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UK launches air strikes against ISIS in Syria

London

J 

ust hours after gaining par-
liamentary approval, four 
British Royal Air Force Tor-
nado jets targeted the Omar 
oil fields in eastern Syria, 

expanding Britain’s air campaign 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

Britain’s parliament voted to back 
the Conservative government’s plan 
to expand British air strikes from 
Iraq into neighbouring Syria after 
a tense debate of more than ten 
hours, after which 67 Labour mem-
bers went against opposition leader 
Jeremy Corbyn and voted with the 
government.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron made an impassioned plea 
for expanding Britain’s fight against 
ISIS. He told MPs: “This is not about 
whether we want to fight terrorism, 
it’s about how best we do that. The 

question is this: Do we work with 
our allies to degrade and destroy 
this threat and do we go after these 
terrorists in their heartlands, from 
where they are plotting to kill Brit-
ish people? Or do we sit back and 
wait for them to attack us?”

Senior members of Corbyn’s shad-
ow cabinet, who pressured him to 
allow a free vote on the issue, voted 
in favour of the strikes. Shadow For-
eign Secretary Hilary Benn publicly 
defied the Labour leader and called 
on the party’s MPs to vote with the 
government.

“We must now confront this evil. 
It is now time for us to do our bit in 
Syria and that is why I ask my col-
leagues to vote for this motion to-
night,” Benn said.

Parliament comfortably passed 
the cabinet’s 12-point plan to ex-
tend British air strikes against ISIS 
from Iraq into Syria on a 397-223 
vote after a tense and prolonged de-
bate.

Following the vote, British For-

eign Secretary Philip Hammond 
said: “Britain is safer tonight be-
cause of the decision that the House 
of Commons has taken.”

US President Barack Obama also 
supported the decision. “I welcome 
the vote by the United Kingdom to 
join coalition partners striking ISIS 
targets in Syria. The special rela-
tionship between the US and the 
UK is rooted in our shared values 
and mutual commitment to global 
peace, prosperity and security,” he 
said.

British Defence Secretary Mi-
chael Fallon confirmed that eight 
jets – two Tornadoes and six Ty-
phoons – would be sent to RAF 

Akrotiri station in Cyprus to join 
planes that have been bombing ISIS 
targets in Iraq.

“We are doubling our strike 
force,” Fallon told BBC radio.

The targeting of the Omar oil 
fields in eastern Syria aims to de-
grade sources of ISIS finances, 
with analysts expecting similar at-
tacks to take place over the coming 
weeks.

“This strikes a very real blow at 
the oil and the revenue on which 
the Daesh terrorists depend,” Fal-
lon said, using the Arabic acronym 
for ISIS, which Cameron said his 
government would now be using to 
describe the terrorist group.

“It’s a very good illustration of 
a target that is literally one side of 
the border and couldn’t previously 
be attacked,” he added.

British air strikes will also likely 
target ISIS’s self-proclaimed capi-
tal in Raqqa, which Cameron had 
previously called the “head of the 
snake”.

“It is in Syria, in Raqqa, that 
ISIS has its headquarters and it is 
from Raqqa that some of the main 
threats against this country are 
planned and orchestrated,” the 
prime minister had said in a previ-
ous parliamentary debate.

But some analysts question just 
how much Britain will add to the 
international campaign against ISIS 
in Syria. “It will not make a big op-
erational difference. It is important 
symbolically, useful operationally, 
but not transformative,” Malcolm 
Chalmers of military think-tank the 
Royal United Services Institute told 
Reuters.
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W
hy, when 
events such as 
the Paris 
attacks happen 
and are carried 
out by Arab 

men or men of Arab descent, 
does the Arab “nation” refuse to 
act as in a way to solve the 
region’s various conflicts from 
whence, in some instances, these 
terrorists have operated?

There’s little doubt the violence 
engulfing the Arab world from 
Yemen to Iraq to Tunisia has now 
entered the European theatre. 
However, when looking for an-
swers to events such as Paris on 
November 13th, we ignore history 
at our peril: The Arab world was 
occupied and brutalised by Eu-
ropeans throughout the 19th and 
20th centuries. European leaders 
put their own “tough” men — 
brutal individuals — in charge of 
countries they were decolonising 
in the most violent of ways with 
permission to carry out atrocities 
on their peoples. Europe figured 
that they, the people of Syria, 
Libya, Egypt and Algeria, didn’t 
need democracy back then.

In February 1942, Britain med-
dled in Egypt’s affairs to such an 
extent that the British ambassador 
had tanks and soldiers surround 
King Farouk I’s palace and forced 
his abdication. Britain’s puppet-
ting of consecutive monarchs 

angered the population at large, 
some of whom were jailed and 
tortured for their activism.

In Syria, the CIA instigated sev-
eral failed coups in the 1950s that 
thereafter drew Syrians, exhausted 
by years of political unrest, to the 
iron-fisted stability that Hafez As-
sad introduced and refined in the 
1970s.

And as recently as the 2000s, 
abuse and torture was conducted 
by American soldiers within a few 
dozen kilometres of where the 
Islamic State (ISIS) openly oper-
ates in Iraq. When the individuals 
detained are let free, they are in 
no fit state to partake in modern 
society — suicide missions are 
much less wrong after one has 
been tortured by an invading 
force for months at a time. It’s no 
coincidence the proclaimed leader 

of ISIS spent time in a US prison in 
Iraq.

The second explanation for why 
Arab Muslim men are attacking 
Europe surrounds the situation 
facing second- and third-genera-
tion Arab immigrants in Europe 
who feel neither Arab nor French/
British and are thus easy picking 
for radicals.

Their parents — the first to take 
the boat or plane from Algeria 
to Paris — have already formed a 
strong identity — they are Arab 
and Muslim. They didn’t come to 
France (or London) to take on the 
local identity but their offspring 
are left with no such simple choice 
when the Moroccan homeland 
for them is simply an idea, not a 
reality.

They see few French or Brit-
ish politicians, or actors in films, 

who look like them; there are few 
famous people to represent them 
or to aspire to. These young men 
have bad jobs and even worse 
prospects.

According to a 2006 book titled 
Integrating Islam and published by 
the Brookings Institution: “The de-
sire to integrate in French society 
is something of a double paradox: 
not only have most beurs [second-
generation Arab immigrants] 
always lived in France but because 
of racism and discrimination many 
also have been denied the very 
opportunities — in terms of good 
jobs and well-situated housing, for 
example — that would help them 
integrate.”

So, when we ask why and who 
would carry out events such as 
Paris or the destruction of Pal-
myra, there are two clear answers: 
One, they are often people who 
spent years or decades being tor-
tured and dehumanised in prisons 
run by Saddam or the Assads, and 
two, as Arab-Europeans, they suf-
fer from identity trouble.

It is easy to fall into the trap of 
focusing on the breaking TV news 
cycle that attempts to extrapolate 
the causes of violence such as Par-
is, with 30-second sound bites and 
to read too much into grandiose 
statements on Twitter proclaiming 
who is right and wrong.

But if we take the time to un-
wind history a little, read the work 
of scholars such as Olivier Roy or 
Gilles Kepel, we might learn and 
understand something from all 
this horror. We might just see the 
solution.

Stephen Starr is an Irish 
journalist who lived in Syria from 
2007-12. He is the author of Revolt 
in Syria: Eye-Witness to the 
Uprising (Oxford University Press, 
2012).
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