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Can Trump Toll back the Persians™

It’'s highly unlikely that Iran will give up its forward defence doctrine in the wake of U.S. sanctions

STANLY JOHNY

On November 5, nearly six months
after the U.S. pulled out of the multi-
lateral Iran nuclear deal, all the
American sanctions that had been in
place before the 2015 agreement
were reimposed on the Islamic Repu-
blic. When President Donald Trump
announced that the U.S. was with-
drawing from the accord, despite in-
ternational certification that Iran was
fully complying with the terms of the
agreement, he had said that the oth-
er signatories of the accord as well as
Iran’s trading partners would be gi-
ven upto 180 days to wind down their
businesses in Iran before severing
trade ties with the country. The new
sanctions will target almost all of
Iran’s vital business sectors: energy,
shipbuilding, shipping and banking.
Within two years of his presidency,
Mr. Trump has effectively taken the
U.S.-Iran relations to the pre-Obama
era of hostility by reversing a signa-
ture diplomatic achievement of the
former President.

This is not surprising given that
Mr. Trump had attacked the Iran deal
throughout his presidential cam-
paign. In the words of Steve Bannon,
his former adviser, one of the objec-
tives of the administration’s “Middle
East initiative” is “to roll back the
Persians”. Mr. Trump is trying to do
this by squeezing Iran’s economy
and mounting pressure on its rulers.

Not a very popular deal

The Iran nuclear deal has never been
popular among the conservative sec-
tions of the Washington establish-
ment. Nor has it been with the U.S.’s
key allies in West Asia — Israel and
Saudi Arabia — who believe that the
nuclear deal has done nothing to cur-
tail Iran’s regional interventions.
They worry that the deal, which li-
mits Iran’s nuclear programme in re-
turn for the lifting of international
sanctions, will make Iran economi-
cally more powerful, putting it in a
better position to continue its “sub-
versive tactics” in the region. They
also say that the 30% rise in Iran’s de-
fence spend in 2016, immediately af-
ter the deal, is an indicator of its ag-
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“Iran can either walk into the U.S.'s trap or continue to stick to the deal and

pursue its regional agenda based on the ‘forward defence’ doctrine." Iran's
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei delivers a speech during a meeting

with Iranian students in Tehran. =arp

gressive behaviour.

Interestingly, this time the U.S. is
not talking about regime change, but
“behaviour change” of the regime in-
stead. To be sure, there’s a tactical
calculus in Mr. Trump’s move. By
pulling the U.S. out of the deal, his
administration has put Iran in a
catch-22 situation. For now, Iran and
the other signatories of the deal (the
U.K., Germany, France, Russia, Chi-
na and the EU) have stated that they
will continue with the agreement.
But despite these promises, it won’t
be easy for these countries to trade
with Iran bypassing U.S. sanctions.
European companies such as Franc-
e’s Total, Italy’s ENI and Germany’s
Daimler have already announced
plans to pull back from projects in
Iran. The dilemma that Iran faces is
this: it will suffer economically even
if European governments stick to the
agreement, but if it withdraws from
the deal in protest and resumes its
nuclear programme, that would only
prove the Americans right and unite
the West against Tehran.

The forward defence doctrine

Iran can either walk into the U.S’s
trap or continue to stick to the deal
and pursue its regional agenda based
on the ‘forward defence’ doctrine —
use regional allies and proxies for in-
fluence in West Asia. Since the 1979
revolution, Iran has gone through
several economic and military chal-
lenges, which have done little to

change its strategic pursuit.

A year after the revolution, Sad-
dam Hussein’s Iraq, backed by Gulf
monarchies and the West, attacked
Iran. They expected the war to over-
throw the revolutionary regime; in-
stead, it helped the Ayatollahs conso-
lidate their position within the
country. It was during the war that
Iran helped establish Hezbollah in
Lebanon in the early 1980s and lay
the foundation for its forward de-
fence. The George W. Bush and Ba-
rack Obama administrations both
imposed sanctions on Iran — yet Iran
managed to expand its influence in
post-Saddam Iraq and even got in-
volved in Syria, its only national ally
in West Asia, to save the regime of
Bashar al-Assad. As the International
Crisis Group recently noted in a re-
port: “The trajectory of Iranian fo-
reign policy was essentially imper-
vious to the fluctuations in its
economic wellbeing.”

Asymmetric power

Iran knows that it’s not a major con-
ventional military power. Saudi Ara-
bia, its main regional rival, spends al-
most five times more on its military
than Iran’s defence budget. Israel,
another rival, is a de facto nuclear
power and the mightiest military
force in West Asia. As Iran cannot
beat its opponents in a conventional
power projection, it has turned to
the doctrine of forward defence. To-
day’s Iran is a conventional power

with an asymmetric military doc-
trine, which has served the country
well over the past 40 years. Now Iran
has Hezbollah in Lebanon, a regime
in Syria that’s completely dependent
on it for survival, and influential pol-
itical allies in Iraq. It also reportedly
supports the Shia Houthi rebels in
Yemen who control parts of the
country, including the capital Sana’a.
So, in the event of a direct military
confrontation between the U.S. or its
allies and Iran, Tehran can instigate
multiple crises across the region. The
forward defence is Iran’s core stra-
tegic principle, launched to over-
come its conventional power deficit.
This is the most significant takeaway
from Iran’s foreign policy. And it’s
naive to believe that Tehran would
give this up in the wake of the U.S.
sanctions. Rather, domestically, the
U.S’s rhetoric and sanctions could
undermine the legitimacy of Iran’s
moderates and reformists who lead
the current administration and
strengthen the hands of the
hard-liners.

Another factor that is in Iran’s fa-
vour is the lack of unity in its rival
camp. The Saudi blockade on Qatar
has already divided the Gulf coun-
tries. Turkey, an American ally and a
member of the NATO, has gradually
moved closer to Iran and Russia in re-
cent years and the three countries
are now cooperating in stabilising Sy-
ria. More important, the murder of
Saudi Arabian journalist Jamal
Khashoggi inside the Kingdom’s con-
sulate in Istanbul has weakened Ri-
yadh diplomatically and thrown a
spanner into Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman’s plan (with
American backing) to create an
“Arab NATO” to counter Iranian in-
fluence. Iran would likely exploit
these crises within its rival camp by
strengthening its own regional acti-
vism, particularly at a time when the
U.S. is turning hostile.

If Mr. Trump wants peace in the
region, he should have used the
channels opened by the nuclear deal
and taken steps to address Iran’s se-
curity concerns in return for limiting
its regional activities. But like most of
his predecessors, he wants to “roll
back the Persians”. His predecessors
lost the game. It is to be seen wheth-
er Mr. Trump will succeed or follow
suit.
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FROM THE READERS’ EDITOR

The RE is an inversion of
the Rashomon effect

Data on the various themes dealt with in this column

N

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN

Since the release of Akira Kurosawa’s iconic
film, Rashomon, in 1950, the term Rasho-
mon effect has come to denote a range of
ideas in politics, economics, psychology and
the arts. The broad consensus about the
meaning of this term is that it is possible for
different people to describe an event in diffe-
rent ways without any one of them con-
sciously lying. Is there a term to suggest that
different people can arrive at the same infe-
rence, but for different reasons? Drawing
from my six years of experience, I am in-
creasingly convinced that the Readers’ Edi-
tor (RE) may be an inversion of the Rasho-
mon effect.

An independent office

The RE’s office is independent; it is beyond
the control of the Editor. It has a dedicated
space for a weekly column and the weekday
Corrections and Clarifications box, which
cannot be vetoed or altered. The visible
mending process is a sign of accountability
and transparency. When this office was
created 12 years ago, it was widely seen with-
in the profession as an enviable job. I was
starry-eyed when I was asked to become the
third RE of this legacy institution. But soon I
realised the downside of being the person
who addresses complaints, effects redress
and ensures adherence to the newspaper’s
core values. Ian Mayes, the first RE of The
Guardian, once said: “Being visible and ac-
cessible means you are a sitting duck.” It
took time to understand the real import of
that statement. Everyone involved in jour-
nalism appreciates a mechanism for course
correction. But when the mistake is laid at
someone’s door, the person feels hurt. While
most people point out other people’s mis-
takes and openly seek an apology for them,
they see public acknowledgement of their
own mistakes as a weakness.

Reporters, subeditors, designers, data
journalists and readers share this percep-
tion. Some readers always ask whether the
RE is with those readers who oppose the ed-
itorial or with the editors who authored it.
When I find some of the readers’ objections
to be unfair, they feel that I am justifying the

Protect the little helpers

Hundreds of species of pollinators
may be in dangerous decline

MOHIT M. RAO

Across India’s agrarian plains,
plantations and orchards, mil-
lions of birds, bats and insects toil
to pollinate crops. However, ma-
ny of these thousands of species
may be in dangerous decline.

In 2015, the Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodi-
versity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES) found that pollinators lead to huge agricultural eco-
nomic gains. The report estimated pollinator contribution
in India to be $0.831-1.5 billion annually for just six vegetable
crops. This is an underestimation considering that nearly
70% of tropical crop species are dependent on pollinators
for optimal yields.

The decline of moths, bees, butterflies, hoverflies and
other pollinators is undeniably linked to human activity:
large tracts of natural habitats have been cleared for mono-
culture cultivation, while the use of pesticides and fertilisers
is pushing out nature’s little helpers. In a series of studies at
the University of Calcutta, researchers have showed that na-
tive Indian bees, when exposed to multiple pesticides, suffer
from memory and olfactory impairment, lower response
rates, and oxidative stress which damages cells. Parthiba Ba-
su and his team estimated that between 1964 and 2008,
there was a 40-60% growth in relative yields of pollinator-
dependent crops, while pollinator-independent crops such
as cereals and potatoes saw a corresponding 140% rise in
yields. In Kashmir, researchers have pinned lowering yields
of apple trees on the declining frequency of bee visits. In
north India, lowering yields of mustard cultivation may be
caused by disappearing pollinators.

At the turn of the millennium, many countries, particu-
larly the U.S., observed with some anxiety the phenomenon
of bees deserting their hives. By 2014-15, the U.S. had esta-
blished a Pollinator Health Task Force and a national strate-
gy that focussed on increasing the monarch butterfly popu-
lation and planting native species and flowers in more than
28,000 sq km to attract pollinators. Around the same time,
the U.K. developed 23 key policy actions under its National
Pollinator Strategy. Meanwhile, after the IPBES report, al-
most 20 countries have joined the Coalition of the Willing
on Pollinators.

Apart from promoting organic farming and lowering pes-
ticide usage, landscape management is key. The EU Pollina-
tors’ Initiative adopted in June can provide pointers to India,
particularly a policy of direct payment support to farmers to
provide buffer strips for pollinators for nectar- and pollen-
rich plants. India has millions of hectares of reserve forests,
some of which have been converted to pulpwood planta-
tions. Much of this can be restored to become thriving
homes for pollinators. The same can be done in gram pan-
chayat levels. Fallow areas and government land can be
used to plant flowering species for pollinators.

K. K. MUSTAFAH

The writer is a Principal Correspondent at The Hindu’s Bengaluru bureau
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newspaper. One of the pithiest comments I
have received read: “You are employed by
the newspaper and it is quite natural not to
bite the hand that feeds one.”

I knew that this job would never fetch ad-
mirers. But what I did not bargain for was
victimhood. I use the vantage point of being
outside the editorial process to discuss a
range of issues governing the functioning of
the media in general and this newspaper in
particular. Being a custodian of readers’ in-
terests does not mean, by any stretch of
imagination, endorsing only one view and
rejecting others.

Breaking down the numbers

For the sake of transparency, I decided to
run a fine toothcomb over my 313 columns
since September 2012. I broadly divided the
columns into six categories. I decided to rely
on data journalism because it challenges rhe-
toric with hard empirical evidence. I have
consciously left out the data relating to the
Corrections and Clarifications space, which
had about 3,780 entries during my tenure

Unfair criticism 33 —

Reporting norms
126

Presentation
norms
28 \

Media ecology
58

Reader's interaction
21

alone. Some have accused me of only ad-
dressing issues relating to media regulation
and larger media ecology issues. In reality,
only 58 columns dealt with the media ecolo-
gy. Some friends on the desk, after I wrote a
sharp column on headlines, felt that I prefer
reporters to the desk. While 47 of my co-
lumns dealt with editing norms, the report-
ing team has been pulled up in 126 columns.
Some readers think that I have become an
“Editors’ Editor”, but only 33 columns have
pointed out unfair criticisms levelled against
the newspaper. Twenty-one columns can be
classified as ‘interaction with readers’. The
numbers suggest that the inverse of the
Rashomon effect is a newspaper ombud-
sman.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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FIFTY YEARS AGO NOVEMBER 12, 1968

‘Reckless overprinting’ of govt. publications

The Public Accounts Committee of the Lok Sabha has recom-
mended greater recourse to private printers as one of the mea-
sures to reduce wasteful expenditure on Government publica-
tions. In its report laid on the table of the House to-day
[November 11, New Delhi], the committee has also urged that
the expenditure on publications should be included in the
budgets of the individual Ministries and departments instead
of the publication branch of the Ministry of Works, Housing
and Supply.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO NOVEMBER 12, 1918

'GERMANY SURRENDERS.

THE KAISER'S ABDICATION.
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The Blue wave

In the midterm elections to the U.S. House of Representatives, the Democrats secured a majority by defeating the Republicans
with a 6.5% point margin and achieved a 4.4% point swing from the 2016 presidential poll. They gained substantially in the
key swing States and made a dent in Republican strongholds. Vignesh Radhakrishnan & Srinivasan Ramani analyse the data
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On November 12, 1918, The Hindu ran this announcement:
“Our office will be closed to-morrow on account of the celebra-
tions in connection with the surrender of Germany, and con-
sequently there will be no issue of The Hindu on that day.” The
issue also carried an editorial headlined “The Dawn of Peace.”
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DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DEM. AND REP. VOTE SHARES (MARGIN IN % PTS) IN 2018

In swing States | Of the 109 districts in the nine swing States, the Democrats lost 64 and won 45. But only in 18 districts did
their vote share drop as compared to the 2016 presidential elections. A look at these districts

| Florida | lowa | Michigan | Minnesota | N. Carolina | Ohio | Pennsylvania | Virginia | Wisconsin

quire a Master’s degree. It is believed that degree creep is the
result of an increase in the number of candidates competing
for a limited number of jobs. The reduction in the cost of edu-
cation due to an increase in subsidies offered by governments
is also seen as a reason to get more educated.
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Watch: World War I in numbers
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Dem. loss; increase in vote % O 10 1 5 3 9 8 8 4 1
Dem. loss; decrease in vote % O 4 - 2 - - 4 1 - 4
Dem. win; increase in vote % O 5 3 6 5 3 4 8 6 2
Dem. win; decrease in vote % O 3 - - - - - - - -
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