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Hawkish roles reversed in US campaign
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

S 

ince the 1970s, US Republi-
can Party presidential can-
didates have typically ex-
pressed greater willingness 
to use military force than 

their Democratic counterparts. This 
year, however, is likely to see the re-
verse, as Hillary Clinton, the likely 
Democratic nominee, has staked out 
a more interventionist foreign and 
security policy than Donald Trump, 
the presumptive Republican pick.

Clinton, despite being labelled by 
detractors as an unabashed liberal, 
was a hawk as a US senator and later 
as secretary of State.

US Senator Bernie Sanders, her 
Democratic presidential challenger, 
regularly reminds the party base 
that she voted for the Iraq war reso-
lution of 2002 — enabling president 
George W. Bush to launch the inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003 — when 22 of her 
Democratic colleagues in the Sen-
ate, plus one independent, voted 
against the war.

Although Clinton has since called 
her vote on the war resolution a 
“mistake” that she “regrets”, she 
has never apologised for the vote, 
which Sanders has called the worst 
foreign policy blunder in modern US 
history.

As secretary of State in President 
Barack Obama’s first term, Clinton 
was an early advocate of US military 
intervention in Syria and was disap-
pointed when Obama decided not 
to use force after Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s regime used chemi-
cal weapons.

During the current presidential 
campaign, Clinton has supported 
the idea of a no-fly zone in Syria, 
which would require more military 
assets than the United States has 
employed, again incurring opposi-
tion from Sanders.

Clinton remains antagonistic to-
wards Iran despite her support for 
the nuclear deal signed in 2015. Dur-
ing a debate she called the signing of 
the deal the “one good day” in the 
35-year troubled US-Iran relation-
ship and said she was not in favour 
of restoring diplomatic relations 
with Tehran. She has previously 

said the United States should never 
take the military option off the table 
when dealing with Iran, suggesting 
that she might use force over other 
unresolved issues.

On Libya, Clinton was among 
those in the Obama administra-
tion who advocated the use of force 
against Muammar Qaddafi’s regime. 
Libya quickly descended into chaos 
as militias effectively took over the 
country.

Although it is not surprising that 
Sanders has criticised Clinton for 
her 2002 Iraq war vote, accusing 
her of exercising poor judgment, it 
is somewhat surprising that Trump 
has essentially echoed Sanders.

In the early stages of the Repub-
lican presidential debates, Trump 
lambasted the decision to go to war 
against Iraq in 2003 as a way to take 
down his then-chief rival, former 
Florida governor Jeb Bush. And 
when Bush waffled on the war, giv-
ing three different answers in the 

course of one week to the question 
of whether he would have followed 
his brother’s decision to go to war, 
Trump went for the jugular.

Trump and Sanders instinctively 
understood the mood of the Ameri-
can people on the Iraq war. Bucking 
the neo-conservatives within his 
party who supported intervention, 
Trump called the Iraq war a disaster 
that destabilised the Middle East.

He also understood that Ameri-
cans make a distinction between 
“good and bad” wars and with 
countless deployments of US mili-
tary personnel to Iraq and with hun-

dreds of billions of dollars spent on 
a war that had no good outcome, the 
majority of the American people, 
even conservatives, saw the war as 
a waste of lives and money.

In the coming months, Trump is 
likely to greatly criticise Clinton for 
her Iraq war vote, seeing this as a 
vulnerability to exploit.

Although Trump has been hawk-
ish in opposing the Islamic State 
(ISIS) because it poses a threat to 
the US homeland, his foreign policy 
remarks suggest that he would be 
much more constrained than Clin-
ton on using force abroad.

His “America First” approach in-
cludes building up the US military 
so other countries would not be 
tempted to challenge the United 
States (though he does not say how 
he will pay for such a build-up). He 
sees interventions abroad as sap-
ping economic resources needed 
domestically.

Trump also advocates a kind of 

economic nationalism and has said 
that allied countries must pay their 
fair share to NATO, suggesting that 
if they do not, the United States 
should not pick up the tab.

Clinton has called Trump’s foreign 
policy proposals naive and danger-
ous and claims that her experience 
and views are more suited to the 
real world. Trump, however, is tap-
ping into a deep strain in the Ameri-
can body politic that says the United 
States must take care of domestic 
issues instead of engaging in costly 
and dubious foreign interventions.

Trump’s criticism of Clinton’s 
hawkish views may make the presi-
dential election in November more 
competitive than some pundits sug-
gest.
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A 2011 file shows US secretary of State Hillary Clinton with Libyan soldiers in Tripoli, Libya.

Germany’s backhanded compliment to Maghreb countries

T
unisia, Algeria and 
Morocco have 
received a back-
handed compliment 
from Germany, 
Europe’s most 

industrialised and populous 
country. All three are “safe 
countries of origin” for the 
purposes of determining their 
nationals’ claim to asylum, 
according to a draft law passed 
by the lower house of the 
German parliament.

In other words, Tunisians, 
Algerians and Moroccans enjoy 
safe enough conditions at home 
and must reconcile themselves to 
staying where they are. The three 
countries are neither a smash-
ing success nor failure most foul. 
They are in-between.

The Maghreb In-Betweeners 
are just stable enough — even if 
sometimes a hair’s breadth from a 
truly parlous state — to be denied 
the special consideration accorded 
to Syrian refugees. Or to Iraqis 
with particularly piteous stories. 
Or to Afghans, though even they 
cannot automatically expect to 

get asylum in Europe any more.
The German law does not, of 

course, rule out sui generis appeals 
for refuge from individuals who 
face persecution of some sort in 
Tunis, Algiers and Rabat. Overall, 
however, the three countries are 
in-between the best of times and 
worst of times.

How else to read German Inte-
rior Minister Thomas de Maiziere’s 
remarkable admission that Algeria 
and Morocco are not democratic 
states, that human rights lapses 
may occur in all three Maghreb 
countries but that they are still 
safe enough for administrative 
reclassification?

In and of itself, de Maiziere’s 
statement contains nothing new 
and neither does the proposed 
law. The minister said pretty much 
the same thing in February when 
he visited the Maghreb. A mix of 
pleas, penalties and rewards was 
employed to persuade all three to 
take back failed asylum seekers. 
De Maiziere indicated that all 
three saw themselves as safe.

Apparently, German authorities 
had been working to that assump-
tion anyway, right through 2015. 
According to data from its Federal 
Office for Migration and Refugees 
(BAMF), 2.1% of the approximately 
26,000 people from the Maghreb 
who arrived in Germany last year 
were given asylum. That figure 
dropped to 0.7% in the first quar-
ter of 2016.

Soon enough, the numbers 
will shrink further because fewer 
arrivals are being recorded from 

the Maghreb Three. According to 
BAMF data, more than 3,300 asy-
lum seekers from Tunisia, Algeria 
and Morocco were registered in 
Germany in January. By March, it 
had dropped to 480.

This is thought to be the result 
of the public discussions that 
foreshadowed Germany’s plans 
to classify the Maghreb Three as 
safe countries. Now that it has all 
but happened — the upper house 
of parliament is still to approve 
the law — only the foolhardy can 
be expected seriously to try for 
asylum in Germany.

This is an act of administra-
tive triage for a Germany that 
feels overwhelmed by more than 
1 million asylum seekers in 2015. 
Syrians’ need is deemed greater 
than that of Tunisians, Algerians 
and Moroccans. Germany, so the 
reasoning goes, cannot take in 
everyone with a hard luck story.

Fair enough. The three Maghreb 
In-Betweeners are not being torn 
apart on sectarian lines such as 
in Iraq. They are not basket cases 
as Libya is. Their nationals do 
not face the bloodletting and the 
bombs driving the Syrians to seek 
sanctuary in foreign lands. There 
is a certain logic in weeding out 
asylum seekers from countries 
that are a whole lot more settled 
than Syria. Europe cannot take 
the huddled masses from around 
the world and, right now, its focus 
remains, as it must, on Syrians.

The Maghreb in-Betweeners 
face different challenges, howev-
er, and none so much as Tunisia. 

Five years after the uprising that 
swept away the old order, jobless-
ness and inflation remain high, 
economic growth low and hope for 
the future is in short supply.

In December, a European Com-
mission paper noted that five 
years after the “Arab spring”, 
“the performance of the Maghreb 
economies remains much weaker 
than in the previous ten years… 
All these countries, and in particu-
lar Tunisia, are very dependent 
on the EU economy so that the 
persistent weakness in the latter 
has continued to limit their capac-
ity to recover.”

Tunisia needs help — trade and 
economic cooperation agreements 
with Europe would mean con-
tracts, jobs and foreign exchange — 
and perhaps, Europe could consider 
a plan that allows limited econom-
ic migration for hard-to-fill jobs 
from countries such as Tunisia. 
The remittances sent home by 
workers would help Tunisia, as 
would the broader experience they 
gain.

This would make Europe a more 
realisable opportunity for dream-
ers everywhere and reduce the 
impulse to seek asylum. It would 
be in Europe’s interest to help 
build a stable Tunisia, the only 
secular democracy born of the 
“Arab spring”.
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View point
It would be 
in Europe’s 
interest to 
help build 
a stable 
Tunisia.

Tunisians, Algerians and 
Moroccans are neither 
a smashing success nor 
failure most foul. They 
are in-between.


