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Washington

R 

etired US Marine Corps 
general James Mattis, 
US President-elect Don-
ald Trump’s nominee for 
secretary of Defense, is 

likely to advocate closer coopera-
tion between Washington and its 
allies in the Middle East, especially 
in countering Iran.

Trump called Mattis, a 66-year-
old who served in the Marine Corps 
from 1969-2013, “the closest thing 
we have to general George Pat-
ton”, the second world war-era US 
Army general who led US troops 
against Nazi Germany in Africa 
and Europe. As former head of the 
US Central Command, Mattis has 
years of experience in Middle East 
matters.

He will require a waiver from 
Congress to serve as Defense sec-
retary because he retired from the 
military three years ago. A 1947 
law requires that the secretary of 
Defense cannot have served in the 
military during the previous seven 
years unless a waiver is granted. 
Some Democrats in the US Senate 
have signalled they will block the 
waiver.

Despite his reputation for tough-
ness — he reportedly once said that 
it was “fun to shoot some people” 
— Mattis is seen as a strategist who 
looks beyond military force and is 
acutely aware of the necessity to 
form alliances in international af-
fairs.

Some observers say Mattis could 

play a calming role in the foreign 
policy of a president with an impul-
sive personality but without deep 
knowledge of the Middle East. “He 
could have a steadying influence” 
on Trump, Michael O’Hanlon of 
the Brookings Institution, a Wash-
ington think-tank, said.

Owen Daniels, an analyst at the 
Atlantic Council in Washington, 
said Mattis had demonstrated an 
ability to influence Trump by tell-
ing him that waterboarding, a tor-
ture technique banned by the Unit-
ed States but supported by Trump 
during the campaign, was not an 
effective tool in the fight against 
terrorists. Trump said he was im-
pressed by what Mattis said. “That 
shows that Trump is mouldable in 
certain issues,” Daniels said.

While Mattis and Trump agree 
that Iran is the greatest threat to 
the Middle East, the two do not 
agree on everything. In a speech 
in April at the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies in Wash-
ington, Mattis offered a sober out-
look for the region, a far cry from 
Trump’s campaign promises of 
quick and decisive victories over 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and other 
adversaries.

“The future is going to be ghast-
ly,” Mattis said, and the new presi-
dent would inherit “a mess”. Politi-
cal vacuums in the region “seem to 
be filled by either terrorists or by 
Iran or their surrogates or by Rus-
sia”, he said.

Mattis pointed to Iran as the main 
problem. “The Iranian regime, in 
my mind, is the single most endur-
ing threat to stability and peace in 
the Middle East,” Mattis said. The 
US should recognise Iran not as a 
nation-state but as “a revolution-
ary cause devoted to mayhem”.

Mattis said Washington should 
keep Israel strong — although he 
is critical of Israeli settlement 
policy — and increase cooperation 
with the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries in areas such as 
ballistic missile defence integra-
tion. He also advocated for a “very 
robust” US naval presence in the 
region.

While Trump has suggested he 

may pull the United States out of 
the international agreement on 
Iran’s nuclear programme, Mattis 
said that may not be a good idea. 
“I believe we would be alone if we 
did,” he said in the April speech. 
“Unilateral economic sanctions 
from us would not have anywhere 
near the impact of an allied ap-
proach to this.”

Peter Feaver, a professor of po-
litical science at Duke University, 
said Trump, like every president, 
would have to make adjustments 
to bring his campaign promises 
into line with real-life policies. 
“He’s in that process now,” Feaver 
said. Mattis could play a key role in 
that respect. “Mattis has the trust 
of Trump,” Feaver said.

Trump has been accused of hav-

ing isolationist tendencies but Mat-
tis has said there were economic, 
diplomatic and political reasons for 
the United States to stay engaged 
in the Middle East. “No nation on 
its own can provide security in this 
world. No nation in a globalised 
world — actually ever but certainly 
not today — can do this on its own,” 
Mattis said in his April speech.

Daniels said Mattis’s positions 
would be welcomed by GCC mem-
bers that have been rattled by the 
Obama administration’s perceived 
wooing of Iran.

Some analysts, however, ques-
tion whether Mattis’s focus on Iran 
as the main security threat in the 
Middle East would serve US inter-
ests. The government in Tehran 
was being portrayed as “a super 

enemy of the United States”, said 
Stephen Kinzer, a senior fellow at 
Brown University. This could lead 
to a “serious escalation” between 
the United States and Iran, he said, 
noting that hardliners in Tehran, 
referring to next year’s presidential 
election in Iran, were saying that 
“we need our own Trump”.

With Trump’s inauguration more 
than a month away, observers cau-
tioned it was difficult to predict 
what sort of foreign policy the new 
president would pursue or how 
much of an influence Mattis would 
have on Trump.

Kinzer said it was possible that 
Trump would define his own foreign 
policy. As for advisers and cabinet 
members, “We don’t even know if 
he listens to them,” Kinzer said.
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Much of Trump’s Syria policy likely to be coordinated with Russia

U
S President-elect 
Donald Trump is 
likely to end US 
support for moderate 
Syrian rebels fighting 
the Assad regime and 

instead work with pro-Russian 
Syrian oppositionists to seek a 
political solution to the crisis. 
Trump will likely continue US 
President Barack Obama’s policies 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

Notwithstanding his bombastic 
rhetoric on the campaign trail, 
Trump tried to portray himself as 
the non-interventionist candi-
date, charging that his Democratic 
opponent, Hillary Clinton, had a 
“happy trigger” finger and would 
be quick to intervene overseas.

Trump has consistently argued 
that the 2003 Iraq war and military 
intervention in the Middle East in 
general were grave mistakes. 
During his recent thank you tour 
to supporters in Ohio after the 
election, Trump claimed that the 
United States has spent $6 trillion 
on the Iraq war and its aftermath 
and in the process further destabi-
lised the Middle East.

Trump not only said the United 
States should avoid Middle East 
quagmires, he also opposes 
nation-building. He has been very 

critical of US support for Syrian 
rebels fighting the Assad regime, 
suggesting that they contain 
elements that are worse than 
Syrian President Bashar Assad. His 
only interventionist desire is to 
“destroy” the Islamic State (ISIS) 
because of its threat to the US 
homeland.

In October, Trump distanced 
himself from his running mate, 
Indiana Governor Mike Pence, 
who suggested that the US forces 
should strike Syrian government 
military targets. In one of his 
debates with Clinton, Trump said 
he and Pence had not discussed 
the issue and that he disagreed 
with Pence’s views.

On that occasion, Trump added: 
“I believe we have to get ISIS. We 
have to worry about ISIS before we 
can get too much involved in 
Syria.” He went on to claim that 
Assad and Russia are “killing 
ISIS”, a statement that belied the 
truth, as both have concentrated 
on striking non-ISIS targets.

In a post-election interview 
with the New York Times, Trump 
did seem to acknowledge the 
humanitarian crisis in Syria. He 
said what was taking place there 
“is a horrible, horrible thing” and 
he referenced the mounting death 
toll and the destruction to Syrian 
cities. He suggested he could help 
solve the situation by working 
with Russia.

Trump’s eldest son, Donald 
Junior, travelled to Paris in 
October to meet with representa-

tives of a supposed Syrian opposi-
tion group that is backed by 
Russia. One of these representa-
tives, Randa Kassis, is on record 
saying that Russia has “saved” 
Syria. Her group seeks a political 
transition in Syria through 
cooperation with Assad.

In essence, this means that 
Assad would remain president but 
would share power with moderate 
pro-Russian political elements. 
Kassis said, after meeting with 
Trump’s son, that she found him 
to be “very pragmatic” and 
“flexible” and that she hoped the 
new Trump administration and 
Russia would cooperate on a 
political solution.

This, indeed, seems to be where 
Trump is headed: Working with 
Russia to broaden the Syrian 
government but leaving Assad in 
power. Such a policy would be 
consistent with Trump’s opposi-
tion to nation-building and 
willingness to deal with authori-
tarian governments in power.

The problem for Trump is that 
the rebels are not going away. 
Although they are taking a 
pounding in Aleppo, they still 
control large areas of the country. 
Partly in response to Trump’s 
election victory, moderate rebels 
are giving up hope of continued 
US assistance and have recently 
formed a coalition that includes 
extremists. If this coalition were 
to come to power one day, 
Washington would have no 
leverage with it because of the 

moderates’ belief that they have 
been abandoned.

As for the ISIS component of the 
Syrian crisis, Trump is likely to fol-
low Obama’s strategy of bombing 
ISIS targets and working with 
allies on the ground in both Iraq 
and Syria that are fighting the 
jihadist group, including the 
Syrian Kurds. Although Trump 
said on the campaign trail that he 
would target family members of 
ISIS leaders, which would consti-
tute a war crime, and “bomb the 
shit” out of ISIS, implying a 
disregard for civilian casualties, 
many of his military advisers — 
particularly his nominee for 
secretary of Defense, retired 
Marine Corps general James Mattis 
— would likely oppose such a 
move.

Although an argument can be 
made that Obama was not suffi-
ciently aggressive in confronting 
ISIS earlier, at this point it is losing 
ground in both Iraq and Syria, and 
the US military believes the 
current strategy is working. So, 
despite Trump’s claim during the 
campaign that he “knows more 
than the generals”, he is likely to 
defer to them in fighting ISIS and, 
because he remains opposed to US 
boots on the ground, the current 
policy is the only realistic option.

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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in the Middle 
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