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Terror at home 
affects West’s view 
of Middle East
Harvey Morris

London

A 

ll news is local, as the 
journalistic saying goes. 
It is a recognition that 
audiences tend to re-
late to events halfway 

around the world broadly to the ex-
tent that they affect their own lives.

Public interest in day-to-day 
turmoil in the Middle East, for ex-
ample, tends to peak in the United 
States and Europe whenever it is 
identified as the driver of Islamist 
terrorism that threatens the West.

When a lone attacker drove a car 
into pedestrians near Britain’s par-
liament in March before stabbing 
a policeman to death, the incident 
understandably dominated head-
lines and airtime in Britain and the 
rest of Europe. The Islamic State 
(ISIS) claimed responsibility for the 
attack, even though its direct links 
with the British-born perpetrator, 
a Muslim convert, appear to have 
been non-existent.

Among the Western public, this 
ostensibly Islamist-inspired act of 
terror in Europe eclipsed the news 
that week from Iraq of the death 
of possibly hundreds of civilians 
in what are being investigated as 
likely accidental coalition air strikes 
intended for ISIS targets in war-rav-
aged Mosul.

That is not to say that the civil-
ian casualties, or indeed their likely 
cause, were played down by either 
the media or the public in Europe 

and the United States.
London-based Amnesty Interna-

tional was prominent in highlight-
ing the circumstances and conse-
quences of the coalition strikes and 
it launched a petition to urge the US 
and Iraqi governments to protect 
Iraqi civilians.

It is just that the London attacks 
grabbed the bigger headlines.

Although polls show much of 
Western public opinion is driven by 
humanitarian concerns about the 
plight of civilians, they also indi-
cate widespread unease about the 
extent to which Western military 
involvement in the region might 
further encourage ISIS retaliation 
against Western targets.

This mood of public caution dates 
back more than a decade. In the 
messy aftermath of the US-led 2003 
invasion of Iraq, there was little ap-
petite in the West for further mili-
tary adventures.

Former US president Barack 
Obama won office in 2008 partly on 
a promise to a war-weary elector-
ate that he would wind down US 
involvement in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. That led to what his critics at 
home and in the Middle East came 
to regard as a hands-off approach in 
the face of a deteriorating situation 
in Syria, a stance that arguably al-
lowed Russia’s decisive September 
2015 entry into that conflict to save 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Elsewhere in the West, there was 
an equal desire not to get involved. 
On the day before British lawmakers 
refused in 2013 to approve the gov-
ernment’s plan to launch air strikes 
on Syria in response to Assad’s use 
of chemical weapons, an opinion 

poll indicated two out of three Brit-
ons also opposed such action.

After ISIS fighters swept across 
Iraq in 2014, opinions hardened 
somewhat in light of their reported 
treatment of the people they had 
conquered and their bloodthirsty 
oppression of captives and minori-
ties.

However, both the rise of ISIS and 
its subsequent territorial decline 
fuelled fears in the West of further 
terrorist attacks at home, carried 
out by returning fighters or home-
grown fanatics inspired by ISIS ide-
ology.

Such fears have been exploited 
by an unholy alliance of ISIS itself 
and vociferous anti-immigration 
movements in the West that, for 
their own domestic motives, have 
attempted to stoke concerns about 
immigrants in general and Muslims 
in particular.

During the referendum campaign 
on whether Britain should leave 
the European Union, some on the 
“leave” side played on fears about 

immigration, with one group issu-
ing a poster featuring a column of 
Middle Eastern refugees heading 
for Europe.

Elected governments must take 
account of changing public opinion 
even if they do not always follow its 
dictates.

US President Donald Trump’s 
promise to “smash ISIS” went down 
well with many of his voters but 
might prove less attractive if it in-
volves a cost in American treasure 
and troops. Perhaps that explains 
some of the imprecision surround-
ing current US policy in the Middle 
East or at least a reluctance to dis-
cuss it too much. The less the public 
knows, the less it is likely to object.

It is perhaps in that spirit that 
the American administration has 
stopped revealing detailed informa-
tion about US military involvement 
in Syria and Iraq.

The US Defense Department 
said this is a deliberate measure to 
hinder the enemy. Sceptics say it 
is to keep the American public in 

the dark. But at the same time the 
Trump administration is playing 
down an inevitable strengthening 
of the US military in Iraq while the 
campaign against ISIS plays out, it is 
also signalling that its commitment 
will be limited in the aftermath.

As US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson told fellow members of the 
international coalition in March: 
“We are not in the business of na-
tion-building or reconstruction.” 
That is a position that may find fa-
vour among many in the West who 
would like to insulate themselves 
from the Middle East’s problems.

The challenge is that events half-
way around the world may still 
come to adversely affect their lives 
if their governments fail to play 
their part towards the region’s long-
term stability.
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 The less the public 
knows, the less it is 
likely to object.

D
uring the 2016 US 
presidential cam-
paign, candidate 
Donald Trump 
bragged that he knew 
more about military 

tactics than the generals in charge 
of US forces in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. He based this, apparently, on 
the five years he spent at a 
military school.

So it is a bit of a surprise to learn 
that, as president, Trump is taking 
a hands-off approach to the 
Pentagon and those same gener-
als. He is giving them authority to 
make more day-by-day decisions, 
especially in the Middle East and 
areas of Africa where the battle is 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
al-Shabab or al-Qaeda.

In fewer than 100 days in office, 
it has become apparent that 
Trump just says or tweets what-
ever he likes, at whatever time of 
the day or night, and it bares 
almost no resemblance to reality. 
His campaign military comments 
no doubt fall into this category 
but his hands-off decision has real 
consequences for the US military, 
the countries in which it is 
fighting, civilians in and around 
those battles and for the US 
position in the world.

Under Barack Obama, control 
over the military was much tighter 
and some — but not all — of the top 
people in the Pentagon or at 

various commands around the 
world chaffed under that 
restraint. Obama was much more 
attuned to how the projection of 
US military might was seen 
around the world.

It also cannot be forgotten that 
one of the main reasons he was 
elected president in 2008 was his 
promise to get US troops out of 
Iraq and Afghanistan, so his 
reluctance to give the military 
leeway in areas such as increasing 
troop strength or calling in air 
strikes is understandable.

Trump really does not care what 
the rest of the world thinks. He 
cares what his base thinks. His 
promise to get rid of ISIS is behind 
schedule and, after the debacle 
with health care reform, it is a 
promise he cannot afford to mess 
up. It is easy to see why passing 

more control over to the military 
is an easy move because he 
probably sees it as a win-win 
situation.

US commanders, particularly in 
the field, applauded the move, 
saying they would be able to 
respond more quickly and flexibly 
to extremist tactics.

There are, however, problems 
with this hands-off approach and 
we have already seen how they 
can backfire. The raid in Yemen in 
January, in which a US Navy SEAL 
and many civilians were killed, is 
one example. The bombing in 
Mosul in March that killed perhaps 
200 civilians is another. Both show 
what happens when increased 
oversight is put aside.

This is particularly true of the 
Mosul bombing. If the number of 
civilian deaths continues to climb 

Widening footprint. US army forces at the Taji camp in northern 
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Trump takes hands-off approach to US military in Middle East
as it has recently, there is no faster 
way to turn potential allies into 
extremists than careless attacking 
of civilian areas. Trump may not 
care what the world thinks but 
there are many in Washington who 
do and he may soon find himself in 
another battle with Congress.

Although US troops levels are 
officially the same as the Obama 
administration’s in the region, the 
Pentagon has found a loophole to 
move in more troops by labelling 
them as temporary assignments. 
The Pentagon recently said there 
were just more than 5,000 troops 
in Iraq but military sources told 
the Associated Press that there are 
probably “at least” a couple 
thousand more. There are several 
hundred US troops in Syria also 
labelled temporary and thus not 
counted against the official cap.

It is very easy to see this 
situation getting away from the 
Trump administration. Soldiers 
want to fight and, given a free 
hand, that is just what they will 
do. All too often, however, as we 
have seen in US history, they make 
bad decisions at the wrong time if 
not given strict parameters of 
combat.

Two or three more massive 
civilian death tolls in Iraq, Yemen 
or Syria and Trump may have a 
much worse situation on his hands 
than Obama ever did.
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but there 
are many in 
Washington 
who do.

There is no faster way to turn 
potential allies into 
extremists than careless 
attacking of civilian areas.


