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“G 

oing rogue,” 
as the Merri-
am-Webster 
Dictionary 
states, can 
be defined as 
“an elephant 

or other large wild animal driven 
away or living apart from the herd 
and having savage or destructive 
tendencies.”

It is hard to find a more apt defi-
nition of US foreign policy under 
President Donald Trump.

Implicit in the concept of “going 
rogue” is the lack of a well thought 
out and goal-directed strategy. 
Rampaging elephants follow no 
plan and have no end result in 
sight.

Having a strategy does not, in 
and of itself, guarantee success: 
The neo-cons who dominated 
the administration of President 
George W. Bush had a clearly 
defined strategy — to export 
Jeffersonian-style democracy at 
the point of a gun, thereby making 
the Middle East safe for the United 
States (and Israel).

It was a foolish and misguided 
strategy but it was a strategy. 
Those who opposed it knew what 
they were opposed to and how to 
argue against it.

The current administration, 
however, has no strategy. “Make 
America Great Again” is not a 
strategy, it is an aspiration. Nei-
ther is “Winning” a strategy. It is 

a desired outcome of competitive 
interactions.

Having no strategy is not nec-
essarily a bad thing, assuming 
you are not doing anything. The 
Trump administration, however, 
is doing lots of things, lots of 
dangerous and disruptive things, 
lots of contradictory things. Doing 
such things without a strategy is 
the very essence of “going rogue.”

Consider US policy towards the 
Middle East. In nine months in 
office, Trump or his subordinates 
have:

— Disavowed long-standing 
US commitment to a two-state 
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, while simultaneously 
declaring that the conflict should 
be easy to resolve;

— Twice-certified Iranian 
compliance with the 2015 nuclear 
agreement and then refused to 
certify and asked a divided US 
Congress to do something about 
it, all the while tacitly cooperat-
ing with Iranian forces in the fight 
against the Islamic State;

— Opposed the Iraqi Kurdish ref-
erendum but refused to mediate 
after the vote provoked a military 
response from Baghdad;

— Fired cruise missiles at a 
Syrian airbase after seeing a 
television news report with video 
images upsetting to the president 
but then moved out of the way 
as Damascus solidified its con-
trol over crucial regions of the 

country;
— Supported Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) countries in their 
crackdown against Qatar, while 
simultaneously praising Qatar for 
its regional role; and

— Proposed an 85% reduction in 
US assistance to Tunisia, the one 
“Arab spring” success story.

There are clear patterns in 
Trump’s policy chaos: Undoing 
as much as possible of Barack 
Obama’s policies, avoiding a seri-
ous commitment of US military 
forces, keeping enemies off-
balance and favouring any foreign 
leader who massages Trump’s ego.

Patterns in policy do not make a 
strategy, however, and I challenge 
anyone to find a strategy buried 
somewhere inside Trump’s poli-
cies. These muddled and contra-
dictory policies do not even help 
achieve the aspiration of “Make 
America Great Again.”

Neither do they achieve the 
aspiration of many US enemies: 
To “Make America Irrelevant.” 
The United States remains highly 
relevant, to the Middle East and 
the rest of the world. It is this 
relevance that makes Trump’s 
policies dangerous.

No offence to the lovely little 
country of Uruguay but if Monte-
video were pursuing a rogue and 
strategy-less foreign policy no one 
would care. No one would even 
notice. Uruguay is a mouse, not 
an elephant. A rampaging mouse 

is not dangerous; a rampaging el-
ephant can do immense damage.

So what can the rest of the 
world do?

First, look for the patterns in 
Trump’s policies. Patterns do not 
make a strategy but they do allow 
for a minimal degree of predict-
ability. For example, Trump seems 
to get a visceral pleasure from dis-
rupting things and creating chaos. 
Be on the alert.

Second, look for alternatives. 
Under Trump, the United States 
is destined to be an unreliable 
partner, even to its long-standing 
allies in NATO. Something said 
today could be contradicted 
before the sun rises tomorrow. 
Looking for alternatives does not 
only mean looking to other coun-
tries; there are multiple power 
centres in the United States itself, 
including important members 
of Congress, the Pentagon and 
intelligence communities and the 
think-tank community.

Third, do what many Americans 
are doing — wait prayerfully until 
2020 and the prospect of a new 
president.

Finally, and I mean this only 
partially in jest, talk to the Trump 
sons who run his company, about 
building a Trump Tower in your 
country and then describe it as 
“the most magnificent building in 
the world,” “a tremendous build-
ing,” and “the greatest building 
ever built.” You get the point.
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A
n unannounced 
trip by US President 
Donald Trump’s 
adviser and son-in-
law Jared Kushner 
and other White 
House officials to 

Saudi Arabia in late October to 
explore ways to rejuvenate the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process 
has apparently come up short. 
Nonetheless, the trip revealed a 
discernible pattern.

The White House strategy is to 
encourage Saudi Arabia and other 
Gulf Arab countries to support a 
regional approach to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict that would 
entail Arab countries establishing 
relations with Israel while the 
peace process gets under way 
and pressuring the Palestinians 
to accept positions that would be 
palatable to Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Binyamin Netanyahu and his 
right-wing cabinet.

This strategy is sometimes 
called the “outside-in” approach. 
It is designed to ease Israeli right-
wing concerns about making 
peace with the Palestinians. The 
idea has been around for some 
time but this is the first time a 
US administration has actively 
pursued it.

The US approach reflects 
Netanyahu’s longstanding views 
of the Arab peace initiative of 
2002 that was articulated by then 
Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud and adopted by 
the Arab League. Netanyahu likes 
the part in which Arab countries 
recognise and establish relations 
with Israel but strongly opposes 
the other parts, namely that Israel 
withdraw to the 1967 borders and 
that East Jerusalem become the 
capital of the Palestinian state.

Kushner has been accompanied 
by Jason Greenblatt, a long-time 
Trump attorney, on his trips to the 
region. The two most recent trips 
have also included Dina Powell, 
the deputy national security 
adviser. Powell, who is of Egyp-
tian Coptic Christian background, 
knows the region well, speaks 
Arabic and was probably added by 
Trump’s national security adviser, 
H.R. McMaster, to give balance 
to the team. Both Kushner and 
Greenblatt have been supportive 
in the past of the Israeli settler 
movement.

Although the Saudis and other 
Gulf Arab leaders politely received 
the Trump team — in large part be-
cause they want Trump’s support 
on broader strategic issues, such 
as Iran — they are not buying what 
the team is selling on the Israeli-
Palestinian front.

The Saudis and others will not 
buck the Arab consensus on the 
Palestinian issue just to please 
Trump, knowing that public 
opinion in the Arab world will not 
countenance a policy that indulg-
es Netanyahu with little in return 
for the Palestinians. Whenever 
violence has erupted in Jerusalem, 
anti-Israel sentiment in the Arab 
world has intensified.

Indicative of this sentiment, UAE 
officials, who hosted the Abu Dha-
bi Grand Slam in October, which 
included an international judo 
match, refused to allow the playing 
of his country’s national anthem 
when Israeli Tal Flicker won the 
gold medal. Instead, organisers 
played the official music of the 
International Judo Federation.

So much for the outside-in ap-
proach. The Trump team belatedly 
discovered that shared Israel’s 
and most Gulf Arab countries’ 

antipathy towards Iran does not 
translate into cooperation on 
other issues, especially the Israeli-
Palestinian one.

Nonetheless, the Trump team 
has shown it can apply pressure 
on Netanyahu regarding smaller 
issues to give the appearance of 
even-handedness that gives Pales-
tinian officials some hope.

Over the summer, the Trump 
team intervened to get Netanyahu 
to back down from his highly 
controversial decision to place 
security cameras and metal detec-
tors at entrances to the Haram al-
Sharif holy site in Jerusalem. The 
decision by Netanyahu sparked 
widespread Palestinian protests. 
Although the United States was 
not alone in applying pressure, 
Netanyahu was especially sensi-
tive to its objections.

More recently, after Palestinian 
officials strongly objected, Netan-
yahu suspended attempts to pass 
a law, which he supported, that 
would annex some settlements in 
the West Bank to Jerusalem.

Reportedly, Greenblatt advised 
the Palestinians that his quiet 
diplomacy with Netanyahu would 
be more effective than a loud 

Palestinian denunciation and that 
apparently proved to be the case. 
Later, a US spokesman in Washing-
ton did not criticise the proposed 
law directly but indicated that 
it did not appear to have much 
chance of passing.

This type of behind-the-scenes 
pressure owes much to Green-
blatt’s skill as a negotiator and 
the fact that Netanyahu wants to 
remain in Trump’s good graces. It 
has its limitations, however, given 
Netanyahu’s entrenched positions 
and the fact that Trump does not 
want a major confrontation with 
Israel. On the big issues of bor-
ders, settlement building and the 
ultimate disposition of Jerusalem, 
Netanyahu is unlikely to exhibit 
any real flexibility.

Perhaps coming to the realisa-
tion that the Arabs and Israelis 
are far apart on the major issues, 
the White House put out a more 
sober assessment in the wake 
of Kushner’s latest trip, stating: 
“While these regional talks will 
play an important role, the presi-
dent reaffirms that peace between 
the Israelis and the Palestinians 
can only be negotiated directly 
between the two parties.”
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Limitations. US President Donald Trump’s Middle East envoy Jason Greenblatt (C) arrives to visit 
Kibbutz Nahal Oz in southern Israel, last August.                      (Reuters)
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