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uum, but so will Iran and perhaps even
countries such as France and India. They
will pursue policies that further their own
agendas, and they will at times undermine
U.S. interests.
 U.S. global standing will likely suffer
as well. Countries that rely on Middle
East energy supplies also rely on the
United States to secure their interests
there. It’s true of potential adversaries
such as China and also of close allies
such as Japan and South Korea. 
U.S. influence with these countries is in
part a product of U.S. influence in the
Middle East. If the United States walks
away from the latter, it will have to relin-
quish some of the former as well.
 None of this is either inevitable or irre-
versible, but it is folly to say it is unthink-
able. The changes underway in the U.S.
approach to the Middle East will have
repercussions.
They will not just affect the region, but
they will affect the United States and its
global allies as well.
 (This commentary originally appeared
in the February issue of Middle East
Notes and Comment, a newsletter of the
CSIS Middle East Program.)
 Jon B. Alterman is senior vice presi-
dent, Brzezinski Chair in Global Security
and Geostrategy, and director of the Mid-
dle East Program at the Center for Strate-
gic and International Studies in Washing-
ton, D.C.
 Commentary is produced by the Center
for Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS), a private, tax-exempt institution
focusing on international public policy
issues. Its research is nonpartisan and
nonproprietary. CSIS does not take spe-
cific policy positions. Accordingly, all
views, positions, and conclusions
expressed in this publication should be
understood to be solely those of the
author(s). www.csis.org

* Senior Vice President, Zbigniew Brzezinski
Chair in Global Security and Geostrategy, and
Director, Middle East Program

been slow to address Iran’s military
buildup and power projection capabil-
ities. For many years, the United States
has pushed to integrate regional
defenses in the Gulf in order to deter
Iran. Those efforts have slowed signifi-
cantly, not least because Gulf Coopera-
tion Council tensions have intruded,
and the Trump administration has been
unable to ease them.
 Third, the United States seems to
have diminishing interest in engaging
in regional diplomacy, which has impli-
cations throughout the Middle East.
This is not only a huge reversal in the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, where U.S.
diplomacy has been a constant for more
than a half-century.
From Morocco to the Gulf, the United
States has been an essential partner, a
security guarantor, and a scold against
squabbling states. The impulse to medi-
ate and manage regional conflicts
seems to have diminished significantly.
 Several effects are likely to follow
from these trends. One is that the
United States will have less influence
over the shape of conflicts in the Mid-
dle East.
Through its deep engagement, the
United States for decades could influ-
ence alliances, incentivize positive
behavior, and dissuade irresponsible
actions. While it wasn’t always a recipe
for comity, it did help even out many of
the bumps in regional relations and
help ease the isolation of U.S. partners
from the regional order.
 Another effect is that other powers
are likely to have more influence in the
region than they currently do. Not only
will Russia and China help fill the vac-

the United States has poured $7 trillion
into the Middle East since 2001 with little
to show for it. Neither politicians, policy-
makers, nor the public have challenged
that view. Leaving aside the accuracy of
the figure, the growing consensus is
unmistakable: The Middle East has been
a remarkably bad investment for the
United States for the last 15 years, and
investor patience has been exhausted.
 If we take Yemen as a harbinger for
U.S. Middle East policy, a number of
consequences aren’t hard to imagine. The
first is that U.S. assistance is likely to be
scarcer. The U.S. insistence that it is done
with funding reconstruction in Iraq, and
will not engage in reconstruction funding
in Syria, is just a foretaste.
For wealthy U.S. allies that receive no
aid, this is largely irrelevant, and Israel’s
direct aid is likely secure. Yet, Israel is
likely to feel the impact indirectly. Neigh-
bors such as Egypt and Jordan that have
enjoyed strong U.S. security support are
likely to find it harder to come by in
future years, and longstanding U.S. sup-
port for the Palestinian Authority (PA)
will likely diminish as well. For decades,
the United States has supported both the
PA government and international organi-
zations such as the United Nations Relief
and Works Agency (UNRWA), which
have in turn helped support the Palestin-
ian population.
That relief, which also benefits Israeli
security, seems imperiled.
 Second, while the United States talks
about countering Iranian efforts to spread
its influence in the Middle East, it
remains unwilling to engage directly in
such efforts. In Syria in particular, it has

The Yemen
Model: The
Future of

U.S. Middle
East Policy

Jon B. Alterman

Judging from Syria, the United States
is still putting down stakes in the Mid-
dle East. At least 2,000 U.S. troops
have an open-ended commitment to
secure areas liberated from Islamic
State group (ISG) rule. In Syria, senior
U.S. officials put tremendous time into
cooperating with allies and alternately
coordinating with and countering
adversaries.
 At first glance, Yemen’s conflict is
not so different. Surrounding U.S.
allies feel vulnerable, terrorists are
multiplying, and the Iranians are med-
dling. Syria’s refugees affect Europe,
which also relies heavily on shipping
that passes by the Yemeni coast. The
human suffering generated by both
conflicts is immense, and while
Syria’s death toll is significantly
steeper and its level of displacement is
higher, Yemen has 1 million cholera
cases and counting, as well as more
than 8 million people suffering from
severe food insecurity.
 But those looking to see where U.S.
Middle East policy is heading should
look to Yemen, not Syria. In Yemen,
the U.S. government has treated the
conflict at arm’s length. It refuels
allies’ warplanes, sells them arma-
ments, and doesn’t do much else. The
U.S. military carries out strikes on al
Qaeda and ISG affiliates with Arab
allies’ cooperation.
The intensity of diplomacy one sees
around Syria is absent, and it has been
so since a flurry of U.S. engagement
in the final months of the Obama
administration. The governing
assumptions seem to be that the
United States shouldn’t second-guess
its allies, the overall problem is
intractable anyway, and the combat-
ants need to work it out on their own.
There is a new model for the United
States in the Middle East, and that is
it.
 Allies seem slow to appreciate this,
but the signs are clear. One can see
them in the White House’s approach to
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, which
continues to stress that whatever the
parties agree to on their own will be
agreeable to the United States. One
can see them as well in President Don-
ald Trump’s repetition of the idea that

If we take Yemen as a harbinger for U.S. Middle East policy, a num-
ber of consequences aren’t hard to imagine. The first is that U.S.
assistance is likely to be scarcer. The U.S. insistence that it is done
with funding reconstruction in Iraq, and will not engage in recon-

struction funding in Syria, is just a foretaste. For wealthy U.S. allies
that receive no aid, this is largely irrelevant, and Israel’s direct aid is

likely secure. Yet, Israel is likely to feel the impact indirectly. 
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applied across all imported goods. Still,
Alhasbani wishes he could bring his
brother, and his Yemeni friends, to the
U.S. to help him with his new café. He
also hopes to set up a fund to help young
kids in Yemen so that they are not lured
by extremist groups there. But he has
another motive in opening his café as
well — introducing Americans to Yemeni
coffee.
 "Yemeni coffee is really good," he said.
"You try it just once and you will say, 'It's
better than pumpkin spice.' "
www.npr.org

his team packs as many beans as they
can into a shipping crate. A single
container can fit about 6 tons of coffee
beans. It takes about 40 days to reach
the U.S. at a cost of $4,000. On the day I
visited, Alhasbani was frantically trying
to figure why his shipping container was
stuck at a U.S. port, at a cost incurred by
him.
 "I don't know what's happening.
Maybe there might be increased security
against Yemeni goods," he says. It's
hard to verify his claim, and it could be
that the extra screening methods are

Alhasbani says, his voice trailing
off. Does he know which group was
responsible for the bomb attack, I
asked him.
 "Yes," he said. "Idiots. Lost
people. What else is there to say
about them?"
 Even before Yemen's civil war
broke out in 2015, Yemen was one
of the world's poorest countries. In
2012, aid groups reported that 44
percent of the population was
undernourished. Today the
conflict is largely between those
loyal to Yemen's President
Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi and the
Houthi rebel movement.
According to the United Nations,
18 million people in Yemen are
now in need of humanitarian
assistance and more than 7,600
people have been killed since the
civil war began.
 Worried about his future,
Alhasbani decided to leave Yemen
in 2011. Through his work at Red Bull,
he had a lot of contacts in the U.S. and
visited New York City on a tourist visa.
He kept extending his tourist visa and
soon fell in love with an American
woman, whom he married. 
 He began working for Budweiser and
after his marriage did not work out,
Alhasbani moved to Dearborn, where he
married a Yemeni-American woman.
 "I love it here. It's the perfect
combination of Western and Arabic
culture," he says.
 However, because of President
Trump's travel ban, which targets
Yemen, among other countries, his
brother and mother cannot visit. He has
not seen his family in Yemen in six
years. "I don't like to talk about
politics," he says. The topic kept coming
up, though.
 His main expenses are fixed — his
rent, as well as paying back the credit
card debt incurred to open the café.
These are fixed, predictable expenses.
But it's the fluctuating cost of importing
coffee from Yemen that worries him.
 His brother manages the family farm,
but given the violence there, it is
increasingly difficult to find reliable
delivery services within the country.
Once his coffee reaches Yemen's port,

"I had enough coffee in my life,"
Alhasbani says. "But when I moved to
America and the problems started back
home, I told myself I have a chance to
show that Yemeni coffee is really good
and that Yemen is more than just violence
and war."
 A couple of months ago, he opened
Qahwah House in Dearborn, a city with a
high concentration of Arabs and Arab-
Americans (qahwah means coffee in
Arabic). Alhasbani is fond of reminding
customers that the first known coffee
shipments in the world were allegedly
launched from the Port of Mokha in the
1400s.
 Yemeni coffee is known for its strong
floral and spice notes, and the cup
Alhasbani prepared for me was served like
a cup of masala chai, with a heavy amount
of cardamom and ginger, as well as a hint
of cinnamon.
He charges about $5 a pot, a huge contrast
to some companies that sell a pound of
Yemeni coffee for $250. He can do this
because of ties to his family's business
back home.
 "These beans are 100 percent from my
family's farm," Alhasbani says, beaming.
 Today he sees himself as part coffee
entrepreneur, part cultural ambassador.
But this wasn't the career he expected.
After completing his studies at Sana
University in business, he worked at
Yemeni Airlines, where his father spent
his entire career. 
 Desk life bored him and he began
working for Red Bull, the energy drink
company, which was just entering Yemen
at the time. Soon he was traveling across
the Middle East and Europe, earning
accolades for his marketing acumen.
 "I did so well, people in Yemen thought
I was the founder of Red Bull," Alhasbani
says with a wide smile.
 With the money he earned, he and a
business partner opened a café in Sana
called Amoré, which specializes in Italian-
style coffee like cappuccinos. He also
launched two restaurants and planned to
open more. But those plans were derailed
when the tensions escalated in Yemen
after the Arab Spring of 2011.
 "A bomb hit very close to our home.
My brother was in a coma for 30 days. He
tried to run away from the explosion but
he did not succeed and today he is blind,"

Coffee Shop
Entrepreneur Shows
Customers Yemen Is

About More Than War
ZAHIR JANMOHAMED - The 35-year-old owner of a new Yemeni
coffee shop in Dearborn, Mich., never imagined he would enter the
coffee business. Ibrahim Alhasbani was born in Yemen and grew up

on a coffee farm outside the country's capital city of Sana.

Arab-American community
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and of national and international
service."

Political ambitions

Gubernatorial candidacy

Further information: Michigan
gubernatorial election, 2018
On February 9, 2017, the Detroit News
reported that El-Sayed would resign as
health director to run for governor of
Michigan in the 2018 Democratic Party
primary. He officially announced his
candidacy for Michigan governor on
February 25, 2017.
 El-Sayed was inspired to run for
governor following the Flint water crisis,
saying, "I watched as Governor Snyder
and his team of accountants were cutting
costs and cutting corners. 
 Their inattention to communities
ultimately poisoned thousands of
children - and those children were the
very ones that I was serving at the helm
of the health department. ... And that's
something I didn't believe in.
I believe in government as something we
do in this country for the people and by
the people".
 El-Sayed pledged not to accept any
campaign donations from corporations,
and has raised over $2,000,000 from
individual donations.
 El-Sayed has received support from
many notable public figures, including
Reza Aslan, Congressman Ro Khanna,
Women's March Organizer Linda
Sarsour, civil rights activist Shaun King,
civil rights activist Ady Barkan, actress
Piper Perabo, and singer Zeshan B.

Personal 

El-Sayed lives in Detroit, Michigan with
his wife, Sarah Jukaku, a psychiatrist.
[11][38] El-Sayed had a sandwich named
after him (“the Abdul”) at Ricardo’s, a
sandwich shop in Oxford’s Covered
market, while a student at Oxford
University.  
 El-Sayed is Muslim.  en.wikipedia.org

Science and Population Health".  

Health Officer of Detroit  

In August, 2015, Mayor Mike Duggan
appointed El-Sayed Health Officer and
Executive Director of the Detroit Health
Department, making him, at 30 years old,
the youngest health officer
in a major US city at the time.
In that role, he was charged with
rebuilding the Detroit Health Department
after government public health activities
were provided by a nonprofit before the
City of Detroit’s municipal bankruptcy in
2013.
 On his first day on the job, El-Sayed
arrived to a small office space in the back
of Detroit's parking department
overseeing five employees.
 In his first year as Director, El-Sayed
led efforts to oppose increases in sulfur
dioxide emissions by Marathon
Petroleum’s Southwest Refinery, which
resulted in reductions in overall
emissions.
He also led efforts to test Detroit schools
for lead in the wake of Flint’s Water
crisis,[24] provide free glasses to
children in Detroit city schools, and
transform the City’s troubled Animal
Control department.
 In view of his leadership on lead
poisoning reduction, he was appointed to
the governor’s statewide Childhood Lead
Elimination Board.
 He also serves on the State of
Michigan's Public health Advisory
Commission, and the Advisory
Committee to the US Secretary of Health
& Human Services for Healthy People
2030.
 He was named one of Crain's Detroit's
"40 under 40", and "Public Official of the
Year" in 2016 by the Michigan League of
Conservation Voters.
In 2017, the University of Michigan
awarded him a Bicentennial Alumni
Award, awarded to 20 alumni "whose
achievements carry on Michigan’s
traditions of intellectual creativity and
academic endeavor, of civic engagement,

Michigan.
 El-Sayed was awarded a full-tuition
Dean’s scholarship to attend the
University of Michigan Medical School,
where he completed his first two years of
medical school. There, he led 
a student medical mission to Peru and
founded a student organization that raised
money and coordinated community
service for a local free clinic. He was
offered the Marshall Scholarship and
awarded the Rhodes Scholarship in 2009
as a second-year medical student.
 He attended Oriel College, Oxford
as a Rhodes Scholar, where he completed
a Doctor of Philosophy in Public Health
in 2011. While at Oxford, he earned a full
blue as captain 
of Oxford’s men’s lacrosse team.
 He completed his MD at Columbia
University's College of Physicians 
& Surgeons in 2014 on a Soros
Fellowship for New Americans
and Medical Scientist Training
Program fellow funded through
the National Institutes of Health.  

Health career  

In 2014, he joined the faculty at
Columbia’s Mailman School of Public
Health as Assistant Professor in the
Department of Epidemiology. 
 He served as director of Columbia’s
Systems Science Program and Global
Research Analytics for Population
Health.
  As a researcher, he has authored over
100 scientific publications, including
articles, commentaries, book chapters,
and abstracts, about health disparities,
birth outcomes, and obesity. 
His research has been cited over 700
times. He is the recipient of several
research awards, including being named
one of the Carnegie Council’s Policy
Innovators. He created and taught the
Mailman School’s first ever course on
systems science and population health.
He co-edited a textbook on the topic with
Sandro Galea published in 2017 
by Oxford University Press, "Systems

He is an internationally recognized
public health expert, and the author of
over 100 scholarly articles, abstracts, and
book chapters on public health policy,
social epidemiology, and health
disparities.  His essays on public health
policy have also been published in The
New York Times, CNN, The Hill, The
Huffington Post,[6] The Detroit News,
and the Detroit Free Press. 
 On February 9, 2017, the Detroit News
reported that El-Sayed would resign as
health director to run for governor of
Michigan in the 2018 Democratic Party
primary.   

Early life   

El-Sayed was born in metro-Detroit to
parents who immigrated to the United
States from Egypt.   He grew up in the
Detroit area with his father, Mohamed
El-Sayed, and stepmother, Jacqueline El-
Sayed, a native of Gratiot County,
Michigan. Both are engineers.
 His father grew up in Alexandria,
Egypt and immigrated to the United
States to study engineering at Wayne
State University.[11] His mother, Fatten
Elkomy, is a nurse practitioner in
Missouri.
 El-Sayed graduated in 2003 from
Bloomfield Hills Andover High School,
where he was a three-sport athlete –
football, wrestling, and lacrosse –
becoming a captain in each team sport in
which he participated.

Education

El-Sayed attended the University of
Michigan, where he majored in biology
and political science, and played on the
men’s lacrosse team. He won the William
Jennings Bryan Prize for Political
Science, graduated with Highest
Distinction, and delivered the student
commencement speech in 2007.[13]
While at the University of Michigan, El-
Sayed lived with his grandparents, Jan
and Judy Johnson, at their house in
Whitmore Lake, Washtenaw County,

Will Abdul El-Sayed 
be the first Arab
Muslim to govern

a state in America?
Abdulrahman Mohamed El-Sayed (born October 31, 1984), known as

Abdul El-Sayed, is an American physician, epidemiologist, public
health expert, and candidate for governor of Michigan, running as a

Democrat.  El-Sayed served as Executive Director of the Detroit Health
Department and Health Officer for the City of Detroit from 2015 to

2017. Appointed at age 30, he was the youngest health commissioner in
a major US City. Previously, he was Assistant Professor in the

Department of Epidemiology at Columbia University.
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In the mountains east of the Jordan River, a patrol from the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine, early 1969. Source: LOOK Magazine, May 13, 1969. p.27 (now public domain)
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violence as both a creative and cathartic,
yet limiting power for the colonised,
allows us to look at other revolutionary
movements – whether anti-colonial or
anti-establishment – as surges or collective
movements acting against perceived
aggressors, rather than in conformity with
universal moral norms. With queer IR
theory and a focus on Fanon’s work, the
‘agent’ becomes something that is
contingent, temporal and changing. It thus
places peoples in their struggles and
appropriate temporal contexts, instead of
judging the action in itself, i.e. violence.
 Such approaches discussed above
support Mignolo’s call for using the
‘pluriverse’ in the sphere of decolonial
projects from the global political society –
looking at a world of truth in parenthesis.
It leads us to discuss ‘hegemony’ and look
to a future where instead of one
hegemonic set of values, there is a
‘hegemony of truth in parenthesis that
defined the horizon of pluriversality as a
universal project’. Thus, while both
moralising violence prematurely as well as
rejecting other moralisations of violence,
in effect, we adopt the same attitudes of
superiority that Fanon condemns – a
characterisation of the ‘Native’ that
essentially dehumanises them.

* Muneerah Razak is a Research Associate at the
Middle East Institute, National University of
Singapore. Her research focuses on themes
surrounding religion and politics, with a particular
interest in Islamism, critical Muslim studies, and
Islam and Modernity. She tweets at @mnrhrzk

This allows observers of the
‘international’ to understand before
immediately moralising and setting
diverse actions against the standards
of universalised norms of conduct.
Understanding involves historicising
and situating a movement or action as
well as the temporality of the subject,
thus providing meaning.
 With this, we approach Fanon in
Wretched of the Earth, in general, the
excerpts below highlight both the
practical and psychological reasons
for violence against the
coloniser:According to Fanon,
colonial rule is sustained by violence
and repression. With violence as the
‘natural state’ of colonial rule, it
follows that in fact it is the colonisers
who only speak and understood the
language of violence. As such, only
the use of violence by the colonised
can physically restructure society.
 Furthermore, Fanon argues that
psychologically, violence returns
agency to the colonised who were
hitherto dehumanised, and allows
them to recreate themselves in a light

‘other’), or ascribing to them sadistic
psychological tendencies. But is it just to
lump all acts of violence in the same
category with resistance movements such
as those in Yemen and Palestine, fighting
against foreign occupations that they
consider illegitimate? Why are those
engaged in acts of physical violence
deemed ‘extremists’ while those who
accept or work with foreign occupying
forces deemed ‘moderates’? Who decides,
and what is the criteria?
 We don’t have to agree with or approve
of the justifications for violence given by
the myriad of non-state actors, but
understanding the psychology behind
violence, using queer IR theory as well as
a Fanonian lens, can bring us to more
nuanced engagements and solutions as
opposed to simply dismissing violence as
‘evil’ or ‘bad’.
 Queer IR theory is useful in resisting
and investigating such dichotomies –
‘order vs anarchy’ or ‘normal vs
perverse’. Using this theory with regards
to violence allows us to be alert to the
colonial discourse of splitting the subject
into ‘good’ – an agent of mimicry – and
‘bad’ – ‘subservice repository of menace’.

Former US President Barack Obama
also stated in November 2012 (about
the Hamas missile strikes on Israel):
‘There’s no country on earth that
would tolerate missiles raining down
on its citizens from outside its borders.
So we are fully supportive of Israel’s
right to defend itself from missiles
landing on people’s homes and
workplaces and potentially killing
civilians. And we will continue to
support Israel’s right to defend itself.’
 We see the pattern continue: the
moral dismissal of non-state
perpetrators of violence – via the label
‘terrorist’ – with the Houthi rebels in
Yemen and the Muslim Brotherhood
(the latter, in particular, a localised and
non-monolithic group which resists
any easy categorisation).
 Perpetrators of violence are always
portrayed as acting outside the
boundaries of morality and violence
itself is regularly dismissed as
irrational or subject to reductive
explanations: the assertion of the
perpetrator’s lack of self-control, their
dehumanisation (as they are usually an
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Can Violence be Moral? Revisiting Fanon
on Violence in The Wretched of the Earth

that is not tainted by the colonisers. In
Sartre’s introduction to the book, he
described these physical acts of violence
– or anti-colonial revolutions – as ‘man
recreating himself’. In Black Skin, White
Masks, Fanon states that freeing oneself
of colonialism through violence can be
‘cathartic’. In the context of the
Algerians, violence was cathartic as it
allowed them to restore the ‘self’ which
was systematically destroyed by
colonialism. Thus, Fanon theorises that
violence enables the colonised to
restructure their country politically and
also, recreate themselves and resume a
self-determining existence.
 Despite this, Fanon does not think that
violence is an end in itself. He constantly
expresses the physical and human cost of
violence. He also stressed that mere
violence, without a clear plan for
decolonisation, would only reproduce the
power relations of the coloniser. In
addition, he claims that despite reclaiming
land and power, violence will not be able
to ease the creation of a new national
identity after overthrowing the colonisers.
 Without denying the potential of
violence to be moral or immoral,
understanding Fanon’s thought on

by Muneerah Ab Razak - In our attempts to understand violence in the Middle East, utilising the framework
of queer international relations (IR) theory and Fanon’s theory of violence can be useful in placing these

actors in their appropriate temporal contexts, instead of judging their actions (including violence) in isolation.
In May 2017, US President Donald Trump spoke in Riyadh, where he called on Middle Eastern leaders to

combat a crisis of ‘Islamic extremism’. He then went ahead to equate ISIS (The Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant) and Al-Qaeda with Hezbollah and Hamas, labelling all of these groups, despite their varied temporal

and political contexts, under the umbrella term ‘terrorists’. He declared a ‘battle between good and evil.’
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 The emergence of competing power
centres in US foreign policy has been
muddying the waters. There are doubts
about Tillerson’s influence on decision-
making. He has been publicly rebuked
and humiliated by US President Donald
Trump several times. Just days before
Tillerson tried to cool tensions with Tur-
key with his visit to Ankara, US gener-
als in Syria rejected Turkish calls for a
retreat from Manbij. Some parts of US
Middle East policy are the realm of
Trump’s son-in-law Jared Kushner, who
is working on a plan for peace between
Israel and the Palestinians.
 “As of today, the perception in the
Middle East is that there is no coherent
strategy for the region,” said Vatanka,
who had just returned from a visit to the
Gulf region. The impression among
many in the Middle East was that the
US administration was “heavy on rheto-
ric” but light on strategy and action.
“That’s almost half the battle lost,”
Vatanka said.

 “A strategy requires both actions
and resources and Tillerson didn’t
have much to say about either,” Jon
Alterman, director of the Middle
East Programme at the Centre for
Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS), a think-tank in Washington,
wrote in an analysis on the CSIS
website. Tillerson failed to present a
convincing argument for why
Americans, sceptical of yet another
open-ended commitment in a fara-
way country, should care about
Syria and had not defined Syria’s
place on the list of US priorities in
the world, he pointed out.
 “It is hard to cover up this basic
fact: The United States is less com-
mitted to shaping an outcome in
Syria than any of the major antago-
nists — the Assad government, the
Turks, the Russians, the Iranians or
any of the combatant groups on the
ground,” Alterman wrote.

tion Units (YPG), its local partner in the
fight against ISIS in Syria.
 Shortly after Tillerson’s speech, Tur-
key sent troops into the north-western
Syrian region of Afrin to push out the
YPG, seen as a terrorist group by
Ankara. Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan threatened to give US soldiers
deployed along with the YPG in the city
of Manbij an “Ottoman slap” should
they not withdraw. Talks between Tiller-
son and Turkish officials in Ankara in
February failed to solve the crisis.
 A foray by pro-government Syrian
troops and Russian mercenaries over the
Euphrates River — another escalation
testing Washington policies — triggered
deadly US air strikes in the oil-rich
province of Deir ez-Zor on February 7.
 Joe Macaron, a fellow at the Arab
Centre in Washington, said the US strat-
egy assumed that the war in Syria was
almost over but “recent events proved
otherwise.” There were “new doubts
now about [US] commitment to Kurdish
forces and a potential confrontation with
Turkey in Syria,” Macaron wrote via e-
mail. “At any rate, this US strategy
lacked specifics and did not convey a
clear game plan in Syria.”
 Tillerson’s strategy says the United
States was “vigorously supporting” UN
peace efforts for Syria but does not say
how this aim is to be achieved. It calls
on the Assad government to “engage
constructively” in UN-sponsored peace
talks in Geneva but says the goal is to
“compel Assad to step aside.” The strat-
egy is vague on the question of whether
the Syrian leader should be allowed to
stay in power for a transitional period.

Vatanka said the vagueness on the
side of the United States had conse-
quences on the ground. “There’s
room for others to take care of their
own interests,” he said.
 US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son unveiled his country’s Syria
strategy in a speech titled “Remarks
on the Way Forward for the United
States Regarding Syria” on January
17. Preventing a re-emergence of
the Islamic State (ISIS) after recent
military victories over the jihadists
and blocking the advance of Iran’s
influence in Syria are two pillars of
the programme.
 To attain its goals, the United
States “will maintain a military pres-
ence in Syria,” Tillerson said,
although he did not spell out
whether the number of US troops in
Syria — approximately 2,000 —
would be increased.
 “US disengagement from Syria
would provide Iran with the oppor-
tunity to further strengthen its posi-
tion in Syria,” Tillerson said. He
stressed the role of Russia, the most
powerful ally of Syrian President
Bashar Assad. Moscow should pres-
sure Assad to accept a political solu-
tion, Tillerson said without provid-
ing details.
 The United States announced
plans in January to create a local
force of 30,000 fighters in Syria to
secure regions where ISIS has been
driven out and to keep control of oil
installations in eastern Syria. For
that plan, Washington would heavily
rely on the Kurdish Peoples’ Protec-

US Syria Strategy
Under Fire as
Events Expose
Washington’s

Inconsistencies
Thomas Seibert- WASHINGTON -The escalation of the conflict
in Syria is exposing weaknesses in the United States’ strategy for

the war-torn country only a month after its rollout, analysts
said.“We know what the United States doesn’t want to see: Russia

and Iran,” Alex Vatanka, an expert on security issues at the
Middle East Institute in Washington, said. “What we don’t see is

what the US is proposing. There is no grand strategy.”
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THEINTERCEPT :
CIVILIAN

CASUALTIES
SOARED IN
IRAQ AND

SYRIA IN 2017.
WAS TRUMP’S
BLOODTHIRST
Y RHETORIC
TO BLAME?

ByMurtaza Hussain

AFTER THREE YEARS of brutal
fighting, the U.S.-led war against the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria is winding
down, the U.S. military announced on
Thursday, saying the coalition has
“liberated” more than 98 percent of the
area formerly controlled by ISIS, or
Daesh, freeing “7.7 million Iraqis and
Syrians once held under brutal Daesh
rule.”
 By all accounts, this victory has come
at a huge cost to civilians, but how huge
depends on who you ask. The U.S.-led
coalition says it conducted 29,070 strikes
between August 2014 and January 2018,
killing “at least 841 civilians.”
 But that figure is much lower than
independent estimates, raising questions
about the conduct of the war and its
disproportionate impact on Iraqi and
Syrian civilians.
According to reporting by the nonpartisan
monitoring group Airwars, between 6,136
and 9,315 civilians have died in coalition
strikes since 2014, with death tolls
spiking sharply in 2017. A recent New
York Times investigation on airstrikes in
Iraq also found drastic underreporting of
civilian casualties in official statistics,
with thousands of civilian casualties
undocumented by official figures.
 In its annual assessment issued last
month, Airwars found that 2017 was the
deadliest year for civilians in Iraq and
Syria, with between 3,923 and 6,102
civilians killed in strikes conducted by the
U.S.-led coalition. During 2017, civilian
deaths from coalition air and artillery
strikes in support of local ground forces in
Iraq and Syria increased more than 200
percent over the previous year. Roughly
65 percent of all civilian deaths recorded
by Airwars since the air campaign began
in 2014 have occurred over the last 12
months.
 “We expect that there are going to be
civilian casualties in military operations -
particularly during large-scale urban
assaults - but we were not expecting
casualties to increase at such a rate,” said
Alex Hopkins, a researcher at Airwars.

“We’re looking at extraordinarily high
levels of civilian harm over the past year.
It raises serious questions about level of
care that the coalition is taking in its
operations.”
 The staggering increase in civilian
casualty rates also raises questions about
how political changes in the United States
may be influencing the conduct of the war.
In the run-up to the 2016 presidential
election, then-candidate Donald Trump
promised to take brutal and indiscriminate
measures against territories under ISIS
control in Iraq and Syria once in office,
pledging to “bomb the shit out of them”
and “take out [the] families” of suspected
terrorists.
 It’s doubtful that Trump has been
closely involved in the military campaign,
but he is the commander-in-chief of U.S.
forces and his rhetoric seems to have
influenced the Pentagon. 
In a significant departure from the public
position of Obama-era military officials
such as David Petraeus and Stanley
McChrystal - commanders who generally
emphasized the strategic value of
judicious use of force and protecting
civilians - Defense Secretary James Mattis
has publicly called for the use of so-called
annihilation tactics against militant
groups.
 And Mattis’s attitude seems to have
trickled down through the ranks. On
January 9, the Army’s highest-ranking
enlisted officer, Command Sgt. Maj.
 John Wayne Troxell, stated that if ISIS
fighters do not surrender, “we will kill
them with extreme prejudice, whether that
be through security force assistance, by
dropping bombs on them, shooting them
in the face, or beating them to death with
our entrenching tools.” Months earlier, in
the run-up to the coalition assault on
Raqqa, then-coalition commander Lt. 
 Gen. Stephen J. 
Townsend bragged that his forces “shoot
every boat we find” in the Euphrates River

running alongside the city. Townsend’s
statement seemed to ignore the fact that
the Euphrates River was then the main
avenue of escape for civilians fleeing the
city.
 The correlation between the
bloodthirsty public rhetoric and the
skyrocketing civilian death tolls seems to
suggest, at minimum, a more aggressive
approach to the battle in the last year.
While Mattis has indicated in public
statements that decision-making on
airstrikes has devolved to lower-level
commanders, the Pentagon has also
maintained that its formal rules of
engagement governing the use of force in
Iraq and Syria have not changed since
Trump took office.
“While the coalition does not provide
public details on our rules of engagement,
we can tell you that our rules of
engagement have not changed in the past
year,” a spokesperson for U.S. Central
Command told The Intercept in an email.
“At this point in the operation, we are
focused on dismantling their network,
degrading their capabilities, exposing
their extremist ideology for the senseless
violence it represents, and preventing
their resurgence.”
 But experts say that even without a
formal change, a shift in emphasis,
resources, and expectations within the
military may be leading commanders to
take aggressive targeting decisions that
will lead to more casualties.
 “Just three or four years ago, there were
phrases that senior commanders used
indicating essentially that we cannot kill
or capture our way out of this problem.
That language has now disappeared, and
under Mattis in particular, the language is
strictly about killing the enemy,” says
Micah Zenko, a national security expert at
the international affairs think tank
Chatham House.
“As important as formal rules are the
points of emphasis made by senior

leaders. If the secretary of defense or
[CENTCOM commander] Gen. [Joseph]
Votel cared about this issue, they would
devote more resources and attention to
understanding and mitigating it. It
indicates what the command sees as a
priority.”
 Zenko is also skeptical that the rise in
civilian casualties can be wholly attributed
to increased fighting in the urban areas of
Raqqa and Mosul.
“The ability to model targets and blast
radiuses on munitions is now so advanced,
it almost doesn’t matter where battles take
place,” he says.
 In one notorious incident during the
battle for Mosul, U.S. forces used a 500-
pound GBU-38 bomb to target a pair of
ISIS snipers. That airstrike set off a chain
of secondary explosions that killed over
100 civilians in the area, something that
might have been avoided had a smaller
munition been used for the strike. Zenko
says that in that case, “It didn’t necessarily
matter that the strike took place in an
urban setting — it was the munition that
was employed that raised the risk to
civilians. These are choices about
weaponeering that are not unique to urban
settings.”
 In recent weeks, there has been a steady
decline in the pace of U.S. air operations
in Iraq and Syria, as the three-year
campaign to defeat the Islamic State draws
to a close. But the loss of life and
destruction of infrastructure in Iraq and
Syria will leave lasting scars.
 “War is never clean. You will always
have civilian deaths and the destruction of
infrastructure, but the question is, how do
you try to minimize that?” says Sahr
Muhammadally, director of the Middle
East and South Asia program at the Center
for Civilians in Conflict. “This was an
intense campaign and the price that
civilians paid in places like Mosul was just
horrific.”
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