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Moral leadership is 
needed in today’s world

S 

ome years ago, a cartoon in 
the New Yorker neatly en-
capsulated one of human-
ity’s great moral dilemmas. 
A small boy, gazing at his 
briefcase-clutching, tidily 

dressed father asks: “Dad, how can 
I do good and get a slice of the pie?” 
The boy’s question seems more 
relevant than ever to the world’s 
politics.

Media, including television and 
newsprint, have been preoccupied 
with the puzzle of US President 
Donald Trump. Is he a maverick but 
shrewd politician who not only 
engineered adoption by the ancient 
and resilient Republican Party, 
routing more experienced candi-
dates, most of whom would have 
made credible occupants of the 
White House but then went on to 
defeat pollsters, pundits and an 
experienced former first lady and 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton? 
Clinton had the advantage, too, of 
being the first female candidate of 
one of the major parties for the 
presidency and following the first 
president of African-American 
descent.

Is Trump the “stable genius” he 
believes himself to be or is he a 
self-gratifying narcissist with the 
attention span of a child? This is 
what the journalist Michael Wolff, 
who camped for a week or two at 
the White House at the beginning of 
the Trump regime, said. The genius 
case seems to cover supply-side 
economics. Wall Street is up, 
unemployment and the dollar 
down.

Doing good as well as getting a 
slice of the pie is a simple moral 
dilemma. Part of Trump’s problem 
is that he is a head of state. Heads of 
state are supposed to display moral 
as well as political leadership, both 
at home and abroad. The 19th-cen-

tury commentator Walter Bagehot 
called the British monarchy the 
dignified part of the constitution. 
Parliamentary battles might well be 
essential for the preservation of 
sectoral freedoms or achieving 
social progress but the crown was 
expected to exemplify parliamen-
tary outcomes only.

Queen Elizabeth II is the longest 
ruling British monarch. She has 
been married for 70 years and 
reigned for 66 of them. There is, at 
present, real anxiety in Britain 
about the wisdom of imposing a 
state visit by an individual like 
Trump on the queen.

Her subjects need not worry; 
Queen Elizabeth learned her 
constitutional dance steps before 
most of them were born. She has 
had to receive Robert Mugabe and 
honour Nicolae Ceausescu. She is 
not bland or void of opinion. She is a 
mistress of nuance and uses body 
language with infinite subtlety. The 
actress Helen Mirren caught this 
very well in her Oscar-winning 
portrayal.

The nearest the queen has got to 
constitutional impropriety was 
being overheard expressing a wish 
that the Scots would think long and 
hard before they voted to leave the 
rest of her United Kingdom.

Spanish King Felipe VI, by 
contrast, has been dragged into the 
Catalan crisis. While he no doubt 
agrees with his government, his 
broadcast did sound uncomfortably 
close to that government’s inept 
overreaction.

Bagehot would not have consid-
ered Trump a dignified part of the 
US Constitution. Nor in the way of 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Harry 
Truman or Lyndon Baines Johnson 
does he appear as a consummate 
politician, now standing aloof, now 
getting his hands dirty.

US President Ronald Reagan’s 
genius was simple: He made 
Americans feel good about them-
selves. He was witty, an entertainer. 
The East Coast liberal establishment 
deeply disapproved of him. It could 
not lay a hand on him because he 
behaved like a happy man, one com-
fortable in his own skin. He was 
considered a figure of the far right 
by people who forgot he had twice 
been elected governor of California 
during California’s free-love, 
let-it-all-hang-out supremacy. 
Reports of him knocking off work at 
5 o’clock in the afternoon, like 
reports of his insistence that 
memoranda be printed on one page, 
only fuelled his legend.

Whether mythical or not, 
accounts of Trump going to bed at 
6.30pm, by himself and with a 
cheeseburger, a mobile phone and 
three television screens for com-
pany, do not generate the same awe.

President Barack Obama was 
unable to achieve what he would 
have liked to achieve because the 
White House, during most of his 
two terms, was camped beside a 
hostile Congress. His strategic 
sense, geopolitically, was imperfect 
but he started out with the incom-
parable advantage of being a 
walking emblem of healing.

This was a healing of what the 
great American novelist Philip Roth 
called “the human stain.” He meant 
the racial tensions augmented 
rather than quelled by northern 
victory in the Civil War. To those 
still affected by the human stain, 
Obama was unforgivably intelligent, 
eloquent and dignified.

So, in a different way, a more 
populist way, was his wife. The 
Obamas were, in actuality, what 
John Fitzgerald Kennedy and first 
lady Jacqueline Kennedy were 
believed to be: decent, dignified, 

scandal-free and fun.
During the two months between 

his election in 2016 and his inaugu-
ration last year, Trump did show 
signs of respect for the good 
manners displayed by one who was 
still president. It is worrying that 
such head-of-state characteristics 
as dignity and self-control do not 
seem, so far, to have been taken to 
heart.

The point of moral leadership is 
that you exemplify as well as act. 
Even non-Catholics, even non-
Christians seem to find Pope Francis 
the world’s most moral leader at 
present. All the great religions have 
one governing ethic. To find 
yourself you must lose it.

There are two huge stains on the 
world’s map at the start of 2018. One 
involves the exploitation and 
treatment of those seeking, as 
mankind has always sought, a safer 
and better life through migration. 
The second stain is Yemen.

Call the conflict there rebellion, 
call it sectarian, call it power rivalry, 
the brutal truth remains that the 
United Nations and other agencies 
are ready and willing to relieve 
suffering with supplies of food and 
medicine for a starving civilian 
population. They are being allowed 
limited access only.

Pope Francis is neither Iranian 
nor an Arab, neither Sunni or Shia. 
He is only peripherally European. 
He comes from Latin America. Let 
him preside, even for a few months, 
over the provision of international 
relief. It is hard to imagine him 
failing to persuade Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, now ruling Saudi Arabia. 
Under the cover of the Winter 
Olympics, even North and South 
Korea are talking. We, in our 
hemisphere, should be able to talk 
things over as well.
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Heads of state are supposed to display moral as well as political 
leadership, both at home and abroad.  
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Lord Grey Gowrie

T 

he war in Syria will soon 
have completed its sev-
enth year. It was a peo-
ple’s revolution put down 
by a minority regime that 
believes only in eliminat-

ing any opposition. For what result?
Syria has been destroyed and torn 

apart. The larger cities — Aleppo, 
Homs and Hama — were specifically 
targeted and there were special 
efforts to undo the demographic 
composition of Damascus and 
surrounding areas to facilitate the 
domestication of the capital.

Above all, Syria is no longer 
independent. Five countries — Iran, 
Israel, Russia, the United States and 
Turkey — share its trusteeship. 
Turkey hustled at the last minute to 
place a solid foot in Syrian territory 
even though it was among the first 
to support the people’s revolution 
in March 2011.

Turkey had the right slogans but 
was unable to put them in practice. 
Much later, Turkey joined the race 
in Syria by allying itself with Russia, 
which had shrewdly taken advan-
tage of Turkey’s weaknesses and 
hesitation. One of Turkey’s weak-
nesses is called Russian tourists. 
They flocked back to Turkey and 
breathed life into a major sector of 
the Turkish economy.

The Syrian regime was teetering 
when, in 2012, the Iranians went to 
its rescue. The Russians took over in 

2015. By ruthlessly crushing a 
peaceful revolution, the Assad 
regime turned it into an armed 
conflict. Backed by the Iranians, the 
regime contributed to the rise of 
bloodthirsty organisations, such as 
the Islamic State (ISIS), and scored 
an interesting victory by making its 
war on the Syrian people look like a 
“war on terror.”

ISIS first appeared in Syria and 
expanded to Iraq. Iran gained 
enormously from ISIS’s existence. It 
and its sanguinary reputation gave 
the Syrian regime and its Iranian 
and Russian allies the golden 
opportunity to unleash all kinds of 
horror on Syria’s population. If 
people were not decimated, they 
were forced to migrate. There were 
even population exchanges 
between regions based on sectarian 
discrimination.

The Syrian regime believes in 
sectarian discrimination and ethnic 
cleansing in the service of its 
short-term goals and Iran’s long-
term goals. ISIS served its purpose. 
In Iraq, it was an excuse for legiti-
mising the pro-Iranian Popular 
Mobilisation Forces, for destroying 
the city of Mosul and for forcefully 
changing the demographics of Iraq. 
In Syria, it gave the regime an 
excuse to use chemical weapons 
and to Hezbollah the excuse to 
violate Lebanon’s sovereignty and 
wipe out the borders between 

Lebanon and Syria. Sectarianism 
had to triumph.

After seven years, the Syrian war 
has taken a new twist with the 
emergence of broad lines for a 
Russian-American agreement about 
Syria, despite rumours that the 
recent downing of the American-
made Israeli F-16 was a response to 
the downing of a Russia-made 
Sukhoi SU-25 by an American-made 
Stinger missile.

Such an agreement means, 
among other things, that the 
occupied Golan Heights has 
become part of Israel. It seems that 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu imparted that informa-
tion to UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres recently when 
they met during the Munich 
Security Conference.

It is obvious that Russia is going 
to provide protection for the 
Alawites in Syria. It is also the power 
capable of rebuilding the Syrian 
Army without necessarily sidelining 
Alawite officers.

It is obvious that the United States 
is not willing to let go of its presence 
in Syria and the Middle East in 
general. It is in control of a rich, 
Kurdish-majority region in Syria. It 
is obvious that Russia and the 
United States are willing to give 
Turkey room for action in northern 
Syria. After meeting with Turkish 
officials in Ankara, US Secretary of 

State Rex Tillerson said the United 
States and Turkey share the same 
objective in Syria.

Now, where is Iran in all of this? 
There is no room for Iran in Syria. 
Why should it be otherwise?

There is no reason for Iran to 
spend billions of dollars to keep 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in 
power in Damascus and to trans-
form that historic and venerable 
city. By sending a drone over Israeli 
territory, Iran was saying to the 
world: “I’m ready for a war to 
remain in Syria.”

Hezbollah was sending similar 
messages. Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah warned 
Israel that his party was ready to use 
its missiles to give Lebanon an edge 
in any negotiations with Israel 
concerning the offshore gas field in 
Block 9.

Unfortunately, there are people 
who forget that the disastrous 
events of the summer of 2006 in 
Lebanon were brought about by 
Hezbollah’s missiles. Had Hezbollah 
been victorious over Israel rather 
than Lebanon during that war, we 
wouldn’t have UN Resolution 1701 
today.

Iran is willing to jump on any 
occasion to show its willingness to 
ignite the entire region. It is willing 
to go to extremes to defend its 
presence in Syria even if this 
presence is unjustified.

Iran willing to go to extremes in Syria 
even if it has no place there

Iran is willing to jump on any occasion to show its 
willingness to ignite the entire region.

is a Lebanese writer.
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