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US is trying not to 
repeat in Syria its 
mistakes in Iraq
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A 

s the United States looks 
beyond a military defeat 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in northern Syria, cal-
culations by American 

planners are shaped by one central 
imperative: Don’t repeat the mis-
takes made in Iraq.

Memories of failed efforts at 
nation-building in Iraq following 
the US-led invasion in 2003 haunt 
today’s actions and plans by the 
United States for Syria. A decade 
ago, Washington’s dream of a West-
ern-style system in Baghdad turned 
into a nightmare of spiralling sectar-
ian violence that resulted in tens of 
thousands of people dead, heavy US 
casualties, a prolonged US military 
presence deeply unpopular at home 
and an increased Iranian influence.

“Iraq is the ‘How not to,’” said Pe-
ter Feaver, a Middle East expert at 
Duke University in North Carolina. 
He described the Middle East poli-
cies of US President Donald Trump 
and of his predecessor Barack 
Obama as guided by “ghosts and 
lessons of Iraq.”

The United States is backing a 
force of Kurdish and Arab fighters 
that has encircled Raqqa in north-
ern Syria, the capital of the self-pro-
claimed ISIS caliphate. After being 
driven out of the Iraqi city of Mosul, 
the loss of Raqqa would be a major 

blow to the jihadists three years 
after they swept through large sec-
tions of Syria and Iraq.

Trump has made the defeat of ISIS 
a policy priority but his administra-
tion has shunned big troop deploy-
ments, relying on a limited number 
of special forces units and military 
advisers instead.

Brett McGurk, envoy for the in-
ternational anti-ISIS coalition, de-
scribed the Syria approach during a 
briefing in Washington and stressed 
that the United States was not in 
the business of nation-building this 
time.

“Sometimes we meet with local 
councils and they say: ‘We really 
want you, the United States, to help 
us with the — you’re going to run 
the hospitals, aren’t you? You’re 
going to run our school system,’” 
McGurk said, a transcript of the 
briefing posted on the US State De-
partment’s website stated.

“And no, we’re not, we’re not do-
ing that,” he added, describing his 
answer to the wishes expressed by 
the local councils. “We’ve learned 
some lessons and we’re not very 
good at that and also that is not our 
responsibility. We will do basic sta-
bilisation.”

McGurk recounted a plan to reo-
pen schools in Tabqa in northern 
Syria, captured from ISIS this year. 
Tabqa’s local leaders asked and re-
ceived US support to clear school 
buildings of explosives left by ISIS 
but the United States was not go-
ing to do more than make sure the 

buildings were safe, McGurk said.
“We’re going to do all we possi-

bly can to have as many schools as 
ready in Tabqa for the opening of 
the school year on September 15th 
but, again, in terms of school cur-
riculums, teachers, all this — this 
is the responsibility of the Syrians 
on the ground and the Iraqis on the 
ground, not us.”

Analysts said US caution in post-
war planning for Syria is a direct 
consequence of the disaster in Iraq. 
“The US-led invasion of Iraq trans-
formed the views of a generation of 
Americans towards both interven-
tion and state building,” said Hady 

Amr, a former Obama administra-
tion official who dealt with US aid 
for the Middle East and now works 
for the Brookings Institution in 
Washington.

“There was a tremendous cost in 
American blood and treasure while 
America’s infrastructure crumbled 
and America’s middle class suf-
fered,” Amr said in reference to the 
Iraq campaign of 2003 and its con-
sequences.

The Trump administration has 
not presented a viable political 
plan for a post-war order in north-
ern Syria. Like Obama, Trump is 
determined to “stay in the game” 
without a big military engagement, 
Feaver said.

The strategy of leaving important 
tasks to others has its downsides. In 
the Raqqa offensive, Washington is 
backing a Kurdish group regarded 
as a terrorist organisation by Syria’s 
neighbour and America’s NATO ally 
Turkey.

The growing row with Turkey 
over the Kurdish role in Syria and 
over control over regions liberated 
from ISIS also points to another 

consequence of the US hands-off 
strategy. As it shuns responsibilities 
that it shouldered in Iraq, America 
must accept that other players get 
their say.

“If you pay the entire bill, you 
can choose all the menu options,” 
Feaver said, “but both Obama and 
Trump have made clear that the US 
is not paying the whole bill in Syria, 
so you lose control of what is on the 
menu.”

In the United States, even the lim-
ited engagement in Syria triggers 
concerns among those who fear it 
could spiral into something more.

“The further Washington wedges 
itself into Syria’s ever-shifting ka-
leidoscope of conflict — a conflict 
in which we have no vital national 
interest at stake — the more respon-
sible for the aftermath the United 
States will become,” Bonnie Kris-
tian, a fellow at think-tank Defense 
Priorities, wrote in an August 10 ar-
ticle for the Hill, a Washington pub-
lication. Kristian’s article carried 
the headline “Escalation in Syria 
will mean increased nation-build-
ing in Syria.”

No big engagement. A US soldier stands on the top of an armoured vehicle on a road that links to 
Raqqa city, last July.                                                                                                                                                        (AP)
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Generals bring order to chaotic White House staff

T
he recent removal of 
White House chief 
strategist and alt-
right ideologue Ste-
phen Bannon was in 
large part due to the 
influence of the new 

White House chief of staff, John 
Kelly, a former US Marine Corps 
general.

Kelly was moved from his 
cabinet position as head of the De-
partment of Homeland Security to 
run the White House staff because 
President Donald Trump was con-
cerned about infighting among 
his staff, leaks to the media and 
his inability to get major legisla-
tion passed in Congress. Kelly has 
reportedly become the gatekeeper 
to the Oval Office in addition to 
managing a large staff.

The significance of Kelly’s 
advent to the chief of staff posi-
tion in terms of policy is that he 
is a non-ideological person and a 
pragmatist. His main ally in the 
White House is H.R. McMaster, 
the national security adviser, 
who holds the rank of US Army 
lieutenant-general.

Kelly and McMaster, besides 
their military backgrounds, are 
kindred spirits in that they say the 
United States should continue to 
be a leader in the world, maintain 
long-standing alliances and not 
give mixed signals to allies about 
US commitments.

This is why they clashed with 
Bannon, who played an instru-
mental role in Trump’s electoral 
victory. Bannon, the executive 
chairman of the alt-right Breitbart 
News organisation, described 
himself as a populist and a nation-
alist. He reinforced Trump’s ideas 
about an America-centric foreign 
policy and said that US trade deals 
were bad for the country. He also 
wanted the United States to avoid 
military ventures overseas and 
instead concentrate on building a 

kind of Fortress America.
Bannon even suggested to 

Trump that US civilian contrac-

tors, a kind of mercenary force, 
should be deployed to Afghani-
stan instead of the regular US 
military, an idea that was strongly 
opposed by Kelly, McMaster and 
Defence Secretary James Mattis, 
another former general.

What irked Kelly, however, 
about Bannon was that Breit-
bart and other right-wing media 
orchestrated a vicious campaign 
against McMaster because he 
opposes pulling out of the Iran 
nuclear deal, sacked right-wing 
ideologues that his discredited 
predecessor and former Trump 
adviser Michael Flynn had placed 
on the National Security Council 
staff and retained some of former 
President Barack Obama’s foreign 
policy experts on the National 
Security Council staff.

Bannon denied that he was be-
hind the attacks on McMaster but 
apparently no one in the White 
House believed him. CNN report-
ed that Kelly believed Bannon was 
“pursuing his own agenda.”

Although Trump reportedly had 

differences with McMaster, he 
also soured on Bannon. He was re-
portedly upset that a biography of 
Bannon had come out that seemed 
to suggest that Bannon and 
Trump were equals and Trump, 
with his outsized ego, could not 
countenance anybody stealing his 
limelight.

Trump was also upset that Ban-
non gave an unauthorised inter-
view in which he suggested that 
there was no military solution to 
the North Korea conflict, a state-
ment that contradicted Trump’s 
public statements.

However, it was the Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, incident, in which 
white supremacists and neo-Nazis 
marched and shouted racist and 
anti-Semitic slogans and violently 
clashed with counter-protesters, 
that helped seal Bannon’s fate.

Trump made the most shocking 
comments about the incident, first 
making a kind of moral equivalen-
cy to both sides and later claiming 
that there were some “fine peo-
ple” in the neo-Nazi led march. 

Bannon was not directly linked to 
the Charlottesville incidents but 
there were many articles in Breit-
bart before and after he joined the 
White House to link the alt-right 
to the white supremacist agenda.

So when Kelly suggested to 
Trump that Bannon be fired, 
Trump agreed, probably because 
he wanted to deflect attention 
from his own foibles in respond-
ing to Charlottesville.

Bannon’s departure from the 
White House signalled that the 
non-ideological pragmatists, led 
by the generals, have the upper 
hand. This means that Trump 
will be getting more advice from 
people with traditional views of 
US foreign and security policy. 
As witnessed by Trump’s policy 
speech on Afghanistan on August 
21, this means that the United 
States will not be pulling out of 
that country and will, in fact, send 
several thousand more troops 
there per the advice of military 
commanders.

On the Middle East, Trump 
can be expected to maintain 
traditional friendships and alli-
ances and policy will be handled 
by foreign and security policy 
professionals. As a possible sign 
of this trend, Trump’s son-in-law 
Jared Kushner’s recent trip to the 
region to explore the possibility of 
restarting Israeli-Palestinian talks 
includes staff members from the 
National Security Council.

While Bannon’s ouster and 
Kelly’s and McMaster’s rise 
have earned bipartisan praise in 
Congress and the media, there 
have been a few voices of caution 
about the military playing such a 
dominant role in policymaking, 
a role traditionally reserved for 
civilians.

However, because Trump has 
been so erratic and controver-
sial, even his sharpest critics are 
acknowledging that it is better 
that the generals are in prominent 
policy positions to tame and guide 
the president.
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Resetting agenda. US Senior Adviser Jared Kushner (R) walks next 
to White House Chief of Staff John Kelly in the White House, on 
August 3.                                                                                                        (AFP)


