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Much more than brute military force needed to defeat ISIS

Donald Trump’s America wants to make war on peace

Iran has to stop sponsoring terrorist militias first

Opinion

U
S President Donald 
Trump has reiter-
ated his intent to go 
after the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and 
eradicate the jihadi 

terror organisation, which has 
taken over large regions of Iraq 
and Syria and claimed responsi-
bility for many vicious attacks in 
the West.

“We defended the borders of 
other nations while ignoring our 
own,” Trump said February 28th 
in opening remarks to a joint ses-
sion of the US Congress. “We will 
shortly take new steps to keep our 
nation safe and keep those out who 
will do us harm.”

To that end — at least in part — 
the US president said he would 
increase by $54 billion the budget 
devoted to the US Defense Depart-
ment. This would be the largest 
increase in military spending in the 
country’s history.

However, anyone vaguely famil-
iar with the issue at hand knows 
that much more than pure military 
force and oodles of dollars are 
needed to defeat ISIS, or, as Trump 
calls it, “radical Islamic terrorism” 
— a phrase his national security 

adviser H.R. McMaster suggested 
the president not use.

For the United States, the bad 
news is that the funds that are go-
ing to be allocated to the Pentagon 
mean cuts in other government ex-
penses. As Trump won’t likely pro-
pose raising taxes, this means that 
the added funds for the military 
will come from other areas, such as 
education, public broadcasting, the 
arts and, very possibly, the US State 
Department.

This comes at a time when the 
United States needs to bolster 
its diplomacy rather than flex its 
military muscle. Trump is reported 
to have received proposals from the 
Pentagon regarding ISIS.

If the United States launches an 
all-out war to finish ISIS to “remove 
this vile evil from the planet”, as 
Trump said, a US-led alliance will 
need to destroy ISIS not only mili-
tarily but also tackle its ideology. 
Washington will need an experi-
enced corps of diplomats — special-
ists in their regions — because the 
fight against ISIS will require astute 
tacticians to work behind the 
scenes in the corridors of power.

For the war against ISIS to be 
successful, the United States and 

its allies must have an iron-clad 
plan. The United States will need 
to establish a sort of Marshall Plan 
and not to leave a void that would 
benefit those who wish to see 
America fail.

The war to eradicate ISIS cannot 
be fought on the military front 
alone. The United States must 
consider the effects a full attack 
will have in the Arab world and 
particularly on the youth in cities 
where many are idle due to lack 
of jobs, making them easy recruit-
ment targets for the jihadists.

Both George H.W. Bush and 
George W. Bush understood the 
need to have a firm coalition lined 
up before going into battle against 
Saddam Hussein. Despite the 
United States’ far superior military 
force, with troops better-trained, 
better-equipped and having ac-
cess to better intelligence, they 
made great efforts to recruit Arab 
countries into coalitions to fight 
Saddam.

Trump needs to plan carefully 
and strategically for the post-
combat phase of the operation. The 
errors committed in Iraq during the 
first few days of the US occupation 
must not be repeated in the battle 

to defeat ISIS. This offensive needs 
to happen in coordination with 
friendly governments in the region 
and the United States should have 
a plan that can be immediately im-
plemented in areas liberated from 
the jihadists.

While the United States will play 
a central role, it must not appear 
as though the mission was entirely 
developed in Washington. The 
challenge is identifying which 
countries or groups have their 
own agendas. For example, while 
Kurdish forces should be part of the 
US-led alliance as they have had 
success fighting ISIS, getting them 
and Turkey on the same side will be 
a challenge.

So, too, will convincing predomi-
nantly Sunni Arab countries to stop 
their support of jihadist groups 
because they see those groups as 
natural allies against rising Shia in-
fluences in the region. Perhaps the 
greatest challenge will be the battle 
to change the education system 
in countries where the curriculum 
includes teaching the children how 
to hate.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Y
ou don’t have to look 
at Donald Trump very 
long to realise that he 
could be a strong man. 
At 1.88 metres, he is 
taller than most men. 

At at least 107 kilograms, he 
weighs more than many people. 
At 70, he gives no sign of being 
infirm, beset by knees that buckle 
or the timid appetite for confron-
tation that often afflicts people as 
they grow older and wiser.

It is a fair guess then that this 
Republican president’s plan to 
increase US defence spending by 
$54 billion and gut the United 
States’ soft-focus international 
engagement through diplomacy 
and foreign aid is part of the strong 
man aura.

The word “aura” is important. 
Trump wants to project a strong 
man’s image, even though it is 
not remotely comparable to that 
of Russian counterpart Vladimir 
Putin. Russia’s president is obvi-
ously in peak physical condition 
at 64. A gym rat, he released his 
own workout video in 2015, which 
serves as a companion to an earlier 
instructional one on judo.

There is no doubting Putin’s 
strong man credentials and that he 
does not have the luxury afforded 
to the overweight Trump of a 
huge increase in Russia’s defence 
budget. Remember, Trump’s pro-
posed boost for defence spending 
is almost as much as Russia’s entire 
defence budget.

Trump’s obsession with appear-
ing the strong man — one to be 
feared, fervently salaamed and 
fawned upon — has led him to 
propose an extraordinary course 
for the United States in peacetime. 
He is seeking 60,000 additional sol-
diers, 12,000 more Marines to serve 
in infantry and tank battalions, at 
least another 100 combat aircraft 
and a 350-ship navy, up from the 
present fleet of 274.

This emir-like extravagance in 
an America $20 trillion in debt will 
mean a nearly 10% increase on cur-
rent defence spending. That’s more 
than the total funding allocated 
to most other federal agencies. It 
is more than the US State Depart-
ment’s entire budget request for 
2017. It is not far off the $42.4 bil-
lion that the United States spends 
on foreign aid, much of it going 

to US-made weaponry in a clever 
looping back from altruism to self-
interest.

Those who stand to lose from 
Trump’s push for more armaments 
and troops will not just be the 
State Department but the intended 
recipients of economic and devel-
opment assistance. Afghanistan 
($1 billion), Jordan ($632.4 million) 
and Ethiopia ($512.6 million) were 
among countries that have benefit-
ed the most from US largesse this 
year. The unkindness of depriving 
Afghanistan, where the United 
States remains engaged in its long-
est war, and Jordan, which hosts 
nearly 3 million refugees, simply 
beggars belief.

But Trump, the aspiring strong 
man, brooks no qualms. With his 
characteristic disregard for the 
facts, the US president has said it 
would be a “historic” increase in 
military spending. It won’t. In 1981, 
1982, 2002 and 2008, there were 
larger or comparable increases.

Trump was right in one respect: 
If his proposal were passed as he 
wants by the US Congress, it would 
be a historic increase in defence 
spending for peacetime.

Does this mean the United States 
officially considers itself at war?

Yes, in the sense that Trump 
wants to launch a war on diplo-
macy in all but name. Conflict reso-
lution, peace building, soft power 
and the gentle art of persuasion are 
for wusses. Militarism is for strong 
countries and the strong men who 
lead them.

“We have to start winning wars 
again,” Trump has said, words that 
don’t chime with his previous cam-
paign promises to rebuild at home 
and keep the United States out of 
unnecessary military conflicts.

So, what wars will Trump’s 
America win with more weapons, 
a bigger nuclear arsenal and more 
soldiers out on foreign battlefields? 
The chilling reality is that Trump 
will have to make the wars he plans 
for his fully armed and dangerous 
America to win.

That would beat Putin’s workout 
videos any day.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on Twitter: 
@rashmeerl.

I 
really pitied Hamid Abu 
Talibi, head of the office of 
Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani, when he tweeted 
about his boss’s Gulf tour: 
“Rohani’s regional initiative 

to accept the invitations of the 
Omani and Kuwaiti heads of state 
is a sign of the need to establish 
Islamic friendship relations and 
reviving regional relations. This 
regional initiative is an opportu-
nity to be seized by our friends in 
the region because it will not come 
again. Seize the good opportu-
nity.”

I pitied Abu Talibi for several rea-
sons. The main one is that I find the 
small mullahs just as arrogant and 
conceited as the big ones. Like their 
teachers, the small mullahs lack 
diplomatic finesse and only know 
evil sectarian discourse.

The second reason is that Abu 
Talibi’s tweet reminded me of 
vendors trying very hard to sell an 
unpopular product in a depressed 
market. They tell potential custom-
ers that their merchandise is the 
last of the stock and that this is the 
final chance to get it this cheap.

Can you imagine a diplomat, sup-
posedly aware of the fast-changing 
and deeply complex strategic reali-
ties surrounding him, referring to 
dialogue as a “once in a lifetime op-

portunity” to be grabbed by others? 
The place for such language is the 
bazaar and not diplomacy. Skilful 
diplomacy opens doors and never 
shuts them or even hints at shutting 
them. Only vendors selling unsold 
bad-quality dead stock would use 
that kind of language.

I know that bazaar language is 
more often than not the language 
dominating Iranian foreign affairs. 
Iranian negotiators are very skilful 
at bidding their time, outmanoeu-
vring their opponents and draining 
their energies. This is not surprising 
given Iran’s long heritage in carpet 
making and trading, which must 
have imprinted patience in the col-
lective unconsciousness of Iranian 
society.

However, to hawk Rohani’s initia-
tive in such an amateurish way is 
not going to make it attractive. The 
people charged with selling the 
product have really made a mess 
of the situation. Nobody is going to 
buy or even look at the merchan-
dise.

I frankly cannot see this once in 
a lifetime offer mentioned by Abu 
Talibi. I don’t see how a simple 
mentioning by Rohani of a dialogue 
aiming at correcting some misun-
derstandings in diplomatic relations 
between Iran and the Gulf countries 
would constitute an “opportunity”.

The opportunity in question must 
be a chance for further cheating and 
deception and a dialogue that starts 
with denying the heart of the prob-
lem and source of all crises can only 
be a trick for a bigger masquerade.

If opportunity there is, it must 
be one for the mullahs to start 
rearranging their cards in light of 
the new international and regional 
strategic conditions. They must 
seize the opportunity to make wise 
choices that will spare the region 
and the Iranian people further 
crises.

In the Arabian Gulf, the real 
opportunity will be created when 
several factors come together. At 
the top of these is for Iran to stop 
sponsoring terrorist militias in the 
region. Iran must demonstrate a 
genuine intention to engage in a 
constructive dialogue without pre-
conditions and around a carefully 
planned agenda focusing on spe-
cific unsettled issues between the 
Gulf Cooperation Council countries 
and the Iranian regime.

The opportunity in question 
will arise when the mullahs finally 
recognise the sovereignty of Iraq, 
Syria and Yemen, when they stop 
reiterating their claims regarding 
Bahrain, when they return the three 
Emirati islands, when they change 
their behaviour in the region and 

when they make serious propos-
als for peaceful coexistence in the 
Arabian Gulf.

Just a few days ago, we heard 
Turkey formally accuse Iran of 
sending refugees to battle fronts in 
Syria and Iraq and of endeavouring 
to destabilise the region. Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
has accused Iran of wanting to con-
vert all of Syria and Iraq to the Shia 
sect. A few days before that, Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
spoke of the dangers of “Persian 
nationalism”. These accusations by 
former allies cannot all be made up.

Iran has made many mistakes in 
its regional policies. The ideology 
of sectarian expansionism is, in the 
end, detrimental to Iran and Irani-
ans. It must be abandoned in favour 
of peaceful coexistence. Otherwise, 
the mullahs run the risk of facing a 
fate similar to Saddam Hussein’s.

History teaches us that no 
regime can last when it treats its 
neighbours as enemies. Given the 
fast-changing geostrategic condi-
tions regionally and internation-
ally, the conceited mullahs, big and 
small, cannot go on for long using 
a patronising and condescending 
language and adopting a haughty 
Persian attitude.
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