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Outlines of a US Republican foreign policy

T 

he Republican Party’s 
presidential field is domi-
nated by populist candi-
dates pushing extremist 
policies with little sub-

stance.
Donald Trump has described his 

foreign and military policy as: “I 
will be so good at the military your 
head will spin.” And his economic 
plan? “I am going to fix it because I 
am rich.” Ben Carson would oppose 
a Muslim president because “Islam-
ic beliefs are inconsistent with the 
US Constitution”.

In the midst of this confusing and 
disturbing exercise in dysfunction-
al presidential politics comes the 
John Hay Initiative — named after 
the US secretary of State at the turn 
of the 20th century. The initiative 
includes foreign policy experts try-
ing to shape how Republicans talk 
about global affairs. They present 
their ideas in a new book, Choosing 
to Lead: American Foreign Policy for 
a Disordered World.

They are giving Republican can-
didates what they say is a balanced 
approach to foreign and security 
policy that is “more assertive” 
than US President Barack Obama’s 
policies but “more restrained” than 
that of former president George W. 
Bush.

The initiative includes promi-
nent former Republican voices 
such as Eliot Cohen, one of the 
founders of the group and a former 
State Department official under 
Bush. Cohen told the Wall Street 
Journal: “Much of the foreign poli-
cy debate poses false and extreme 
choices. There is a sensible mid-
dle ground between a minimalist 
foreign policy of withdrawal and 
a maximalist one of over-exten-
sion”.

An adviser to a prominent Re-
publican candidate, who preferred 
to remain unnamed, told The Arab 
Weekly: “This [book] is great food 
for thought and it will inform the 
debate on national security and 
influence the foreign policy of the 
candidates.” But most importantly, 
he said “it reflects a consensus in 
the Republican party that the US 
needs to be involved in the world”.

Iran figures prominently in the 
book through a chapter written 
by Michael Singh of the Washing-
ton Institute for Near East Policy. 
Singh argues for a comprehensive 
strategy for the Middle East “that 
has been absent in recent years”.

Singh says the new administra-
tion will require an entirely new 
Iran strategy that includes a “broad 
policy review that assesses Iran’s 
nuclear activities”, as well as its re-
gional activities.

This strategy, according to Singh, 
should penalise Iran for its destabi-
lising regional activities, including 
taking action against Iran’s proxies. 
Countering Iran, he says, would be 
“strengthened” if the United States 
were to increase pressure on the 
Assad regime in Syria.

Singh says the United States also 
should strengthen its regional al-
lies and improve coordination with 
them. Singh concludes that “the 
door should be left open should 

Iran choose finally to undertake a 
strategic shift — but the shift must 
be Tehran’s and not Washington’s”.

Singh urges the next president 
“not to consider the nuclear deal 
in isolation”. The United States 
should have “a comprehensive 
strategy for the region and build 
an international coalition to sup-
port that strategy”. The issue of 
rebuilding America’s alliances is 
a central theme of the initiative. 
Elliott Abrams, an official in both 
Bush administrations, writes that 
the United States’ alliance network 
in the Middle East “must be rebuilt 
by the next president because Ar-
abs, Israelis, Iranians, Turks all 
doubt that it still exists”.

Abrams is intrigued by how un-
der Obama the United States man-

aged to have “poor relations with 
both the Arabs and the Israelis”. 
For him, the “first order of busi-
ness should be ending the mistrust 
with our closest friend and most 
valuable ally, Israel”.

He says the United States should 
end its “obsession with construc-
tion of settlements in East Jerusa-
lem” and replace it by the “kind 
of quiet agreement reached by the 
Bush administration and the Sha-
ron government in Israel to limit 
settlement growth and keep the 
peace map intact”.

Abrams advocates for a new 
“Track II” discussion between Ar-
abs and Israel and says that “per-
haps the 2002 Arab Peace Plan 
could be discussed in official or 
semi-official gatherings, to see if 

there are any prospects for Arab 
flexibility”.

Abrams says the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council countries, Jordan and 
Egypt want “a new American Mid-
dle East policy”. He called for rein-
vigorating “the Gulf Security Dia-
logue that the Bush administration 
began”. But he warned that “oil 
will not be a strong cement” for fu-
ture relations with the Gulf states.

If a Republican wins the White 
House in 2016 he or she no doubt 
will listen to the advice of the 
John Hay Initiative and many of 
its members will likely end up in 
high-level jobs.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Cameron looks to air strikes in 
Syria despite Russia

London

W 

ith Russia’s con-
tinuing air strikes 
in Syria complicat-
ing an already com-
plex conflict, British 

Prime Minister David Cameron has 
signalled that he intends to try to 
secure parliamentary approval to 
expand strikes against Islamic State 
(ISIS) into Syria.

“Would I like to go further and 
make sure Britain plays a part in 
what is happening against ISIS in 
Syria? Yes, I would. And I think it 
would be the right thing for us to 
do,” Cameron said in an October 6th 
interview with BBC Radio 4’s Today 
programme, without specifying a 
schedule for a vote.

This was the strongest indication 
that Cameron will look to build a 
cross-parliamentary consensus to 
secure a “yes” vote on air strikes in 
Syria.

Cameron has described Rus-
sia’s intervention in the country as 
a “terrible mistake”, arguing that 
Moscow’s support of Assad would 
strengthen ISIS.

“They are backing the butcher As-
sad, which is a terrible mistake for 
them and for the world. It’s going 
to make the region more unstable, 
it will lead to further radicalisation 

and increased terrorism,” he told 
the BBC on October 4th, the first 
day of his Conservative Party’s an-
nual conference.

“Russian support for him [Assad] 
will drive the opposition in Syria 
into the arms of ISIS, strengthening 
the evil that Putin says he wants to 
defeat,” Cameron said.

While Cameron has been ada-
mant that Assad will not play a part 
in Syria’s future, there has been talk 
of a political transition that could 
see him remain in power for weeks 
or even months.

The United Kingdom’s aim of 
seeking to target ISIS, but not As-
sad, has drawn criticism from some 
analysts. “If you don’t intervene in 
a major way against a regime like 
Assad… they are not going to go 
quietly. And there was a lot of wish-
ful thinking [among UK policymak-
ers],” said former Middle East policy 
adviser to Downing Street Lieuten-
ant-General Simon Mayall in an in-
terview with the BBC’s Newsnight.

Senior ministers also indicated 
that Cameron’s government, which 
enjoys a parliamentary majority, 
would look to go ahead with the an-
ticipated vote, which could be the 
first opportunity for the opposition 
Labour Party’s new leader, Jeremy 
Corbyn, to inflict a parliamentary 
defeat on the Conservatives.

Speaking at the Conservative 
Party conference, British Foreign 
Secretary Philip Hammond said: 
“I think there is a sense that there 
is a beginning of consensus now in 
parliament that this has to be dealt 
with, that we have to take the fight 
with ISIS to Raqqa in Syria, rather 
than just attacking them in Iraq.”

He described Russia’s military in-
tervention in Syria as “classic asym-
metric warfare”, stressing that Mos-
cow’s true aim was to prop up the 

Assad regime, not target ISIS.
Hammond’s comments came af-

ter Defence Secretary Michael Fal-
lon confirmed that the majority 
of Russia’s air strikes in Syria had 
Western-backed rebel groups, not 
ISIS.

Fallon, speaking October 3rd, de-
nied that the United Kingdom has 
been outmanoeuvred by Russia’s 
military intervention.

A vote to expand British air 
strikes against ISIS from Iraq into 
Syria is a political gamble for Cam-
eron, who lost a parliamentary 
vote on the use of force against As-
sad in 2013. The Labour Party, led 
by Corbyn, a former Stop the War 
coalition head, has voted to op-
pose air strikes against ISIS in Syria 
without a mandate from the United 
Nations. But the Labour vote is not 
binding on members of parliament, 
who are split on the issue.

Cameron’s Conservative Party 
enjoys a comfortable majority but 
would likely need some cross-
bench support to pass a motion. 
The government’s motion to join 
US-led strikes in Syria in 2013 was 
defeated in a 285-272 vote.

The Conservatives have sought 
recently to portray Corbyn’s anti-
war stance as a threat to national 
security, with analysts viewing this 
as a prelude to an attempt to secure 
the backing of some Labour MPs.

Although Corbyn has said that 
MPs must abide by Labour’s posi-
tion, he has famously voted against 
the party line more than 500 times 

during his time in parliament, with 
many Labour MPs saying that the 
new leader will face a difficult time 
enforcing party discipline due to 
his voting record.

Corbyn’s shadow chancellor, 
John McDonnell, has indicated that 
he could vote with the Conserva-
tives in favour of the air strikes, 

saying that MPs should “agree that 
we can’t agree” on the issue.

“When you are sending people 
to potential loss of life, I think it is 
a conscience decision. It is a moral 
decision. On Syria, my view is it 
should be a free vote on the basis 
of conscience,” he said during the 
Labour Party conference.
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War from the ground. Britain’s Prime Minister David Cameron 
meets 15-year-old refugee who lost a leg in the war in Syria, at the 
Zaatri refugee camp near Amman in Jordan, in September.
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