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Say what you like about Donald Trump, you’ve got to admit that he tells it like it is. His directness of expression is unpresidented in the White House. He’s a real American and he talks real American.


Which is why Trump’s obsession with ‘extreme vetting’ is troubling. Not only is extreme vetting a multi-syllabic phrase, it lacks the compelling comprehensibility that characterises Trump’s other policies, like ‘build a wall’ or ‘lock her up’. I’m afraid to say that it smacks of politicking. After all, what does ‘extreme vetting’ actually mean? Judging by the amount of debate the term has provoked, nobody is entirely sure.


The ambiguity of extreme vetting has been cause for consternation in some quarters. Progressives, in particular, have done much fretting about extreme vetting. Many have argued that it is nothing more than thinly-veiled Islamophobia; that Trump is trying to impose a blanket ban on Muslims entering America. I would be wary of this analysis. If anything is clear, it’s that extreme vetting is designed with animals in mind. It’s supposed to protect America from rabid jihadists and, really, isn’t that something we all want? Liberals may enjoy trotting out smartass facts like ‘lawnmowers kill more Americans than Islamic jihadist immigrants each year’, but you can’t deny that Islam and Islamic terrorism are strongly linked.


Let us imagine for a moment a future for American kids without the threat of radical Islamic terror. Shouldn’t these kids be able to go to school secure in the knowledge that all they have in the world to worry about is being caught in the path of a rogue lawnmower? Or becoming a victim of police brutality? Or perhaps being mown down in a mass shooting perpetuated by a classmate? The less gory options are no less frightening for their innocent minds. What about succumbing to a nationwide opioid crisis? Dying an avoidable death due to a lack of affordable healthcare? And even if they escape these horrors, there’s always the very real possibility of getting grabbed by the pussy by an aspirational president.


I digress. Whatever your politics, we ought to remember that now is the time for national unity. Don’t we all want to make America safe again? I have a modest proposal. (Hear me out, I’m being practical here. I’m not going to suggest that Muslims eat their own children in order to pre-emptively stop terrorism. That would be too time consuming). Quite simply: I think that we should embrace extreme vetting all the time. We shouldn’t just be vetting people at the borders; we should be vetting everyone we meet. We shouldn’t just be banning suspicious people from coming in; we should be kicking suspicious people out. I’ve been proactive and have put together a few pointers that make extreme vetting extremely easy… and incredibly equitable. Commit these guidelines to memory and you’ll be able to distinguish an acceptable Arab from a potential terrorist in no time. You’ll be part of making America safe again.
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Do they have an iPhone or an isisPhone?


Thanks to the FBI’s much-publicised attempts to hack their way into the San Bernadino shooters’ phones, it’s common knowledge that the shooters had iPhones. It might be tempting to thus surmise that everyone with an iPhone is a potential terrorist. However common sense suggests that this is too narrow: iPhone screens, as I know from my own tragic experience, crack easily – making them less than ideal for vigorous terrorist activity. The San Bernadino shooters were outliers and should not be considered representative of terrorists as a whole. Particularly as there is clear data that shows that the Nokia 105 is the preferred phone brand of ISIS fighters. So to be on the safe side, if you spot someone with an iPhone or a Nokia, regard them with immediate suspicion as they’re probably a terrorist. Either that or they think it’s the 1990s.
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Is that body odour or eau de cologne?


Research shows that you can quite literally sniff out a terrorist. According to a terrorist behaviour checklist used by America’s Transportation Security Administration for airport screening, ‘strong body odour’ can be a sign that someone has evil intentions. Other dead giveaways include exaggerated yawning, whistling, verbally expressing contempt for the screening process, and a cold penetrating stare. This checklist, by the way has nothing to do with Trump; it was part of a program (costing almost $1billion) called the Screening of Passengers by Observation Techniques initiated under President Obama. Ah, remember the Obama years? Islamophobia was nonexistent, vetting was extremely benevolent and America welcomed immigrants with open arms, giant hugs and expensive observation techniques. But enough nostalgia already. While a pungent aroma may signal that there’s something a little fishy about someone, don’t forget that Middle Eastern men wear a lot of perfume. Even little baby Jesus got a bottle of Frankincense as soon as he was born. So both those guilty of unmasked body odour and overmasked body odour are potential terrorist suspects. Even if they are in fact innocent, it’s sensible to keep your distance from these groups of people for your own good.
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Are they wearing all-black everything?


I don’t want to throw shade here but ISIS really needs to expand its wardrobe. Have you ever seen a jihadist wearing colour? No. They seem to accessorise their monochromatic worldview with a monochromatic wardrobe; everything is just black and white, all the time. Which is a shame because peacock blue looks great on olive skin. This doesn’t mean that black clothes always go hand in hand with dark intentions. Many people enjoy wearing black because it’s slimming. It’s not necessarily Muslimming. Ultimately the key thing to take away from all this is that terrorists generally own some sort of clothing, and some of that clothing is quite likely to be black. The safest holiday hangouts are nudist beaches.
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Are they surrounded by kittens and Nutella?


Back in 2015 CNN broke the news that ISIS recruits women with kittens and Nutella. CN’s Carol Costello said: ‘ISIS recruiters lure Westerners into their fight because they want people to believe their life on the battlefield isn’t so different than yours. They actually eat Nutella, and I guess they have pet kittens.’ So if you spot someone surrounded by kittens, languorously spooning Nutella from the jar you should be afraid. Be very afraid.
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What’s in their pantry?


A predilection for extra virgin olive oil is a sign that someone might be thinking a little too much about the afterlife. You are what you eat. Watch out for foodamentalists.
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Are they talking terrorist?


Hearing someone speak Arabic can be alarming for obvious reasons – Arabic being the official language of terrorists and all. So, it’s worth becoming familiar with some common Arabic words in order to understand when you should panic and when the conversation is simply Islamic.
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Allahou Akbar


I’m going to kill every infidel in this room right now


Inshallah


I’m going to kill every infidel in this room right now. Hopefully, maybe, we’ll see.


Shibshib


While this is just the word for a flipflop/sandal it’s sort of Arab tradition to turn shibshib into dangerous weapons. If you hear someone say shibshib then duck. Or get socked by a shoe. Your call.


Falafel


If you get a group of Arabs together in a restaurant they will inevitably start arguing about who invented falafel. The Egyptians will say they did; the Iraqis will say did; and on and on and on. Then the bill will come and the argument will escalate as they all bicker about who gets to pay the bill. Things can turn violent quickly.
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Habibi


Arabic for friend or significant other (millennials say Habi-bae). Not related in any way to Netanyahu. This is A Good Word.


Hummus


A chickpea-based edible dip that has done a wonderful job of integrating into America. If only more Arabs could be like hummus!


Yallah


It would be logical to think that, because it contains ‘Allah’, ‘yallah’ is a dangerous word. On the contrary, however, ‘yallah’ is very common and largely benign. It means anything from ‘OK, we’re done with this conversation’ to ‘hurry up’. Of course, you should always stay vigilant. If someone dressed in black and wielding a Nokia 105 yells ‘yallah’ at a litter of slow-moving kittens, then—
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Barlon Ansambel – to learn Arabic letters.


50 x 70 cm. Gouaches paint stencilled on recycled paper.
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Haya Natakalam – to learn Latin letters.


50 x 70 cm. Gouaches paint stencilled on recycled paper.






[image: ]





FIRST THE IDEA WAS FOR a Muslim travel ban – but that didn’t work. Then it became a ban on certain Muslim-majority countries – but that wasn’t workable either. Then it mutated into a ban on travelling with laptops and iPads. It was as if the Trump administration was thinking: ‘We can’t stop them coming here, but at least we will deprive them of the pleasure of choosing their own entertainment on the flight.’ What next? Travel pillows are denied and strait jackets enforced? America’s security, it seems, relies on causing maximum discomfort to travellers from the Middle East.


As anyone who has ever attempted to obtain a US visa will know, the process is so absurd and the odds of success so low that back in the 1980s a man from my hometown in Lebanon became an instant celebrity when he managed to get his hands on one. For the next five years, which is the standard validity of an American visa, the man acquired a mythical status. People would gather around him in the café as he retold the story of how he got the visa. He would pause to take a sip from his Coca Cola, which he never had to pay for, and recount his heroic tale. Years later, people would still refer to him as ‘the man with the American visa’.


And yet, here we are. Trump tweeted, ‘Our country needs strong borders and extreme vetting, NOW’. Extreme vetting. NOW. I, and millions of others, scratched our collective Middle Eastern head. ‘The vetting can get more extreme?!’ Naturally, this was ominous news. Millions could lose the ability to travel to the US for work, study, visiting family or, God forbid, tourism.


Allow me to give you a glimpse into the process, which I have pieced together from my own experience and from the man with the American visa’s tales. First you must fill out the application forms. Many, many questions designed to weed out the absent-minded terrorist, the careless smuggler, or the sloppy illegal immigrant who would fail to answer simple questions and give themselves away. Have you ever been involved in, or do you seek to engage in, money laundering? Do you seek to engage in espionage, sabotage, export control violations, or any other illegal activity while in the United States? Have you ever ordered, incited, committed, assisted, or otherwise participated in genocide?


When answering these questions, it is important to resist the temptation to express your views about US foreign policy. Like, What about the shady characters the US deals with who would fail to answer these questions in the negative? Or: What about the US’s own engagement in espionage, sabotage and clandestine operations in the Middle East?


In fact, it is best to avoid any kind of elaborate commentary at all, and simply reply ‘No’, except to question 27 which asks if you have ever eaten falafel. That’s a trick question. Composure must be kept at all times.


When you finish filling out the forms, you will need to pay hundreds of dollars in application fees for the honour of being interrogated in person by officials at a US Embassy. Don’t balk at the required sum; the US visa is the gold standard of visas and is worth every penny. It’s like buying an expensive bottle of wine to impress your friends.


Then you need to assemble a large collection of documents to support your application. These will include details of your financial records, property deeds, pay slips, bank statements, tax receipts, criminal records, letters from your employers, airline tickets, hotel reservations and your grandparents’ love letters. Now the latter is not strictly required, but be prepared because you never know which topics will come up in the interview. Oh, and original documents only, photocopies are not accepted. You would have liked to show them the documents on your laptop or iPad, but you aren’t sure whether the electronics ban extends to embassies, too. You will be grateful, after all, to that long lost aunt who kept old laundrette receipts in cardboard boxes under the floorboards ‘because they might come in handy one day’. What foresight.


And now for the fun part, the interview. You are given an appointment at seven in the morning, which means you will be seen any time between seven and five in the afternoon. You sit there among the aspiring masses, as the hours pass slowly, afraid to go to the toilet in case your name comes up. A human drama unfolds, as people are called up one by one, leaving with despair, dejection, sorrow or, quite infrequently, elation. Those are the lucky few. The chosen ones. They are patted on the back jealously by the others, as they leave hurriedly, perhaps worrying that the embassy officials might change their minds and revoke their visas instantly. A gold glow and star spangled halo already glitters in their wake as they hurry home to throw parties to celebrate, where friends, neighbours and the son of the man who used to run the bakery where your mum’s neighbour bought her bread will visit to congratulate them. Or perhaps you’re just slightly hysterical at this stage.


The interview is the high point of the process and requires you to be at your sharpest mentally, nimbly avoiding the verbal traps that the highly-trained embassy official will set up for you. Try to get tips from the people who have already been interviewed, they will give you instant reviews of the different officials. ‘Number 5 is tough. He will ask a lot of questions about your finances’. ‘Number 3 hasn’t approved a single visa today!’ ‘Number 4 looks like my cousin’s dog!’


And then your number comes up.


You realise that you have been sweating despite the arctic air con because there’s a bit of dandruff on the lapel of your starchy suit jacket, which is only wheeled out for funerals and these kinds of special occasions, and you’re paranoid that the applications officer might mistake it for cocaine. Although the voice of reason, baffled and oppressed by the current unfolding events, points out that being a cocaine addict is probably preferable to being a terrorist, so maybe you should encourage this impression. Should I frown and risk upsetting Number 2, or smile and make him think I’m hiding something? At this stage your brain is near melting point as it tries to negotiate its way through these impossible paradoxes. Thankfully, the blank-faced official speaks.
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