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Trump administration’s policy toward
the Middle East

Hideaki Kubota, US-based columnist
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President Donald J. Trump taking the oath of office(White House photo).
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Donald Trump, the president of the United
States, proclaimed “America first” as the basic prin-
ciple of its domestic and foreign policies in his inau-
guration speech on January 20. The contents of his
speech focused on economy and trade with only scant
allusion to international affairs and foreign policy is-
sues. In his most prominent reference to his foreign
policy, he emphasized the war against radical Islam-
ic terrorism. He stated, “We will reinforce old allianc-
es and form new ones and unite the civilized world
against radical Islamic terrorism, which we will eradi-
cate from the face of the earth.”

America First and
“peace through strength”

The White House website which changed overnight
listed 6 basic policy areas — energy, jobs and growth, for-
eign policy, military, law enforcement, and trade — as the
manifestation of his America first principle.

In the foreign policy area, “America First Foreign
Policy” focused on America’s interest and national security
and set force “peace through strength” at the center of the
policy. It declares, “Defeating ISIS and other radical Islam-
ic terror groups will be our highest priority.”

Although the Obama administration pursued de-
feat of the Islamic State (IS), the priority of that goal was
unclear. Former President Obama avoided using the term
“radical Islamic terrorism” and used the term “violent ex-
tremism” instead. In case of President Trump, he clearly
links radical Islam and terrorism, and intends to “pursue
aggressive joint and coalition military operations when
necessary.” He plans to rebuild the U.S. military to guar-
antee “peace through strength,” end the defense sequester,
and increase the defense budget.

War on terrorism

On the war on terrorism, the White House further
states that “the Trump administration will work with in-
ternational partners to cut off funding for terrorist groups,
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to expand intelligence sharing, and to engage in cyberwar-
fare to disrupt and disable propaganda and recruiting.” It
is highly likely that the Trump administration will promote
the war on radical Islamic terrorist groups such as IS cur-
rently underway in the Middle East, North Africa and other
regions more aggressively than the Obama administration.

However, the White House also states, “The world
must know that we do not go abroad in search for enemies.”
This can be interpreted as an expression of intention that
the United States will no longer play the role of the world
policeman. The purpose of the Trump administration’s in-
crease of the U.S. military power is to protect American
citizens and American prosperity, and not to actively re-
solve international conflicts and restore or keep peace in
the world. The reason why the administration considers the
war on radical Islamic terrorism as the top priority is that
IS and Al Qaeda directly threaten lives of American citi-
zens and safety of the U.S. homeland. It is not clear whether
Trump will commit the U.S. ground forces to fight against
IS in the Middle East, North Africa or South Asia.

“We do not seek to impose our way
of life on anyone”

In his inauguration speech, President Trump em-
phasized, “We do not seek to impose our way of life on any-
one.” In the past, the U.S. presidents often exalted free-
dom and democracy as the American values and actively
promoted policies to actively facilitate democratization of
authoritarian regimes in the Middle East. Destruction of
Saddam Hussein regime and subsequent nation-building
efforts in Iraq by the Bush administration and attempts to
change Syrian government which used chemical weapons
on its own citizens by the Obama administration are such
examples. It is unlikely that Trump conducts a military in-
tervention with other countries and engage in nation-build-
ing efforts for the universal values such as democracy, free-
dom and human rights or for ideological causes.

Short-term, mid-term and long-term
Middle East policy issues

In short-term, the Trump administration will face
challenges to execute battles against IS in Iraq, Syria and
Libya. The immediate focus is going to be the operations to
take back Mosul, the second largest city in Iraq, from IS. In
the battles against IS, difficult challenges of readjusting the
U.S. relationship with Turkey, Russia, Syria and Syrian op-
position groups including Kurdish militias are inevitable.
Trump wants to work with Russia to fight against IS. That
means Trump will have to fundamentally alter the relation-
ship with the Assad regime in Syria which Obama consid-
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A Marine Corps EA-6B Prowler refuels from a KC-135 Stratotanker over Irag, Nov.
29, 2016, in support of Operation Inherent Resolve. Air Force
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ered to be an enemy and Syrian opposition groups which
Obama supported.

The mid to long-term challenges in the Trump ad-
ministration’s Middle East policy include the Iran issues.
Trump has promised to terminate the Iran nuclear agree-
ment promoted by the Obama administration. Iran threat-
ened to resume its nuclear activities if the agreement is ter-
minated. On the other hand, because Iran is a Russian ally
in the war against IS, Trump has to consider the possibil-
ity of working with Iran as well as Russia. The Republican-
controlled U.S. Congress does not rust Iran and seeks to
enhance sanctions against Iran. Trump will have to engage
in difficult negotiations with the U.S. Congress and Iran.

Israeli-Palestinian peace process runs
into trials

Another mid to long-term challenges in the Mid-
dle East is the issue of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process
that has been moribund since April, 2014. The internation-
al conference to kick-start the Middle East peace process
chaired by France was held in Paris on January 15 and
representatives of about 70 nations attended the confer-
ence. The international community’s expectation has been
heightened for the resumption of the Middle East peace ne-
gotiations based on a two-state solution. Trump has made
clear his pro-Israel posture and his intention to relocate
the U.S. Embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem the
status of which has been in dispute between Israel and the
Palestinians. If Trump carries out his expressed intention,
such action will profoundly provoke the Palestinians and
Arab nations, creating an insurmountable obstacle to the
peace negotiations. With the arrival of the Trump adminis-
tration, the Middle East peace process is running into un-
precedented trials.




