossipy blockbuster “Fire and Fury,” which purports to document most of the first
year of the Trump White House,
there are just four references to
the Middle East per se. Most of
them revolve around the region’s
status as an unsolvable challenge,
one that would defy anyone, not
just the US president’s son-in-law
Jared Kushner.
As the book tells it, the task
given to Kushner, a political greenhorn, was seen as a bit of a joke.
Wolff describes Fox News commentator Tucker Carlson laughingly telling Trump “he hadn’t
really done Kushner any favours”
by giving him such a portfolio. ‘I
know,’ replied Trump, quite enjoying the joke.”
Then there was Trump’s former
chief strategist, the fearsomely
well-read believer in the culture
wars, Stephen Bannon. Wolff said
Kushner’s efforts towards what
Trump flamboyantly called “the
ultimate deal” were constantly derided by Bannon. Wolff writes that
Bannon would often say of Kushner, “his voice reverent and his
expression deadpan, ‘He’s going to
make peace in the Middle East.’” It
caused other White House aides to
crack up.
Make what you want of the gossip proffered by Wolff (or the value
of gossip as a general currency
of social exchange) but one thing
comes through pretty clearly. The
Trump administration does seem
to have been alternately pompous
and unserious about the Palestinian-Israeli issue.
If, as the saying goes, one half of
a rumour is true though it may not
be clear which half, the anecdotes
served up by Wolff indicate many
things. The Trump White House

Gossipy blockbuster. Copies of Michael Wolff’s book “Fire And Fury” on sale inside a branch of the
Waterstones book store in Liverpool, on January 11.
(Reuters)
did want to make peace between
the Palestinians and the Israelis
but knew little about the process
and cared even less about the
people involved. Many of Trump’s
aides considered the overweening
arrogance of the ambition laughable. Until the autumn, those aides
found little reason to revise their
opinion.
There are differing views about
the value of gossip. Some say it’s
nasty, hurtful and a dangerous tool
wielded by the mendacious. It’s
also been called “nature’s telephone.” Liz Smith, America’s goddess of gossip, who died last year,
memorably described her stock-intrade as “news running ahead of
itself in a red satin dress.”
Smith, it’s worth noting, wrote
copiously about Trump’s rather

scandalous divorce from his first
wife based on her exclusive 1991
interviews with Ivana Trump. Was
that dirt served up on a gold-edged
plate or the real deal? Is Wolff’s
book, which became a bestseller
within hours of publication, basically discredited by its generally
gossipy tone?
There is one solid fact in favour
of Wolff’s offering. It reads no
differently from the torrent of
newspaper and magazine reports
and analyses in the past year about
the Trump administration’s rather
simplistic view of the Middle East
in general and of Saudi Arabia,
Egypt and Israel in particular.
As Trump marks his first year in
the White House, it’s hard to argue
that his administration was pushing for a just peace in the region.

It’s hard to make the case that
Trump (or Kushner) understood
the effect of occupation on millions of Palestinians.
A month before Wolff’s book
was published, Trump announced
the United States would henceforth regard Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel. Within a fortnight
of the book’s dizzying rise to the
top of sales charts, the United
States declared it would withhold
more than half of the $125 million
it gives to the UN relief agency
for the Palestinians. To penalise
a suffering people for refusing to
meekly swallow further injustice is
a tragedy.
There is gossip and then there is
the evidence of what we see and
hear. The real fire and fury may be
only just starting.
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U

S President Donald Trump would
dearly love the
Iran nuclear deal
he loathes to fail
but does not want
the responsibility
of destroying it himself. Hence his
reluctant decision to extend the life
of the Obama-era deal in which Iran
limited its nuclear programme in
exchange for sanctions relief.
Some in Washington hoped the
president would use the wave of
protests across Iran to dare a bold
move. This was the most widespread public dissent in the Islamic
Republic since the 2009 Green
Movement after presidential elections returned hardliner Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad to power. Trump’s
patience, however, is clearly running out and he warned European
leaders that he would not again
waive sanctions to stay in the deal
when the issue next comes up in
three months.
Both US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson and Secretary of Defence
James Mattis urged Trump to stay
in the nuclear deal and attest to
Iranian compliance with its terms,
adding that the US president could
take tougher action on Iran outside
the narrow terms of the arrangement. By decertifying the deal but
not pulling out of it, Trump muddied the waters in what is already a
very difficult problem.
Three months ago, he said he
would work with the US Congress
and European allies to force new
conditions on Iran but there is little sign of a broader policy review

on how to counter Iran across the
Middle East being agreed with
Congress, let alone the other signatories to the nuclear deal.
Indeed, tensions between the
United States and its Western allies are growing. French President
Emmanuel Macron was very clear
that he and his European peers, not
least Germany and the United Kingdom, see no reason to break away
from “the existing and positive momentum that has been achieved,”
in the words of French Foreign
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian.
A year after he moved into the
White House, Trump’s foreign
policy remains unpredictable if
not capricious. It is so unpredictable that one of Washington’s
seers, Dennis Ross, an adviser to
presidents in both parties, said:
“Predicting Donald Trump requires
more humility than anticipating
developments in the Middle East.”
Washington today is no longer
certain of its judgment on Iran.
Until Trump’s election, a good
observer could, to some degree,
predict what policy path the US
president would follow.
Today, the protests inside Iran
play into a narrative that suits at
least those who advise the president — that one cannot do transactions with political entities that are
inherently evil. In other words, the
very nature of the Iranian regime is
so flawed that it is not worth pursuing any dialogue on Syria and Iraq.
The protests in Iran comfort Trump
in his stated belief that attempting
regime change might be worth
the game.

What if regime change is not
the order of the day? What if the
protests, genuine though they are,
do not signify on the part of the Iranian people a desire to topple the
regime but to gain more jobs and
freedom, reduce corruption and get
more jobs?
Predicting Iran is quite as challenging as predicting Trump. Many
seasoned Iran watchers were
caught unaware by the revolution
of 1979 and 30 years later they
were surprised by the uproar that
followed Ahmadinejad’s re-election.
The CIA got it fundamentally
wrong in 1979. In the Middle East,
there is no end of the number of
times the US, French or British secret services and diplomats utterly
failed to anticipate events that
changed the face of a given country
or the region.
Trump faces a further difficulty
in dealing with Iran as efforts by
his administration to build a strong
international response to Iran’s
crackdown on anti-government
protesters appeared to backfire
as members of the UN Security
Council instead used a special session called by the United States to
lecture the American ambassador
on the proper purpose of the body
and reaffirm support for the Iran
nuclear deal.
As one might expect, Russian
Ambassador to the United Nations
Vasily Nebenzya was blunt, asking rhetorically why the Security
Council had not taken up the issue
of Black Lives Matter protests in
Missouri, which were also met with

a violent police response.
More significant was the warning
from French Ambassador Francois
Delattre against any attempt to
“instrumentalise protests from the
outside. We must be wary of any
attempt to exploit this crisis for
personal ends, which would have a
diametrically opposed outcome to
that which is wished.”
British representative Matthew
Rycoft said Britain remained fully
committed to the nuclear deal,
describing it as one of the great
diplomatic successes of recent
memory. The Bolivian ambassador
pointedly remarked that “it needs
to be crystal clear that the situation in Iran does not belong on the
agenda of the Security Council.”
Such reticence to support the
American position is the latest
evidence of growing international
resistance to the Trump administration’s foreign policy priorities,
particularly at the United Nations.
Last month, a large majority of UN
members voted for a resolution
denouncing the US announcement
recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital and a plan to move the US
Embassy there.
If Trump persists in conflating
the protests with the Iran nuclear
deal, arguing that financial benefits
received by the Iranian authorities
as part of the accord had fuelled
the corruption that the country’s
people were protesting, he will
simply run into a brick wall with
US allies in Europe, Russia and
China. All points to the steady erosion of US influence in the field of
international diplomacy.

