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BARIA ALAMUDDIN

With 400 already dead, 
the killings in Iraq 
escalated horrifical-

ly at the weekend following the 
torching of Iran’s consulate in 
the holy city of Najaf. About 70 
protesters were gunned down in 
just 48 hours, largely at the hands 
of unaccountable Tehran-backed 
paramilitaries. Supreme Leader 
Ali Khamenei’s representative 
incited Al-Hashd Al-Shaabi mil-
itants to “pursue” and “uproot” 
those responsible for the consu-
late fire.

Tehran’s crackdown strategies 
in Lebanon, Iraq and upon its 
own streets increasingly reek 
of desperation. Playing for time 
and making cosmetic political 
changes have failed. Attempts to 
terrorize and crush the demon-
strations have simply brought 
out thousands more furious and 
defiant protesters. When Hezbol-
lah personnel taunted protesters 
with their yellow flags and sec-
tarian slogans, citizens defiantly 
chanted back: “This is Lebanon, 
not Iran,” and “Hezbollah is a 
terrorist.” Accusations of being 
“Zionist stooges” or failing to 
support the “axis of resistance” 
used to intimidate Hezbollah’s 
critics into silence. Now such 
rhetoric is incessantly ridiculed 
in the protest camps.

At recent international confer-
ences, regime-connected Iranian 
academics have floated proposals 
for converting Hezbollah into a 

purely political entity. Hezbollah 
is Tehran’s crown jewel in terms 
of its overseas sedition. The fact 
this is even being mooted sug-
gests a degree of panic within 
the regime due to the existential 
threat that current developments 
pose.

Having used an iron fist against 
Iranian protesters, Khamenei be-
lieves that proxies in Iraq and 
Lebanon haven’t been sufficient-
ly aggressive. On Nov 21, Khame-
nei summoned to Tehran Iraqi 
officials, including paramilitary 
leaders Falih Al-Fayyadh and 
Hadi Al-Amiri, and reportedly 
demanded “extreme levels of vi-
olence” to crush protests, even if 
the death toll extended into the 
thousands. “Iran will not give up 
Iraq and will not allow its influ-
ence to be reduced,” Khamenei 
was quoted as saying.

The Quds Force’s Qassem 
Soleimani micromanaged the 
crackdown. Most deaths in Iraq 
are attributable to his paramil-
itary allies. According to eye-
witness accounts, Asa’ib Ahl Al-
Haq personnel in Shiite-majority 
towns like Nasiriyah and Amarah 
opened fire on protesters from 
the roofs of their own offices, 
as well as driving around shoot-
ing indiscriminately at citizens. 
There have been intensifying 
campaigns of abductions by par-
amilitaries, with instances of tor-
ture reported.

In the wake of the Najaf con-
sulate incident, proxy leaders 
Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis (Kata’ib 
Hezbollah) and Qais Al-Khazali 
(Asa’ib Ahl Al-Haq) called for 
deploying their forces in the holy 
cities, claiming — improbably — 
that protesters were plotting to 
attack their outspoken defender 

Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-Sistani. 
Indeed it was Al-Sistani’s call for 
Iraq’s leaders to “reconsider their 
choices” that is credited with 
forcing Prime Minister Adel Ab-
dul Mahdi’s resignation. Tehran 
has pursued various pretexts for 
beefing up its presence in Iraq’s 
holy cities, having recently seen 
its proposal to send 20,000 Irani-
an security personnel to “protect 
pilgrims” rebuffed.

Abdul Mahdi’s resignation 
was jubilantly celebrated by 
demonstrators, but it changes 
nothing. The prime minister has 
been threatening to resign for 
weeks and was only prevented 

by the interventions of Soleimani, 
Al-Amiri and Al-Muhandis. Just 
as in Lebanon, constituting a new 
government could take months 
and will simply promote a new 
combination of the same cor-
rupt, discredited faces. Protest-
ers’ goals can only be achieved 
when the entire Tehran-spon-
sored sectarian system is razed 
to the ground.

Khamenei is desperate for 
rapid and decisive solutions be-
cause prolonged instability in 
Lebanon and Iraq weakens his 
ability to hold sway, while risking 
further contagion of unrest to 
Iranian cities. As well as harming 
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Iran’s proxies in 
Iraq, Lebanon 

signing own 
death warrants

Khamenei is desperate for 
rapid and decisive solutions 

because prolonged instability in 
Lebanon and Iraq weakens his 

ability to hold sway 

GAVIN ESLER 

The playwright George Ber-
nard Shaw once noted that 
Britain and the US are “two 

nations separated by a common 
language”. It is certainly true that 
despite the affection most Brit-
ons feel for the US – an affection 
that, after nearly a decade living 
in Washington, I certainly shared – 
there are some things about Amer-
ica we just do not understand. Take 
US President Donald Trump, for 
example. Mr Trump provides Brit-
ain with something our citizens 
do enjoy – a bit of entertainment, 
plus the pleasure of feeling su-
perior to our American cousins. 
This patronising tendency has long 
roots. In the 1950s, then British 
prime minister Harold MacMillan, 
a man with an American mother, 
repeatedly suggested that “these 
Americans represent the new 
Roman empire and we Britons, 
like the Greeks of old, must teach 
them how to make it go”. The idea 
that British brains guide American 
decisions might be comforting to 
sections of the British public but 
it is largely nonsense.

During the presidency of Ronald 
Reagan, Britain’s then prime min-
ister Margaret Thatcher did be-
come a trusted friend and adviser. 
But British newspapers, including 
those considered pro-American, 

bought into another patronising 
idea that Reagan was “just an ac-
tor”, a “cowboy”, playing out the 
role of president of the US. The 
truth was much more complicated.

When I prepared Reagan’s obit-
uary for the BBC and reported on 
his funeral, I was astonished at 
how far – even among bitter oppo-
nents – he was seen as essentially a 
decent man whose words touched 
the hearts of the American peo-
ple. For Mrs Thatcher, he was a 
kindred spirit offering a clear, if 
simple, political vision. Big govern-
ment was bad. Communism was 
wicked. And that led to clear but 
simple policies. Taxes should be 
low, government spending limited 
and defence spending high.

It is worth recalling this complex 
historical background as Britain 
welcomes – if that is the correct 
word – Reagan’s successor to the 
White House, Mr Trump. He is in 
London for the Nato summit and 
a state banquet with Queen Eliza-
beth II. But in Britain, Mr Trump 
appears to be the most unpopular 
US president ever.

Facing impeachment at home, 
he arrives in Britain in the mid-
dle of an extremely bitter general 
election campaign, having already 
controversially interfered in do-
mestic British politics. He called 
the Conservative prime minister 
Boris Johnson a good man and 

Britain’s Trump, as if he sees Mr 
Johnson as a kind of mini-me. He 
also urged Mr Johnson to work 
with the Brexit party of Nigel 
Farage to ensure Britain leaves 
the European Union. Mr John-

son’s party has been ahead in the 
opinion polls for weeks, suggest-
ing he could win a comfortable 
parliamentary majority. So what 
could go wrong? Advisers fear 
their American guest enthusias-

tically endorsing Mr Johnson and 
suggesting a future US-UK trade 
deal could involve Britain open-
ing up its National Health Service 
to US companies, or holding its 
supermarkets to American food 

US President 
Donald 

Trump’s visit 
to the UK is 

a reminder 
of the two 

nations’ 
complex 

historical ties 

Two nations separated by a common language

Khamenei is desperate for 
rapid and decisive solutions 

because prolonged 
instability in Lebanon and 
Iraq weakens his ability to 

hold sway, while risking 
further contagion of unrest 

to Iranian cities.  
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Breaking News: The 
President of Ukraine 

has just again announced 
that President Trump has 
done nothing wrong with 
respect to Ukraine and 
our interactions or calls. 
If the Radical Left Dem-
ocrats were sane, which 
they are not, it would be 
case over!

@realDonaldTrump
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We’re having this 
election because 

Parliament could not get 
anything done. It was par-
alysed. It’s time for us to 
take decisive action and to 
get Brexit done, so that we 
can get Parliament work-
ing again on the issues 
that matter to you.

@BorisJohnson
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“The most important 
thing to do if you 

find yourself in a hole is 
to stop digging.” 

 Warren Buffett
@tradingproverbs
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A source of trouble is 
that our minds are 

unruly. We need to effect 
an inner transformation, 
to understand that love 
and affection are a real 
source of joy. It’s impor-
tant to be warm-hearted 
rather than selfish. We’ll 
be less sick, live longer 
and have more friends 
here and now.

@DalaiLama

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

ordinary Lebanese, the immi-
nent collapse of the banking sys-
tem would also impact Iran and 
Hezbollah, which have system-
atically laundered and hoarded 
funds via these channels. Tehran 
furthermore fears that, just as 
happened in 1982, Israel would 
exploit Lebanese civil conflict to 
try and eradicate the “resistance” 
once and for all.

Hezbollah can only hold sway 
in Lebanon via the collaboration 
of Christian leaders like Presi-
dent Michel Aoun and Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil, whose 
support within their commu-
nities is rapidly draining away. 

Hassan Nasrallah fears that kill-
ing protesters will further unite 
Lebanon against Hezbollah. 
Nevertheless, just as Khamenei 
arm-twisted Nasrallah into wad-
ing into the Syrian conflict, if 
Hezbollah’s paymasters demand 
blood, then the streets of Beirut 
will obediently run red.

The fatigued response from 
Western leaders has encouraged 
Iran’s allies that they can repress 
citizens with impunity. If we are 
to avoid an exponentially higher 
death toll, then diplomats must 
forcefully stipulate that there 
will be meaningful consequenc-
es (UN measures, sanctions, war 
crimes investigations, diplomatic 
action, etc.) if the aspirations of 
demonstrators are ignored and 
the authorities continue down 
the path of repression.

Although Khamenei is trying to 
peddle the model of brutal crack-
downs as a magic solution to do-
mestic unrest, protests inside 
Iran persist and may become fur-
ther inflamed. Iranian protesters 
have been brutally crushed over 
and over again in recent years, yet 

still they courageously come out 
against their oppressors.

In the late 1970s, the shah of 
Iran desperately oscillated be-
tween confused attempts to ap-
pease Iranian demonstrators and 
botched crackdowns, which only 
succeeded in uniting the entirety 
of Iran against him. The result 
was the 1979 revolution, in which 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
came out on top and ruthlessly 
crushed all other segments of the 
opposition.

The protests in Iraq and Leb-
anon today are likewise on the 
brink of passing the point of no 
return. Through their escalating 
reliance on brutal and excessive 
force, Al-Hashd Al-Shaabi and 
Hezbollah are tantalizingly close 
to signing their own death war-
rants, as they continue to under-
mine any remaining popular le-
gitimacy among their grassroots 
supporters.

If this is indeed the beginning 
of the end for Iranian hegemony 
in Iraq and Lebanon, then we 
still have a long and bloody road 
ahead of us. Khamenei, Nasral-
lah and Al-Amiri are far from 
admitting defeat. Tehran has 
invested billions in its regional 
dominance strategy and won’t 
simply walk away. Their knee-
jerk response to recent setbacks 
may be to ramp up the killing. 
This will reap a horrific toll, yet 
such atrocities will ultimately 
only serve to reinforce the pop-
ular determination to eliminate 
all manifestations of Iranian in-
fluence — permanently.

(Baria Alamuddin is an award-win-
ning journalist and broadcaster in the 

Middle East and the UK. She is editor of 
the Media Services Syndicate and has 

interviewed numerous heads of state.)

1910
Modern neon lighting is first 
demonstrated by Georges 
Claude at the Paris Motor Show.

1919
After nearly 20 years of planning 
and construction, including two 
collapses causing 89 deaths, the 
Quebec Bridge opens to traffic.

1920
Following more than a month 
of Turkish–Armenian War, 
the Turkish dictated Treaty of 
Alexandropol is concluded.

1929
President Herbert Hoover delivers 
his first State of the Union message to 
Congress. It was presented in the form of 
a written message rather than a speech.
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Last week’s 
resignation of 
the Iraqi premier 
is a setback to 
Iran but a minor 
concession to 
the protesters, 
which at the time 
of writing has 
witnessed more 
than 400 dead and 
1700, wounded. 

Is the hegemonic 
dream shattering? 

The reasons behind the protests that we are wit-
nessing in Iraq, Lebanon and Iran appear to have 
a common denominator named as corruption.  

The peoples’ money remains in individual politician’s 
bank account, leaving the state with little or no money 
to spend on public services. 

The corrupt politicians then increase the prices of 
basic facilities to raise money for state budget, creating 
further pressure on the public and pushing them into 
abject poverty. The politicians seem to have included 
in their portfolio the right to use the public money for 
private use and with impunity. Now this misappropri-
ation of public money has come to a dead end. That is 
why people of the three countries find themselves in 
an open-ended confrontation with the ruling elites. 

Out of the three countries, Iran seems to be the 
most affected by the ongoing violations. Not only the 
violations will likely shake its internal social fabric but 
also scrap its dominant stake in Iraq and Lebanon. Iran 
seems to be behind the wheel steering the political and 
economic affairs of Iraq and Lebanon by organizing, 
training and financing proxy forces in the respective 
countries. If the regimes change in both Iraq and 

Lebanon, Iran’s decades-old dream 
of hegemony will end. 

Protesters in Iraq targeted Irani-
an interests including its diplomatic 
mission in the holy cities of Karbala 
and Najaf, which was an unthinkable 
few months ago. It clearly indicates 
that Iran is on the verge of losing its 
interests in Iraq and Lebanon, which 
it consider them as the backbone of its 
hegemonic dream. 

However, Iran is trying to keep its 
head above the water and indirectly 
fighting to maintain its interests by 
actively involving in anti-demonstra-
tion campaigns in those countries 
and even went as far as deploying its 
staunch armed supporters and proxy 
forces. 

In Iraq, the killers are suspected to be the Iranian 
backed militia including members of the notorious 
Badr organization, Asaib Ahl Al-Haq. They are believed 
to have controlled Iraq’s government establishments 
and promote Iran’s interests in the country.  

Reports indicate that following the first day of pro-
test, General Qasim Solemani, the head of the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guards flew to Bagdad and that he was 
personally ordering the killing, said an Iraqi security 
official to which the Iraqi government seems to have 
given the green light. 

However, the Iraqi President, Barham Saleh con-
firmed to the public that the Iraqi authorities did not 
give any orders to use deadly force and added that tar-
geting peaceful demonstrators with live bullets is unac-
ceptable in Iraq. So who is responsible for the ongoing 
crime being committed against innocent Iraqi youths? 

Iran finds itself at crossroads. The ongoing protests 
in its soil, Iraq and Lebanon on one hand and dealing 
with the imposed economic sanctions against it on the 
other. To deal with the latter, Iran is campaigning on 
diplomatic overtures with the GCC countries, which 
appears to be too late and too little and came at the 
wrong time.  

However, Iran has done nothing to curb its terrorist 
activities and sponsoring terrorists. It needs to take 
tangible steps that can usher confidence building with 
fellow neighboring countries. Iran has occupied the 
undisputed position of state sponsor of terrorism for 
years on a row, according to the US State Department 
reports, spending about $1 billion annually. 

As the protests continue and number of deaths climb, 
the once peaceful protesters will arm themselves and 
confront the security forces, throwing the countries 
from the frying pan into the fire, say politicians. 

The protests that are taking place in Iraq, Lebanon 
and Iran do not seem to go away soon unless the ruling 
elites in the respective countries take concrete steps 
to involve the public in the political discourse. Last 
week’s resignation of the Iraqi premier is a setback to 
Iran but a minor concession to the protesters, which at 
the time of writing has witnessed more than 400 dead 
and 1700, wounded. 

YENUS S

standards.
The US trade representative 

body that will negotiate any fu-
ture US-UK trade deal has held 
open hearings, in which US lobby 
groups, including pharmaceuti-

cals, meat production, health care 
and others, have stated how they 
would like to claim a big slice of 
the British market. The opposition 
Labour party claims secret dis-
cussions show the health service 
is “up for sale” while Mr Johnson 
responds it is not. But the prime 
minister’s record of telling the 
truth is very patchy.

Moreover, in the past, Mr Trump 
and his supporters have been 
scathing about what they see as 
Britain’s “socialist” health care. 
It is impossible to overstate how 
sensitive this is. Few British people 
would care if American or oth-
er foreign owners bought British 
football clubs. Nor would many 
care if foreign owners bought 

British supermarkets or manufac-
turers or even chocolate makers 
such as Cadburys. But any Brit-
ish politician advocating Ameri-
can-style health care is committing 
political suicide. Healthcare costs 
are the biggest cause of personal 
bankruptcy in the US and despite 
the underfunding of the National 
Health Service, it retains the af-
fection, respect and trust of British 
people like no other major British 
institution. Any blundering inter-
vention by Mr Trump could cause 
a massive political backlash.

And so it looks as though Mr 
Johnson will endure various for-
malities with Mr Trump and avoid 
anything too friendly. They will 
agree that other European na-
tions should spend more money 
on defence and Mr Trump will 
be briefed by his staff not to run 
off script and say what he really 
thinks about Britain and Brexit. 
But if Mr Johnson finds sticking 
to the truth sometimes tricky, Mr 
Trump finds sticking to the script 
almost impossible. When Macmil-
lan talked of Britain playing Greece 
to America’s Rome, he meant the 
great Rome of Augustus Caesar. If 
British people see Mr Trump in 
Roman terms, it is more like the 
Rome of Caligula, the eccentric 
who once promoted his horse to 
the post of consul. It will be an 
interesting few days.

Two nations separated by a common language
The US trade representative 

body that will negotiate 
any future US-UK trade deal 

has held open hearings, 
in which US lobby groups, 

including pharmaceuticals, 
meat production, health 

care and others, have 
stated how they would like 
to claim a big slice of the 

British market.  


