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US President Barack Obama listens during 
his meeting with Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi during the Group of Seven (G7) 
Summit in the Bavarian town of Kruen, 
Germany, last June.

The long shadow 
of the Middle East 
in US elections
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A 

lthough the famous 
mantra from the 1992 
Bill Clinton presidential 
campaign — “It’s the 
economy, stupid!” — has 

become a staple of US presidential 
campaign politics, occasionally for-
eign policy issues have risen to the 
forefront. The 2016 elections are 
likely to be one of those times.

Some of this focus is because of 
developments in the Middle East — 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), the Syrian refugee crisis, 
the Iran nuclear deal and sporadic 
violence in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. But some of this atten-
tion is because of the outrageous 
comments by a leading Republi-
can presidential candidate, Donald 
Trump, who has played on Ameri-
can public fears of Middle East-in-
spired terrorism at home.

Trump’s demagoguery, such as 
his comments that all Muslims 
should be barred from entering the 
United States, that American Mus-
lims should have special identifica-
tion cards noting their religion and 
that many mosques in the United 
States should be shut down, con-
sumed the news spotlight in late 
2015 and will likely carry on into 
2016.

His Republican presidential ri-
vals have been forced to react to 
him. Although most denounced 

his comment that Muslims should 
be barred from entering the Unit-
ed States, they equivocated on his 
earlier anti-Muslim diatribes. And 
his current leading rival, US Sena-
tor Ted Cruz, R-Texas, when asked 
about Trump’s comments on de-
nying entry to Muslims, only said 
those “are not my views”.

Because nearly half of Republican 
primary voters support Trump’s 
anti-Muslim views, according to 
recent polls, his Republican rivals 
are trying to be careful not to alien-
ate his angry base. These rivals are 
all hoping Trump will fade but as 
the American author Mark Twain 
once quipped: “News of my death 
is greatly exaggerated.” Another 
terrorist attack in the United States 
would likely bolster Trump’s sup-
port.

Trump is likely to capture a sub-
stantial number of Republican 
Party delegates leading up to the 
party’s nominating convention 
next summer and he will do so by 
making more outrageous com-
ments. Republican officials are talk-
ing about a “brokered” convention, 
in which they hope to stop Trump 
from winning by coalescing around 
another candidate. Because a ma-
jority of Americans do not agree 
with Trump, Republican Party of-
ficials fear a Trump candidacy will 
make it easier for leading Demo-
cratic candidate Hillary Clinton to 
win the presidency.

Clinton has denounced Trump’s 
anti-Muslim views as being against 
American values but she has also 
taken a hawkish stance on the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) by supporting a 
no-fly zone in Syria.  Clinton seems 
to believe that the foreign policy 
debate in 2016 will focus on how to 
defeat ISIS and she has staked out 
a more aggressive position than 
President Barack Obama, whose 

approval ratings have fallen on this 
issue.

Although most Republican presi-
dential candidates will continue 
to attack Clinton for serving in a 
“weak” Obama administration, she 
is hoping that her position on Syria 
will protect her right flank in a gen-
eral election.

Her two Democratic rivals are try-
ing to paint her as irresponsible for 
advocating a more robust US mili-
tary intervention in Syria but she 

has only been gaining in the polls. 
This may be in part because ISIS’s 
attacks in Paris and the apparently 
ISIS-inspired attack in California 
have shifted the public’s position: 
Half of all Americans now support 
sending US combat troops to help 
defeat ISIS.

So far, only former presidential 
candidate Senator Lindsay Graham, 
R-South Carolina, has consistently 
called for 10,000 US ground troops 
to fight ISIS. All of the other Repub-
lican candidates say that Obama 
should do more but have been 
vague on offering alternatives. It is 
possible that before the campaign 
is over, other Republican candi-
dates will join Graham in calling for 
ground troops.

On Iran, the Republican candi-
dates will continue to criticise both 
Obama and Clinton on the nuclear 
deal (Obama for negotiating it and 

Clinton for supporting it) but it is 
doubtful that this issue will surpass 
the Muslim/refugee and ISIS issues 
as a top priority for the American 
public. While most Americans re-
main distrustful of Iran, most also 
do not want to go to war with it. If 
Iran fulfils its promises on the nu-
clear deal, the issue will likely fade.

As for the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict, Republican candidates will 
continue to pander to the Christian 
fundamentalist wing of the party 
and Jewish Republicans by stak-
ing out a position in favour of Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu’s hawkish positions. But 
unqualified support for Israel is a 
thing of the past, as many Demo-
crats are openly critical of Netan-
yahu’s policies. Clinton will play it 
safe by being wholeheartedly sup-
portive of Israel but not necessarily 
of Netanyahu.

Playing it safe. Democratic presidential candidates Senator Bernie Sanders (L) and Hillary Clinton 
take part in a presidential debate in Las Vegas, last October.

Another terrorist 
attack in the United 
States would likely 
bolster Trump’s 
support.

Unqualified support 
for Israel is a thing of 
the past, as many 
Democrats are 
openly critical of 
Netanyahu’s 
policies.

Obama: Iran’s opportunity of a lifetime

U 

S President Barack 
Obama has just 13 
months left in the 
White House. In 
January 2017, the 
United States will 

have a new president. If the 
situation within the Republican 
Party doesn’t change, Hillary 
Clinton will likely win the 
election  and become the coun-
try’s first woman to be president.

But whoever replaces Obama, 
that person will have a hard time 
replicating his incoherent foreign 
policy towards the Middle East, 
which has been characterised 
by distancing Washington from 
the region on one hand, while, at 
the same time, deferring to Iran. 
Tehran worked to exploit Obama’s 
policy from his first day in office 
and the Iranians will continue to 
seek to exploit it until he leaves.

This is a unique opportunity for 
Iran, particularly in terms of its 
ambitions in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon 
and even Yemen.

So how can we explain Obama’s 
curious hands-off foreign policy 
towards the Middle East?

Several factors can explain his 
failure to take decisive action to 
deal with the unprecedented crises 

that have beset the Middle East, 
including Iraq and Syria facing the 
threat of disintegration.

The Obama administration’s 
biggest concern over the past 
seven years has been reaching a 
nuclear deal with Iran. Obama was 
ultimately able to reach this deal, 
which without a doubt represents 
a success for Washington.

However, despite reaching this 
deal, Tehran has not taken a single 
step to soften its intransigent 
regional stances. On the contrary, 
Iran’s policies have only become 
more aggressive, particularly in 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen and 
Bahrain. Tehran has not taken a 
single step or initiative to reassure 
its Arab neighbours.

Tehran’s latest achievement, 
which took place while the Obama 
administration stood idly by, was 
the transformation of Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi into a 
new Nuri al-Maliki. Nothing has 
changed in Iraq. Abadi has become 
the second Maliki, acquiescing 
to Iranian pressure after Tehran 
offered to take the issue of Turkish 
soldiers in Iraq to the UN Security 
Council.

He seems to have forgotten that 
Qassem Soleimani, commander 
of the Iranian Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps’ Quds Force, has 
been operating freely in the coun-
try. Why are Iranian occupiers ac-
ceptable but Turkish ones not? Or 
is the sectarian dimension superior 
to everything else in Iraq?

How can the United States, after 
all the sacrifices it made in Iraq and 
for the Iraqis, accept this? How can 
the Americans bear false witness to 
the crimes that are being commit-

ted against the Arab Sunnis in a 
country that was supposed to be a 
model of democracy for the region, 
according to the former Bush ad-
ministration?

The Obama administration has 
played the role of the spectator 
in 2015. It has passively observed 
the destruction and disintegration 
of Iraq, which has contributed to 

the fragmentation of neighbour-
ing Syria. The United States is 
complicit with Russia and Iran in 
this regional crisis. Washington 
has shown no inclination whatso-
ever to object to Iran’s activities in 
Syria, which is based on sectarian 
policies, no more, no less.

While Washington also showed 
little real objection to the Russian 
military intervention in the coun-
try, which ultimately is Moscow as-
sisting Assad in his war on his own 
people. The only real objection 
came from Turkey, which downed 
a Russian fighter jet that allegedly 
encroached on its airspace.

America’s foreign policy choices 
are bizarre, even if some analysts 
are trying to justify the actions of 
the world’s only superpower. There 
are claims that other regions of the 
world are of concern to Washing-
ton, particularly the United States’ 
declining need for Middle East oil. 
Iraq’s oil is no longer the big draw 
it used to be.

The bottom line is that Middle 
East states must coexist, at least 
temporarily, with this US adminis-
tration and its inability to deal with 
Iran and Russia’s actions in the 
region. Throughout what remains 
of the Obama era, the US admin-
istration will remain a passive 
observer, albeit with the president 
coming out now and then to issue 
a flowery statement that changes 
nothing.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.
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