
15October 23, 2016

Clinton and Trump clash over Iraq, Syria, refugees

News & Analysis US debate

Washington

D 

emocrat Hillary Clinton 
and Republican Donald 
Trump clashed through-
out the night at their 
third and final debate, 

less than three weeks before US 
presidential elections on November 
8th.

The atmosphere was chilly. The 
candidates refused to shake hands 
before or after the event. Clinton 
frequently mocked Trump’s past re-
marks and his experience as host of 
a reality television show and Trump 
referred to the former secretary of 
State as “a nasty woman”.

Despite the candidates’ animos-
ity, moderator Chris Wallace of Fox 
News elicited substantive discus-
sion and a sizeable portion of the 
debate focused on issues concern-
ing the Middle East.

The event occurred as Iraqi gov-
ernment and allied forces launched 
an assault to retake the city of Mosul 
from the Islamic State (ISIS). That 
provided an opening for Trump to 
repeat accusations that Clinton and 
US President Barack Obama essen-
tially created ISIS by withdrawing 
US forces from Iraq. “We should 
have never let ISIS happen,” Trump 
said.

“She lost Mosul,” Trump said, 
adding “We don’t gain anything” 
by restoring Iraqi government con-
trol of Mosul because “Iran is taking 
over Iraq.” Iran, Trump said, should 
tell the United States “thank you 
very much for Mosul”.

Trump, however, never said what 
he would do differently in the fight 
against ISIS while Clinton repeated 

her promise to launch an “intel-
ligence surge” to counter ISIS and 
to target the jihadist group’s leader, 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

On Syria, Trump said the slaugh-
ter in Aleppo was the result of “bad 
decisions” by Clinton when she was 
secretary of State. “By fighting [Syr-
ian President Bashar] Assad, who is 
much tougher and smarter than her 
and Obama”, the administration 
had forced the Syrian dictator to 
“align with Russia [and] Iran, who 
we made very powerful,” Trump 
claimed.

In fact, the Damascus-Moscow 
axis is decades old as are the ties 
between Assad’s minority Alawite 
community and Shia Iran.

Trump also appeared to reject 
the Obama administration’s call for 
Assad to step down: “If they ever 
did overthrow Assad,” Trump said, 
“you may very well end up with 
worse than Assad.” As for the anti-
Assad rebels who are being support-
ed by the United States, Trump said, 
“We don’t know who they are.”

Clinton repeated her pledge to es-
tablish a no-fly zone in Syria but, for 
the first time, acknowledged that 
it would have to be negotiated, not 
imposed, due to “legitimate fears” 
of a conflict with Russia, which has 
deployed advanced anti-aircraft 
systems in Syria that could pose a 
challenge to US warplanes.

Clinton maintained that “a no-fly 
zone could save lives and hasten the 
end of the conflict” as well as “make 
it clear to the Syrians and Russians 
that our purpose is to provide safe 
zones on the ground”.

The candidates sparred over the 
issue of allowing Syrian refugees 
to immigrate to the United States. 
Trump repeated his allegation that 
Clinton wants to increase the num-
ber of refugees entering the United 
States by 500%, something she has 

never publicly stated. So far this 
year, just more than 10,000 Syrian 
refugees have been allowed to enter 
the country, so even a five-fold in-
crease would mean around 60,000-
65,000 — far fewer than have en-
tered many European countries.

Trump claimed that “in many cas-
es [the refugees] are ISIS-aligned” 
and that anyone who doubts this 
should “wait and see what happens 
in coming years” — a thinly veiled 
warning of terrorist incidents on US 
soil.

Shibley Telhami, a long-time Mid-
dle East analyst at the University of 
Maryland, noted that in the 15 years 
since the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 2001, only three refugees 
have been arrested and charged in 
the United States with planning ter-

rorist activity.
Clinton said: “I am not going to 

let anyone into this country who is 
not vetted” but also said she would 
not turn down widows and chil-
dren. Clinton pointed out that the 
perpetrator of last summer’s ter-
rorist attack in Orlando “was born 
in Queens, the same place [Trump] 
was.”

Clinton commented on the issue 
of hacked Democratic Party e-mails, 
which have proven embarrassing 
to her campaign, and noted that 
US intelligence agencies confirmed 
that the hacking was conducted by 
Russia with the likely knowledge 
of Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin. Trump condemned the hacking 
but expressed doubts about Putin’s 
involvement, who in any case “has 

outsmarted Hillary and Barack 
Obama at every step of the way”.

That exchange prompted Clinton 
to accuse Trump of being Putin’s 
“puppet”, to which the New York 
billionaire replied: “No puppet, no 
puppet… You’re the puppet!”

Trump repeated his argument 
that the United States must demand 
more from its allies and cannot con-
tinue paying the bill for their de-
fence. Twice he mentioned Saudi 
Arabia in that regard.

Despite the feisty exchanges over 
the Middle East and other issues, 
the post-debate commentary was 
dominated by Trump’s provocative 
suggestion that he may not accept 
the election outcome. “I will look at 
it at the time,” he said. “I will keep 
you in suspense.”

Trump appeared to 
reject the Obama 
administration’s call 
for Assad to step 
down.

Trump’s outlandish foreign policy claims 
unlikely to boost his standing

A
lthough the head-
lines from the last US 
presidential debate 
focused on Republi-
can candidate Donald 
Trump’s unwilling-

ness to say he would uncondition-
ally accept the outcome of the 
November 8th vote, he also made 
outrageous foreign policy 
comments that cater to his 
political base but are not likely to 
improve his chances of winning 
the White House.

If Trump was hoping to appeal to 
undecided voters concerned about 
the direction of American foreign 
policy, he failed.

When Democratic Party nominee 
Hillary Clinton attacked him for 
his support for Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, pointing out that 
the US intelligence community 
has concluded that the Kremlin 
was involved in hacking e-mails to 
influence the presidential election, 
Trump replied that Clinton has “no 
idea” about Russia’s role and added 
that Putin “outsmarted her” on 
Syria.

Trump said he “condemned” the 
e-mail hacking but explained that 
if the United States had “gotten 
along with Russia, it wouldn’t be 
so bad”. He suggested that the 
lack of cooperation with Moscow 

has allowed the Russians to “take 
over” the Middle East.

Trump’s embrace of Putin and 
Russia’s role in Syria are baffling 
to most Americans, not just 
the foreign policy elite. Trump 
undoubtedly sees some merit in 
contrasting Putin’s strongman 
style with what the billionaire 
businessman calls the “weak” 
leadership of US President Barack 
Obama and Clinton. (Trump said 
during the debate that Putin has 
“no respect” for Clinton.)

But it is one thing to attack your 
opponent for lack of leadership 
and another to compare her 
unfavourably with the traits of an 
authoritarian leader whom you 
admire.

Adding more insult, Trump 
praised Syrian President Bashar 
Assad as being “much tougher 
and much smarter than” Clinton 
and Obama. Anyone who follows 
the news knows that Assad, with 
Russian support, continues to 
commit war crimes in Aleppo by 
bombing civilian neighbourhoods. 
Millions of Americans saw and 
were moved by the image of the 
dazed Syrian boy in an ambulance 
covered in dust and blood from one 
such bombing, an image Clinton 
alluded to during the debate.

Another outrageous message 
that Trump touted during the 
debate was that the offensive by 
Iraqi government forces against 
the stronghold of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Mosul was timed to get 
Clinton elected, implying there is a 

conspiracy by the White House, the 
US military, the Iraqi government 
and other anti-ISIS forces to boost 
Clinton’s chances of winning the 
presidency.

Trump offered no evidence to 
support this claim. Again, such 
conspiracies play to his political 
base, which tends to believe there 
is a huge secret cabal at work 
in Washington. It also ties in to 
his conspiracy theory that the 
US presidential election will be 
“rigged”.

Trump did raise a few foreign 
policy issues that were more 
reasonable and would appeal 
to more moderate voters. For 
example, he said Obama and 
Clinton should have left some 
forces in Iraq to prevent ISIS from 
forming and noted that ISIS was 
now in many countries, implying 
that the US counterterrorism 
strategy was failing.

The Obama administration and 
Clinton have argued that the Iraqi 
leadership refused to support a 
status of forces agreement with 
the US military, thus precluding 
the stationing of a residual US 
military force in Iraq. However, 
some Republican foreign policy 
specialists have argued that the 
Obama administration did not try 
hard enough to secure such an 
agreement because the president 
was intent on fulfilling his 2008 
campaign promise to withdraw US 
troops from Iraq.

If Trump had stuck with 
such reasonable messages, he 

could have been able to broaden 
his political support but his 
personality is such that he 
relishes making outrageous and 
provocative statements.

This leads to the question of 
Trump’s temperament. Americans 
have many misgivings about 
Clinton largely because of the 
e-mail controversy involving her 
work as secretary of State but 
she is seen as more suited to deal 
with national security issues than 
Trump.

Polls conducted in September 
on the issue of whom people trust 
more on foreign policy indicated 
that Clinton had a 57% to 39% 
advantage over Trump. On the 
question of who is best equipped 
to be commander-in-chief, she 
led Trump 50% to 45%. And 
on the question of who has the 
better overall temperament to be 
president, her lead over Trump 
expanded to a whopping 20%.

Trump’s comments and 
behaviour during the debates have 
done nothing to ease concerns 
about whether he is suited for 
the presidency. If anything, the 
debates have made him seem more 
ill-tempered and reinforced the 
feeling that he is not the person 
who should oversee the US nuclear 
arsenal.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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View point
On foreign 
policy, 
Clinton 
had a 57% 
to 39% 
advantage 
over 
Trump.

Trump’s embrace of Putin and 
Russia’s role in Syria are 
baffling to most Americans.
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US Republican Party presidential nominee Donald Trump (L) and US Democratic Party presidential 
nominee Hillary Clinton take part in their final debate, in Las Vegas, on October 19th.                          (AP)

a no-fly zone could 
save lives and 
hasten the end of 
the conflict.”

Clinton maintained that  


