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Hopes over the ‘Arab spring’ were premature

What Iraqis want from Trump

The failure to predict

Opinion

F
or my generation, 2011 
came close to being our 
1968. Like the latter, it 
was a year of political 
change, change that 
seemed dynamic and 

accelerated.
The world was on the verge of 

being transformed. It seemed as 
though undemocratic regimes, for 
too long a regrettable fixture of 
the Middle East, could be over-
thrown and replaced. More than 
that, there was a sense of real 
optimism. It seemed the weight of 
history had been lifted.

The “Arab spring” personified 
the best of this forward-looking 
global trend and it gave hope to 
the rest of us. The struggles of 
ordinary people to liberate them-
selves from the monolithic forces 
of state oppression were inspiring 
and exciting and appeared to sig-
nal a sea change in international 
politics.

Such hopes proved premature. 
Five years on, this optimism has 

evaporated. Now the agents of 
political change are different. Ret-
rograde forces have won the day.

The causes of this pall are nu-
merous but they are linked. All of 
them contribute to the countries 
of the world — and especially the 
West — turning inward, placing 
domestic concerns above global 
ones and abandoning any sense of 
international obligation.

Most notably, this has been 
manifested in the form of anti-
immigrant populism. This senti-
ment has always been present and 
has always exerted influence on 
contemporary politics but never so 
explicitly as in the last year.

Though the official campaign 
for a leave vote in Britain’s refer-
endum on the European Union 
couched its terms carefully, the 
subtext of immigration was 
present in every argument, every 
debate, every apparently uncon-
nected question about the Nation-
al Health Service or infrastructure 
or our national character.

Other campaigners relied less on 
making implicit appeals to nativ-
ism. The “Leave EU” campaign, 
for example, put immigration 
front and centre. That was the 
reason most people voted the way 
they did.

This has changed the nature of 
British politics. Now it is assumed 
that the electorate is hostile to 
immigration, that it does not want 
to accept refugees fleeing the dis-
aster areas of the Middle East — or 
any of them at all.

In the United States, the election 
of Donald Trump to the presidency 
demonstrates the same impulse 
but at an even higher pitch. This 
is a man who said he wanted a 
“total and complete shutdown” 
on Muslims entering the country. 
He wants to kill the wives and 
children of suspected terrorists. 
He wants to reinstitute torture 
and cannot imagine why anyone 
would have a problem with that.

This has necessarily challenged 
certain international norms but it 

is also a symptom of a wider moral 
malaise.

The dramatic nature of this 
change in emphasis can be seen 
in Western abandonment of the 
Syrian revolution and widespread 
regret — feigned or real — over 
the end of the Qaddafi regime in 
Libya. Defenders of these regimes, 
from both the left and right, are 
multiplying.

These people say Arab coun-
tries do not know what to do with 
democracy and that they cannot 
truly want it in any case. They 
suggest that war crimes commit-
ted by the Assad regime are either 
overstated or justified — a Western 
lie or a good thing too.

This position sums up the past 
year and will, in all likelihood, 
dominate 2017. A darker, colder 
world awaits, one in which other 
people — and other countries — 
matter less than would have been 
thought possible six years ago.

James Snell is a British journalist.

U
S President Donald 
Trump has said 
and tweeted a great 
many things but 
made scant 
reference to Iraq.

That is understandable because 
the man comes from the world of 
finance and is used to only dollar 
and real estate fluctuations. 
He suddenly finds himself 
thrust into a world of political 
complexities, military and 
intelligence complications and 
strategic economic interests.

Trump takes office within the 
context of a hugely shrinking 
US role in the world and in the 
Middle East, a region afflicted 
with creative chaos. So what 
will be the new administration’s 
foreign policy priorities during 
the first 100 days and where 
is the Iraqi file in all of this 
confusion?

One might venture that Iraq 
will not be among Trump’s 
priorities, especially after the 
possible death of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in the country.

ISIS is an offspring of al-Qaeda. 
The latter is an old toy by now, 
one used by the United States 
against the former Soviet Union 
in Afghanistan from 1979-89. 
The Saudis were brought into the 
game at the time by giving it a 
religious dimension.

As to today’s new toy — ISIS — it 
serves the agendas of big chiefs 
and small chiefs in the region. 
The United States uses it to keep 
its hand on a vital region and 

the Russians use it to facilitate 
their return to influential roles 
through the war in Syria.

So what is Trump’s plan for 
Iraq, pre- and post-ISIS? How 
will he translate into acts his 
campaign declaration: “There 
is no Iraq; there is only a bunch 
of thieves and thugs”? The Iraqi 
file includes issues that will 
eventually impose themselves on 
the White House, even if Trump 
has no desire to get involved.

With the second largest oil 
reserves in the world, Iraq is not 
an obscure insignificant spot on 
the globe. Neither the United 
States nor Europe is at a point it 
can do without Arab and Iraqi oil.

Trump and his advisers surely 
remember that when the United 
States invaded Iraq in 2003 the 
forces went straight to the oil 
fields and refineries. The Iraqi 
Museum and other historic sites 
were also placed under armed 
protection. Trump was irked by 
George W. Bush’s and Barack 
Obama’s policies in Iraq as these 
two did not levy a war tax, which 
he estimated at $1.5 trillion and 
which he seems adamant to 
collect. Trump seems also willing 
to send US soldiers to occupy 
Iraqi oil fields and transfer the oil 
to the United States.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi dismissed Trump’s 
declarations as “campaign 
rhetoric” but these days there 
are leaked news of new arrivals 
of US troops at US military bases 
in Ain Al-Asad, Al-Habania and 

other places. US military sources 
have declared that US troops 
were being sent to Iraq to stay 
even after ISIS is kicked out of 
the country. So no matter how 
hard Trump tries to ignore the 
situation in Iraq, it will catch up 
with him because it is at the heart 
of all crises in the Middle East.

Can Trump seriously come up 
with a political solution for Syria 
without one for the situation in 
Iraq as well and what would this 
solution be?

The Obama administration 
implemented important policies 
in the region that established 
Iranian influence in Iraq as 
unavoidable in any obscure 
strategic schemes. Former US 
ambassador to Iraq Zalmay 
Khalilzad boasted on several 
occasions about continuous US 
coordination efforts with Iran 
doubtless in preparation for 
occupying Iraq.

This also explains the 
importance given to Shia Iraqi 
parties in US policies in Iraq. The 
anti-US rhetoric of these parties 
is just a marketing ploy. Despite 

repeated scandals of corruption 
and mismanagement in the 
Iraqi state apparatus, the Obama 
administration failed to bring 
about any serious changes for 
the benefit of all Iraqis. Officials 
of the US embassy in Iraq did 
not have enough clout to reverse 
the disastrous effects of policies 
conceived and implemented 
by the extremist right-wing 
American cartel.

Surely Trump and his 
advisers realise that the military 
elimination of ISIS in Iraq must 
pave the way to serious political 
reforms. The question is: Do 
Trump and his administration 
seriously intend to introduce 
serious reforms in Iraq and put 
a stop to political Islam or was 
all that tough talk just campaign 
rhetoric? Can they free Iraq from 
Iran?

What the Iraqis want from 
Trump is for him to remove from 
his circle all those advisers and 
lobbyists who engineered the 
sectarian government in Iraq. 
They want concrete measures 
leading to peaceful civil 
government. They want him to 
help them remove from power 
those who destroyed Iraq and 
to rely on liberal figures from 
both the Sunnis and the Shias. 
They want a serious and fair 
solution for Arab Iraqis because 
Iraqi Kurds are already busy 
constructing their new state.

Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi
writer.

T
he Obama administra-
tion will no doubt be 
blamed for the sad 
state of affairs that 
have plagued parts of 
the Middle East 

during its time in office. That 
would be justified in part in 
regards to the precarious condi-
tions found in Syria, Libya and 
Yemen. Barack Obama and his 
administration failed to act 
decisively when they should have 
engaged in a more comprehen-
sive policy in the region.

Equally guilty are previous US 
administrations, most notably 
that of George W. Bush, not for its 
inaction in the region but more for 
its actions. If Obama will be re-
membered for his lethargic policy 
regarding Syria’s civil war, Bush 
is to be remembered for starting a 
war in Iraq that was uncalled for. 
Sure, Saddam Hussein was a brutal 
dictator but, like other despots in 
the region, he provided security 
for his country and kept would-be 
jihadists at bay.

Of course promoting democracy 
is a noble objective but before a 

country embarks upon a perilous 
journey in attempting to establish 
a democracy to a place with no 
prior exposure to its concepts, 
as was the case with Iraq, the 
repercussions and fallout of such a 
venture should have been foreseen 
and plans made accordingly.

The Bush administration falsely 
believed that it could install 
democracy in Iraq as though it 
were an off-the-shelf, one-size-
fits-all item. As the United States 
painfully discovered, democracy 
needs to be carefully applied and 
slowly moulded to fit the targeted 
country. Efforts must proceed cau-
tiously and at a pace in line with 
the country’s culture and tradi-
tions. In the Middle East, such a 
process may take decades.

By contrast, in the United States, 
politicians have their own concept 
of time. It is a clock perpetually 
stuck on a four-year cycle — from 
presidential election to presiden-
tial election. It is very difficult to 
formulate a comprehensive gov-
ernment foreign policy in the space 
of a few months in a region where 
time has a different meaning.

The failure of the United States 
to predict the fallout from its mili-
tary intervention in the Middle 
East has unleashed demons that 
have since crossed well beyond 
Iraq’s political and cultural bor-
ders and pose a threat to adjacent 
countries and beyond.

Just as Bush erred in predict-
ing the fallout effects of the US 
invasion of Iraq, so too did the 
Obama administration miscalcu-
late the consequences of the “Arab 
spring”. Now Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s and new US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s narratives 
are riding on the wave of failure 
of the Obama administration to 
predict such fallouts.

Obama overestimated the ability 
of the “Arab spring” to allow de-
mocracy to take root in the region, 
outgoing CIA Director John Bren-
nan told a Russian news agency. 
Brennan added that, although the 
people in the region strived for 
individual freedom, “the concept 
of democracy is something that re-
ally is not engrained in a lot of the 
people and the cultures and the 
countries out there”.

“I think there were very, very 
unrealistic expectations in Wash-
ington, including in some parts 
of the administration, that the 
‘Arab spring’ was going to push 
out these authoritarian regimes 
and democracy is going to flourish 
because that’s what people want,” 
Brennan said on CNN’s The Axe 
Files podcast on January 9th.

Preserving the stability and se-
curity of Middle Eastern countries 
should have been given top prior-
ity by the Americans before they 
went in guns blazing and were 
forced to react to rapidly chang-
ing situations in hostile environ-
ments. Careful planning would 
have perhaps reduced some of the 
mayhem that ensued.

Even hard-line advocates 
among US political liberals in 
regards to the Middle East have 
always maintained that a smaller 
footprint of the state is better. 
Now nobody should be surprised 
by the emergence of neo-authori-
tarian trends.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.
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Optimism has 
evaporated. 
The West is 
turning 
inward.

Neither
the United 
States nor 
Europe
is at a point
it can
do without 
Iraqi oil.

Iraqis want Trump 
to help them 
remove from 
power those who 
destroyed their 
country.

Putin’s and 
Trump’s 
narratives are 
riding on the 
wave of failure 
of the Obama 
administration.


