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Obama short-changed Arab allies in annual address

U
S President Barack 
Obama was on top 
rhetorical form 
when he delivered 
his last State of the 
Union address but 

when it came to the Middle East 
he spoke with muted and 
confused tongues.

There was nothing for Arabs 
to celebrate in the speech and 
much for them to be alarmed 
about.

Obama, in his 58-minute 
talk on January 12th, never 
mentioned the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. He gave no 
hint that he would try and revive 
the moribund peace process in 
his final year in office.

In this respect, even George W. 
Bush looked better. His secretary 
of state Condoleezza Rice at 

least attempted a new peace 
initiative in Bush’s last year 

in office even though it never got 
off the ground. Obama did not 
even pretend to go through the 
motions.

Obama pledged to continue 
the war against the Islamic 
State (ISIS), not just in Iraq and 
Syria but wherever it sought to 
gain footholds, even in Central 
America.

At the same time, he flatly 
ruled out sending US combat 
troops back to the Middle East.

Obama repeatedly expressed 
scepticism at the US practice for 
nation-building in the region — 
ironic comments indeed given 
his energetic support for such 
policies in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Libya and Syria.

One of Obama’s most radical 
comments, well received by 
Democrats in the audience, 
was his far-reaching pledge 
to eliminate government 
subsidies for America’s domestic 
oil industry as well as for its 
embattled and shrinking coal 
mines.

Behind his supposedly 
uplifting rhetoric, Obama in 
reality laid the groundwork for 
miscalculations of war, not just 
in the region but around the 
world.

He called on the US Congress 
to provide the formal authority 
for the US armed forces to wage 
full-scale war against ISIS.

And he also prepared the way 
for possible wider exercises of US 
military power when he claimed 
that some countries in the 
Middle East, Central America and 
Asia could become safe havens 
for terrorist groups because of 
the instability in failed states.

“For even without ISIL, 
instability will continue for 
decades in many parts of the 
world — in the Middle East, in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, in 
parts of Central America, Africa 
and Asia,” he said, using another 
acronym for ISIS. “Some of these 
places may become safe havens 
for new terrorist networks; 
others will fall victim to ethnic 
conflict, or famine, feeding the 
next wave of refugees.”

It was also striking that Obama 
had warm words for Iran on the 
same day Tehran humiliated him 
by seizing ten US sailors from two 
small patrol vessels in the Gulf.

Obama hinted at efforts to 
improve US relations with Iran 
in his championing of the P5+1 
nuclear agreement with Tehran 
but he made no reference to 

Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, 
Jordan or any other of America’s 
historic allies in the region.

None of the commentators on 
the major US television networks 
seemed to note this glaring 
omission.

Obama’s State of the Union 
address, in other words, sounded 
at first take like a heroic and 
forceful statement of inspiring 
values but the elevated rhetoric 
papered over the same old tired, 
confused and inept policies that 
have spread so much misery and 
suffering over so many countries 
in the region over the past 13 
years.

Obama did not start that mad 
stampede of the Gadarene swine 
among US policymakers but 
things got far worse, rather than 
better, on his watch.

There was no sign in his last 
State of the Union speech that 
Obama had learned any of his 
much-needed lessons.
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S President Barack 
Obama’s final State of 
the Union address was 
not the typical such ad-
dress. The US Constitu-

tion requires the president to pe-
riodically inform Congress of the 
“state of the union” and present 
his proposed actions. In recent 
decades, presidents have used 
the address to lay out their policy 
agenda and priorities.

Obama, however, turned his ad-
dress into a philosophical reflec-
tion on the future and the chal-
lenges the United States will face. 
His overall tone was optimistic: 
Referring to challenges the country 
has faced, he noted that “we over-
came those fears” and emerged as 
an even stronger nation.

While most of the January 12th 
nationally televised speech was 
devoted to domestic challenges 
— issues such as economic in-
equality, education and “making 
technology work for us” — a good 
25% focused of the address on 
America’s position in the world. It 
was here Obama was the most op-
timistic.

The president said that accusa-
tions that the United States is get-
ting weaker while its enemies are 
strengthening is “a lot of hot air”. 
He acknowledged that “this is a 
dangerous time”, but said that, un-
like the tense Cold War years, “we 
are threatened less by evil empires 
and more by failing states”.

Obama said his first priority in 
foreign policy was “protecting the 
American people and going after 
terror networks”. 

Using another acronym for Is-
lamic State (ISIS), he said that “al-
Qaeda and ISIL pose a direct threat 
to the American people”, and 
vowed to “take them out”. Any-
one who doubts his seriousness, 
the president said, “should just ask 
Osama bin Laden”, and he warned 
terror groups, “When you come 
after Americans, we come after 

you… and our reach has no limits.”
Obama also said the battle 

against terrorism is not “World 
War III”, and that “over-the-top 
claims” that it is “play into [the 
terrorists’] hands”. He added that 
while terrorism poses a threat to 
American civilians, “it does not 
threaten our national existence”.

He reiterated the need to follow a 
“patient-and-disciplined” strategy 
in fighting terrorism, a position he 
has argued consistently, even af-
ter high-profile terrorist incidents 
such as Paris and San Bernardino. 
And he called on Congress to pass 
legislation authorising military 
force against ISIS, a move Congress 
has been reluctant to do but would 
greatly expand the president’s mil-
itary options.

In an apparent reference to his 
policy towards the Syrian civil war, 
Obama said that one of the ques-
tions Americans must answer is, 

“How do we keep America safe and 
lead the world without becoming 
its policeman?”

The United States “cannot take 
over and rebuild every country 
that falls into crisis”, Obama said, 
a clear reference to the US experi-
ence in Iraq and Afghanistan in the 
years prior to his election in 2008. 
He said that avoiding “quagmires” 
is imperative if the United States 
wants to remain strong. “Spill-
ing American blood and treasure” 
would only make America weaker, 
he said.

Obama made only passing ref-
erence to the historic deal he and 
other nations negotiated with Iran: 
“As we speak, Iran has rolled back 
its nuclear programme, shipped 
out its uranium stockpile and the 
world has avoided another war.”

He made no reference to the ten 
US sailors who were arrested by 
Iran earlier in the day when their 

boats accidentally entered Iranian 
waters. The sailors were released 
several hours after the president’s 
speech.

Many passages in Obama’s 
speech were clearly directed at the 
heated rhetoric of some Republi-
can presidential candidates. For 
example, in reference to a remark 
by US Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, 
Obama said that “calls to carpet 
bomb civilians… may work as a TV 
sound bite but it doesn’t pass mus-
ter on the world stage”.

And in a passionate response to 
anti-Muslim sentiment — best re-
flected in Republican candidate 
Donald Trump’s proposal to ban 
Muslims from entering the country 
— Obama said, “When politicians 
insult Muslims, when a mosque is 
vandalised, or a kid bullied, that 
doesn’t make us safer… It dimin-
ishes us in the eyes of the world. 
It makes it harder to achieve our 

goals. And it betrays who we are as 
a country”.

Republican criticism of Obama’s 
final State of the Union address be-
gan before the president had even 
left the House chamber. He will be 
accused of “leading from behind”, 
failing to adequately respond to 
threats and of being too timid in us-
ing America’s great military power.

Certainly some critics will note 
that Obama’s refused to call ISIS 
militants “Islamic terrorists” — he 
referred to them as “killers and 
fanatics” and pointedly said that 
they do not represent Islam.

But Obama appeared content 
with the message he had conveyed 
and it is clear that he has no inten-
tion of revising his policies towards 
Syria, Iran, ISIS or any of the other 
Middle Eastern issues. It will be for 
historians to determine whether 
Obama’s vision of America and its 
future is accurate.
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