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As ISIS lashes out, beware of the knee-jerk response

W
ith a horrible 
inevitability, 
the acolytes of 
the Islamic 
State (ISIS) 
have ramped up 

their deadly attacks on civilians 
in the Middle East and beyond, 
even as its forces on the ground in 
Syria and Iraq retreat in the face 
of its local and foreign enemies.

It has been a predictable 
response to loss of territory and is 
couched by ISIS ideologues in 
terms of taking the battle to the 
homelands of those it identifies 
as its foes.

“Know that blood has no value 
in the countries of the crusaders 
and that there are no innocents 
there,” warned ISIS spokesman 
Abu Muhammad al-Adnani. “The 
impotent America and its 
supporters think that they scare 
the believers and that they will 
win victory against mujahideen. 
Never!”

The threat, made before Adnani 
was killed August 30th in Aleppo, 
came in the latest edition of the 
group’s Turkish-language 
magazine, Konstantiniyye, and 
was spotted by the Clarion 
Project, a US-based anti-extrem-
ist watchdog organisation.

“America! Have you made the 
world a safer place through your 
war against us or have fear and 
destruction spread over the 

entire world?” Adnani is quoted 
as saying. “Canada, France, 

Tunisia, Turkey and Belgium have 
witnessed this fear and destruc-
tion.”

The statement came after 
high-profile attacks claimed by 
the group, including the killing of 
a French police chief and his wife, 
the death of 84 people mown 
down by a delivery lorry in Nice 
and 49 slaughtered in a Florida 
nightclub.

As before, innocents nearer 
home continued to be the 
principal victims of ISIS-inspired 
attacks, for which the group itself 
has not always taken direct 
responsibility. More than 50 
people died in the bombing of a 
wedding party in Turkey’s 
predominantly Kurdish Gaziantep 
province in August and other 
deadly bombs were used in Syria 
and Iraq.

It has been the attacks on 
Western targets, however, that 
have attracted the greatest 
attention and provoked the 
sometimes panicked responses of 
Western governments.

As it retreats on the battlefield 
in Syria, Iraq and Libya, ISIS is 
reverting to a classic tactic of 
asymmetric warfare based on 
unpredictable outrages anywhere 
in the world and designed to 
unnerve and destabilise the target 
countries.

Whatever the actual chain of 
ISIS command in any given 
attack, the group has been quick 
to exploit the actions of lone-wolf 
operators who were either 
responding to its propaganda or 
felt legitimised by such propa-
ganda to fulfil their own violent 
neuroses.

The ISIS tactic is crude and 
transparent.

First, the group wants to 
engender fear in Western socie-
ties that will lead to pressure to 

either increase or decrease 
intervention in the affairs of the 
Middle East. Both options suit the 
ISIS agenda.

Second, ISIS seeks to promote 
fear of and discrimination against 
Muslim communities in the West 
to push those Muslims towards 
extremism.

Some Western countries have 
obliged with knee-jerk reactions 
such as the ban on the burqini on 
French beaches. Britain has put 
more high-profile armed police 
on the streets of London in a 
country where the police are 
traditionally unarmed. It is a 
measure as likely to unnerve 
locals and visitors as to reassure 
them.

A variety of sometimes heavy-
handed deradicalisation pro-
grammes appear as effective at 
alienating Muslims as they are at 
integrating them more fully into 
mainstream society.

ISIS may be making headway at 
stirring political passions in the 
West, undermining traditions of 
tolerance and exposing Western 
governments as “enemies of 
Islam”.

Such governments have been 
forced to respond to politically 
inspired campaigns by limiting 
personal freedoms to confront the 
enemy within. France’s National 
Assembly voted in July to extend 
a state of emergency for six 
months. It was ordered after 
attacks in Paris in November 2015 
killed 130 people.

French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls warned: “There will be other 
attacks and there will be other 
innocent people killed. We must 
not become accustomed, we must 
never become accustomed, to the 
horror, but we must learn to live 
with this menace.”

The prevailing hope is that if 

and when ISIS is defeated territo-
rially, it will not be able to recoup 
through a tactic of terrorist 
attacks, however threatening 
these are to governments around 
the world.

One dissenter is William 
McCants, a senior fellow at the 
Brookings Institution, who 
recently wrote: “Even if the 
Islamic State doesn’t immediately 
recover from the demise of its 
government, it will be buoyed for 
years to come by spectacular 
attacks abroad and by its earlier 
state-building success.

“No other Sunni group has 
credibly claimed to re-establish 
the caliphate in its historic 
heartland since the demise of the 
institution in the 1920s,” he 
explained in a Brookings blog.

A counterargument might be 
that all such spectacular cam-
paigns inevitably morph from an 
existential threat into an incon-
venience.

International air travellers are 
accustomed to intrusive travel 
restrictions, introduced in the 
face of a long-abandoned hijack-
ing campaign by elements within 
the Palestinian liberation move-
ment.

Passengers were required to 
remove their shoes at security 
after al-Qaeda’s failed 2001 “shoe 
bomber” attack on a US jetliner.

In the 1980s, London police 
removed garbage bins from the 
streets to prevent Irish republican 
bombers planting devices in 
them. It took 20 years — and a 
peace settlement — to get them 
back.
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books on the Middle East, 
including No Friends but the 
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Clinton and Trump audition to be commander-in-chief
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T 

he major party nominees 
for election to be presi-
dent of the United States — 
Democrat Hillary Clinton 
and Republican Donald 

Trump — auditioned for the role of 
commander-in-chief, the respon-
sibility that many, including most 
former presidents, call the most im-
portant aspect of the job.

Clinton and Trump each answered 
questions put to them by a modera-
tor from NBC News and from an au-
dience of US military veterans for 30 
minutes on September 7th. The can-
didates were not on stage — the deck 
of the US Navy’s decommissioned 
aircraft carrier USS Intrepid in New 
York harbour — at the same time.

Each candidate offered reasons 
they would be the better command-
er-in-chief: Clinton emphasised her 
“steadiness” and “temperament”, a 
clear effort to draw a contrast with 
the mercurial Trump. For his part, 
Trump said the fact he had “built a 
great company” and had “travelled 
all over the world” has given him 
“great judgment”. Throughout the 
campaign, Trump has touted his 
business success as evidence of his 
qualifications for being president.

Clinton tried to reassure liberals 
in her party by declaring that the 
use of force “is a last resort, not a 
first choice” and pledged that she 
would never send US ground troops 
to Iraq or Syria, although she did not 
rule out special forces or air support 
— essentially, a continuation of US 
President Barack Obama’s policies.

Neither Clinton nor Trump offered 
any ideas about how to end the civil 
war in Syria but, for the first time in 
the campaign, Clinton said that one 
of her goals as president would be 
to capture or kill Islamic State (ISIS) 
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

Trump said he has a “secret plan” 
to destroy ISIS but gave no hints as 
to what that plan involved, saying 
it is better if a president is “unpre-
dictable”. The real estate magnate 
did say that in his first 30 days in of-
fice he would solicit an alternative 
plan “from my generals” and com-
pare their plan to his and choose 
the option he thinks is best. Trump 
has said on the campaign trail that 
“I know more about ISIS than the 
generals” but he seems willing to at 
least consider their advice.

Clinton defended her support 
for US military action against Lib-
ya in 2011 when she was secretary 
of State, claiming that the US and 
NATO intervention “saved lives” 
and helped prevent Libya from be-
coming “like Syria”. In fact, Libya 
has suffered from five years of inter-
nal conflict, has no broadly accepted 
government and has become the 
North African outpost for ISIS.

On the issue of preventing po-
tential ISIS terrorism in the United 
States, Clinton said an “intelligence 
surge” is needed, as well as greater 
intelligence cooperation between 
the United States and its European 
allies and better coordination of in-
formation between federal agencies 
and local police. She repeated her 
argument that anyone on the US ter-
rorism watch list should be prevent-
ed from legally purchasing guns and 
ammunition. Clinton also pledged 
to work with high-tech Silicon Val-
ley to devise ways to “disrupt ISIS in 
the battle of ideas”.

The former secretary of State of-
fered continued support for the nu-
clear agreement with Iran — “it has 
made the world safer” — and said 
she would enforce it “to the limit”, 

presumably a reference to the use 
of military force. She said the real 
threat posed by Iran was not nuclear 
but rather its activities in Syria and 
Yemen and its support of Hezbollah.

Trump was not asked about ei-
ther domestic terrorism or Iran and 
offered no comments on his own. 
Other than promoting his “secret 
plan” to defeat ISIS, Trump spent 
much of his allotted time criticising 
Clinton and the Obama administra-
tion. He said that under Obama, 
America’s generals have been “re-
duced to rubble”, that the US inter-
vention in Libya was “a terrible mis-
take” and that current Secretary of 
State John Kerry is a “total disaster”.

He also said that he would be “a 
lot slower to go to war” than Clinton 
would be and repeated his argument 

that the United States should have 
seized control of Iraq’s oil fields 
in 2003 because “to the victor go 
the spoils”. Seizing the oil, he said, 
would have prevented the rise of 
ISIS.

Much of the commentary after the 
forum focused on Trump’s contin-
ued espousal of close relations with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin. 
Trump said Putin was a stronger 
leader than Obama and that Pu-
tin shares the US goal of defeating 
ISIS, so “wouldn’t it be wonderful to 
work together”?

Trump may have inadvertently 
revealed the true reason for his em-
brace of the authoritarian Russian 
leader: Noting that Putin has re-
ferred to him as “brilliant”, Trump 
said: “If he says great things about 

me, I’m going to say great things 
about him.”

The candidates’ first face-to-face 
debate is scheduled for September 
26th.

While neither Clinton nor Trump 
offered hope for a dramatic change 
in US policy towards the Middle 
East, both came across as more 
credible than Libertarian Party can-
didate Gary Johnson, who in some 
polls is winning as much as 15% of 
the vote. Asked on September 8th 
what he would do to help Aleppo, he 
replied, “What is Aleppo?”
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US Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks with Today show co-anchor Matt Lauer 
at the NBC Commander-In-Chief Forum at the Intrepid Sea, Air and Space museum in New York, on 
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