
Iran’s hardliners are preparing to bring President
Hassan Rouhani to heel if US President Donald Trump
scraps Tehran’s nuclear deal with major powers, offi-

cials and analysts believe. Trump has threatened to abro-
gate the 2015 agreement by not extending sanctions
waivers when they expire on May 12, if Britain, France and
Germany do not “fix” its “terrible flaws”. This sets the
stage for a resurgence of political infighting within Iran’s
complex power structure, Iranian officials said. 

Annulment of the accord could tip the balance of pow-
er in favor of hardliners looking to constrain the relatively
moderate Rouhani’s ability to open up to the West. While
the spotlight is on Trump’s eventual decision there will be
a display of unity in Tehran, a senior Iranian official told
Reuters, on condition of anonymity. “But when the crisis
is over, hardliners will try to weaken and sideline the
president,” the official said. 

Nor can the president expect any weakening of Iran’s
system of clerical rule as a result of the uncertainty sur-
rounding the nuclear deal, meaning “Rouhani will be in a
no-win situation”, said a relative of Supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. For Rouhani the stakes are high.
If the deal falls apart, he could become politically vulner-
able for promoting the 2015 accord, under which non-
nuclear sanctions were lifted in return for Tehran curbing
its nuclear programme. 

“It will also lead to a backlash against the moderates
and pro-reformers who backed Rouhani’s detente policy
with the West ... and any hope for moderation at home in
the near future will fizzle out,” said political analyst Hamid
Farahvashian. It is a delicate balance. Khamenei knows
that Iranians, many of whom took to the streets earlier
this year to protest against high food prices, can only take
so much economic pressure. 

Weakened
But the establishment does not want too much of an

opening to the West, despite the likely economic benefits.
A weakened Rouhani, unable to push such policies, is
likely to serve out his term, which ends in 2021, another
senior official said. “His removal would be a sign of weak-
ness for the system. It would harm its legitimacy abroad,”
the official said. “But he will be blamed and pressured for
the economic malaise.”

Khamenei gave guarded backing to Rouhani when he

opened the door to nuclear diplomacy with world powers
in order to end Iran’s economic and political isolation. But
the Supreme Leader’s aversion to the United States
remains a formidable barrier to any diplomatic solution
now, so a Trump withdrawal would make it hard for
Rouhani to pursue better relations with the West. “The
internal politics will make it difficult, if not impossible, for
Rouhani to pursue detente with the West and make con-
cessions in return for economic gains,” said another
Iranian government official. 

The European signatories of the deal have tried
to persuade Trump not abandon it because
they want to keep trading with Iran. Despite
threats to walk away if Trump buries the
deal, several Iranian officials said that
“as long as Tehran was not excluded
from the global financial and trading
system” it could consider respect-
ing the accord. 

Guards
But many foreign firms are hes-

itant to invest in Iran, worried by
unilateral U.S. sanctions imposed
over human rights violations, ter-
rorism, and the dominant role of
the Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) in Iran’s economy. That is
another area where Rouhani  is
exposed. He has sought without
much success to curb the economic
activities of the IRGC in order to
attract foreign investment. But under
the command of Khamenei, the IRGC
has ignored the government’s
attempts to limit its involvement in
the economy.

If the nuclear deal col lapses,
what power Rouhani has to limit
that involvement will decline further,
boosting hardliners who want to see
the president’s powers reined in. The
IRGC has done well since the sanc-
tions relating to the nuclear deal were
lifted, using front companies with no

obvious link to the Guard to serve as a conduit for
investors returning to Iran. If sanctions are reimposed as
a result of the collapse of the nuclear deal, the Guard is
well placed to evade them.

“Considering their vast business network and political
and military influence, the IRGC will be back to the busi-
ness of evading sanctions as they did for years in the
past,” said a western diplomat in Tehran. The IRGC
stepped in when European oil companies abandoned
energy projects after the United States and the European

Union imposed sanctions in 2012.
“Sepah (the IRGC) is an asset for

Iran. They protect Iran when-
ever needed .. . They res-

cued the economy when
the enemies wanted to
crush us with sanc-
tions,” said a hardline
politician who declined
to be identi f ied. “If
European investors
yield to America’s
pressure and leave
Iran, then Sepah will
take over,” he said.

Concerns over
possible Israeli mili-

tary act ion against
Iran’s nuclear facilities
have empowered the
IRGC, which runs
security at home and
abroad. But experts
bel ieve that even

under the umbrella of
an emboldened IRGC,

hardliners might hesi-
tate to apply harsh poli-

cies, fearing a revival of
the anti-government

protests in January that
showed the establ ishment
was vulnerable to popular
anger fuelled by economic
hardship. —Reuters

Sunday, May 6, 2018

10
A n a l y s i s

Established 1961 

WASHINGTON WATCH

What is Facebook 
trying to do?

By Dr James J Zogby 

Last week, Facebook made a rather strange and disturbing
set of announcements. In response to concerns raised by
several civil rights organizations - including my own, the

Arab American Institute - about hate groups using their plat-
form to harass and at times, to threaten Black, Muslim, Arab and
other minority communities. Facebook executives announced
that they were asking Laura Murphy, former Director of the
Washington office of the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU) to conduct an “audit of [Facebook’s] impact on under-
represented communities and communities of color.” What was
troubling was that Facebook coupled this action with the
appointment of former Senator Jon Kyl to conduct a similar
audit in response to charges that Facebook has a “liberal
bias...against conservative voices”.  

While it may be the company’s prerogative to appoint
whomever they wish, to combine these two audits is insulting to
the communities that have been affected by extremist hate on
Facebook. It further insults the year-long effort by the civil
rights organizations to secure a commitment from Facebook to
address their concerns. While conservative groups may have
issues with Facebook’s alleged “liberal bias”, it is an insensitive
and a clear case of false equivalence to compare allegations of
political bias with real instances of racist hate. 

In addition, there is concern with Facebook’s choice of Kyl
to conduct the parallel audit with the ACLU’s Murphy. While
the ACLU has a solid record of defending free speech from
both the left and right of the political spectrum, Kyl has been
notorious for his partisan associations with, support from, and
advocacy for the very groups that have fomented anti-Muslim
and anti-immigrant policies. 

Anti-Muslim 
In the post-9/11 era, Kyl appeared to take it upon himself to

serve as the Senate’s point person for anti-Arab, anti-Muslim,
and anti-immigrant initiatives. A few examples: In 2003, Kyl
used his Chairmanship of the Senate Subcommittee on
Terrorism, Technology, and National Security to hold what he
called an “informational hearing” on Saudi Arabia. The session
featured three authors - one of whom was a former United
Nations Israeli ambassador - who had written inflammatory
anti-Saudi books. Other than their dislike for all things Saudi,
what all three authors had in common was the fact that they had
never been to Saudi Arabia. In the end, the hearing was more
incitement than informational. In 2009, Kyl attempted to pass a
series of anti-Arab amendments to that year’s budget bill. One
of these was especially troubling in that it would have required
that “none of the funds appropriated...by this Act be made
available to resettle Palestinians from Gaza into the United
States.” Kyl’s amendment was inspired by a scurrilous “conspir-
acy theory” that had been making its rounds on rightwing web-
sites. These theories claimed that President Obama had secretly
issued an Executive Order to expend $20.3 million to facilitate
the immigration of Gazans to the US. This story, though patently
false - since no such “Executive Order” had been issued -
appeared in blogs posted on so many rightwing anti-Arab sites
that it became an “urban legend”. Kyl, apparently believing it to
be true, decided to potentially hold up the entire budget
process with an amendment based on a hoax. After colleagues
convinced Kyl that it was untrue, he relented and withdrew the
amendment. 

Also in 2009, Kyl used his leadership role in the Senate to
host an event featuring the notorious member of the Dutch par-
liament, Geert Wilders. Wilders was in the US, as a guest of
organization that has been cited as an “anti-Muslim hate
group”. Wilders’ views of Islam are deplorable. He has declared
that “Islam is not a religion, it’s the ideology of a retarded cul-
ture.”  He also termed Islam a “totalitarian ideology...like fas-
cism,” and once said “I don’t hate Muslims. I hate Islam.” At the
time of Kyl’s event, Wilder was under indictment in his own
country for “incitement to hate and discriminate” and had just
recently been denied entry to Great Britain as “an undesirable
person”. 

The timing of the event itself was as disturbing as Kyl’s invi-
tation to host Wilder. It took place on the very same day that
Senator John Kerry, then Chair of the Senate Foreign Affairs
Committee was holding a hearing on “Engaging Muslim
Communities Around the World”. Kyl’s event was designed to
sabotage whatever positive impact might have been generated
by the Kerry hearing. 

In addition to these three examples, Kyl has established a
long record of other deplorable actions, statements, and associ-
ations with anti-Muslim activists. He has: warned of a Muslim
conspiracy among US military chaplains; railed against
“Wahhabi takeover” of US mosques; questioned the loyalty of a
prominent and respected civil rights group - Muslim
Advocates; opposed the building of an Islamic Community
Center in southern Manhattan - which he, and other propagan-
dists falsely claimed was at “Ground Zero”; and has appeared at
events sponsored by groups identified as anti-Muslim hate
groups.

It is this behavior of the former senator that calls into ques-
tion Facebook’s action and raises the concern that Kyl’s flawed
judgment and biases may end up undoing whatever good may
come out of the audit that is to be done by the ACLU’s Murphy.
It is not unreasonable to ask whether or not, unlike Kyl’s hosting
of Wilder to counter Kerry’s hearing, “will the very same
Facebook entries that Murphy cites as extremist and hateful be
countered by Kyl’s charge that this is evidence of liberal bias
against conservatives?” While I’m sure this is not their inten-
tion, an objective observer may be left wondering if this act of
false equivalence is a deliberate effort by Facebook to avoid
taking corrective measures to counter the extensive trafficking
in hate on their platform? 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute
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In China, trade 
war threat casts 
long shadow 

At its high-tech laboratories in the
Chinese manufacturing hub of Shenzhen,
Beike Biotechnology is developing med-

ical robots that could help treat cancer. It has
big plans to export these to markets like the
United States. Those plans are now under
threat. The robots, which help develop cell cul-
tures used in stem cell therapies, are on a
sprawling list of products threatened with
steep US tariffs amid a simmering trade stand-
off between Washington and Beijing. The com-
pany is already factoring US tariffs into its
plans and order pipeline for next year and has
tasked its sales teams with finding new markets
to make up an expected shortfall from the
United States. Beike, a domestic leader in stem
cell technology with government support and
long-standing ties overseas, illustrates the
stakes for China Inc after Washington and
Beijing kicked off trade talks on Thursday and
ended Friday.

Led by US Treasury Secretary Steven
Mnuchin and Chinese Vice Premier Liu He, the
talks were aimed at defusing tensions between
the world’s top two economies and avert a full-
blow trade war that could rattle companies in
the United States and China. Officials from both
countries reached a consensus on some
aspects of the trade dispute, but disagreements
over other issues remain “relatively big”,
China’s Xinhua news agency said. The talks
were held amid signs that trade frictions are

growing. China’s major ports of entry have
increased checks on fresh fruit imports from
the United States, five Chinese industry sources
told Reuters. 

In the meantime, manufacturers are watch-
ing developments nervously. “The trade sanc-
tions between China and the US will certainly
have a huge impact on us,” Hu Xiang, Beike’s
founder and chairman, said at the firm’s
Shenzhen headquarters. “We are developing a
completely automated cell culture robot, which
comes within the scope of the tariffs,” he said.
He added that the company had received sig-
nificant purchase intent orders from US buyers
that could be hit hard.

The machines have various robotic parts
which move the cell cultures and keep them in a
controlled environment as they grow. The
United States is threatening to slap tariffs of 25
percent on over 1,300 Chinese products,
including medical devices, robots and sewing
machines, valued at around $50 billion. That
follows levies on aluminium and steel. The US
tariffs could go into effect in June following the
completion of a 60-day consultation period.
China has threatened retaliation in equal meas-
ure, including tariffs on major US  exports like
soybeans and aircraft.

Expansion Plans
Beike is not alone. Interviews around China

with business leaders in medical devices,
apparel, manufacturing, steel products, printing
and others underscore how broadly the trade
war threat is being felt. Some are already see-
ing tangible impacts and are shifting sales else-
where or scrapping factory expansion plans as
US orders drop. Others are grappling with the
uncertain outlook the trade war threat brings.

China’s state media said on Friday that
reaching a deal to avert a trade war would not
be easy and “failure would herald a slugfest of
tariffs that would leave global trade reeling”.
Other companies that could be hit include the
likes of Hebei Huayang Steel Pipe Co Ltd, a
manufacturer in the city of Cangzhou in east-
ern Hebei province that has seen US orders
dry up over the last few months as trade ten-
sions have risen.

The firm makes metal pipes used for trans-
porting things like oil, gas or water which it said
normally take three months to produce and ship
to clients. US buyers were worried about paying
extra tariffs if the policy came into effect, Steven
Yue, a sales manager at the Hebei-based firm,
said at the company’s manufacturing facility.
“We were planning to expand in the United
States this year,” he said. Yue added that the
company would now look to adjust its plans for
the US market in the expectation that a new tar-
iff policy would come into effect. Yue said US
buyers would still need to buy the products from
somewhere, and there would likely be more
trans-shipments, whereby products avoid tariffs
by being sold to middlemen in a third country
before being shipped to the United States. 

In the southern city of Dongguan, another
firm, Wagon International Co Ltd, is seeing a
weaker performance from US sales of its metal
accessories for luxury brands and its soccer
merchandise that it makes as an authorized
partner of FIFA - although it’s not all trade
related. “Because they didn’t get into the World
Cup, sales forecasts there are about 60-70
percent lower than what we had estimated,”
Perry Chou, Wagon’s vice president told
Reuters, referring to the United States. He
added that trade frictions would however hit
others areas of the firm’s business.

‘Going to war’
In the port city of Ningbo, Joan Lu is anx-

ious about rising pressures on the price of the
fabric printers her company sells - 40 percent
of which go to the US market - as clients look
for discounts to offset higher import levies.
“The whole industry is worried,” Lu said.
“Future orders from clients will certainly come
under pricing pressure, that’s for sure.” Lu
added: “It’s not just a little extra - it’s 25 per-
cent. If we’re talking a $10,000 deal then
you’d be adding $2,500.” Lu said her compa-
ny would not abandon the US market, “but we
are putting all our energy into developing oth-
er markets”.

The United States is China’s largest trading
partner with $506 billion worth of US imports
from the country last year, according to US
trade data. A large trade surplus with the
United States is partly behind recent tensions.
In Yiwu - a sprawling city known for export-
ing huge volumes of gadgets, toys and
Christmas decorations - merchants were more
circumspect about the impact, but were keep-
ing close tabs on developments.

“We’ve been following the news on our
phones,” said Yang Dingju, a manager at
Zhejiang Bote Sewing Machine Co Ltd, as he
peeled an orange inside his store in a cav-
ernous trading hall. He added, however, that
most of his buyers were in less developed
markets like the Middle East and Africa, which
would dull any impact. Chen Haiying, who
worked for another Yiwu firm selling sewing
scissors and sewing machine parts, was at a
loss as to why sewing machines were on the
US list, but said a full-blown trade war would
have a wider ripple effect. “If we really go to
war with the United States then it will affect
everyone,” he said. —Reuters


