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AMERICA’S STRATEGIC response to the 
atrocities of the Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS) was too slow, too little and too 
late. Washington finally woke up only after 
public outrage at the cruel beheading of two 
American journalists. And even then, the 
initial statements were as confusing as most 
recent US policies and actions in the Middle 
East have been. 

At first, President Barack Obama admitted 
that he didn’t have a strategy to confront ISIS 
(now simply dubbed Islamic State – IS) and 
argued that there was no immediate danger to 
the American mainland. Within days, how-
ever, IS became a major threat and Obama 
promised to “contain, degrade and destroy” 
the “barbaric terrorist organization” via a 
broad coalition of Western and Muslim states. 
In outlining his new strategy, he insisted that 
the US would not dispatch ground troops and 
only use airpower to attack IS targets. 

Yet, in Congressional testimony that same 
week, General Martin Dempsey, Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, opened the door 
for an American ground operation. “If we 
reach the point where I believe our advisers 
should accompany Iraqi troops on attacks 
against specific ISIS targets, I will recom-
mend that to the president,” he declared. The 
next day though, both Obama and Secretary 
of State John Kerry fervently denied any in-
tention of participating in a new ground war. 

The IS threat provides an opportunity to 
restore some of America’s lost leadership and 
credibility in the region. But given the objec-
tive difficulties and Obama’s limited commit-
ment, this may prove to be beyond the presi-
dent’s capacity.  

A key element in Obama’s strategy places 

the onus for the ground fighting and the ul-
timate defeat of IS on the states and groups 
directly affected and their Arab allies. To 
this end, Obama promised to help train and 
equip the Iraqi army, the Kurdish Peshmerga 
forces and the moderate secular opposition in 
Syria. The trouble is that while the US wants 
the Arab states to fight IS, the Arab states 
want the US and the coalition to do the job 
for them. Without significant and sustained 
Arab participation in military operations it is 
difficult to see IS being defeated. 

The emerging modus operandi, aerial 
bombing and training of local forces, may 
not be sufficient to destroy the terrorist or-
ganization. The Iraqi army has been trained 
for almost a decade but seems to suffer from 
structural weaknesses as well as a lack of mo-
rale and motivation. It isn’t clear how new US 
aid will fix these serious shortcomings. The 
Peshmerga units are better organized and 
more motivated, but too small and limited to 
be really effective. 

Moreover, military successes in Iraq will 
merely push IS back into its strongholds in 

Syria, where the battleground is very differ-
ent and far more complex. In Syria, IS, the 
Syrian Free Army, Jabhat al-Nusra and other 
opposition forces are fighting to topple the 
Bashar Assad government, but in order to 
emerge as the alternative regime, they are 
also fighting each other. 

Elimination of IS requires intensive mili-
tary operations in both Iraq and Syria.

Here, too, American policy seems contra-
dictory. Obama says he will bomb IS targets 
in Syria, which could help Assad survive. But 
he has also promised to train and equip the 
secular opposition in Syria, which is fighting 
both Assad and IS. 

For his part, Assad would have liked to 
have been included in the anti-IS coalition 
to further secure his regime. But after being 
left out, he declared, with strong Russian and 
Iranian backing, that any unilateral Western 
attack on Syria would be regarded as an act 
of aggression and a violation of internation-
al law. Indeed, US attacks on Syria could 
have ramifications beyond the Middle East; 
Russia might claim the same right to attack 
Ukrainian forces fighting the pro-Russian 
separatists in Eastern Ukraine.         

As for Shi’ite Iran, although it supports 
similar terrorist organizations like Hezbollah 
and Hamas, it is regarded by the Sunni IS as 
an enemy, because IS considers Shi’ites infi-
dels fit only to be executed. Thus, ironically, 
the US and Iran have a common interest in 
destroying IS. Real collaboration between 
them, however, will have to overcome serious 
differences in other areas. 

First, IS is fighting Assad, a close ally of 
Iran, but a man Obama demands resign and 
leave Syria. Second, the US is leading the 
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second stage of negotiations with Iran for a 
permanent agreement on its nuclear program. 
The US badly wants a deal but has been con-
sistently frustrated by Iranian manipulation, 
procrastination and lack of cooperation, es-
pecially with the UN’s International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA). 

In the Iranian view, in return for collabora-
tion on IS, the US should be more “flexible” 
on the nuclear agreement. The US, however, 
didn’t invite Iran to join the anti-IS coalition 
and, so far, hasn’t made significant conces-
sions on the nuclear issue For the Americans, 
the proposed Iranian deal is meaningless be-
cause Iran has a strong incentive of its own to 
fight IS – regardless of American or Western 
concessions on the nuclear issue. 

MOREOVER, OBAMA feared that open col-
laboration with Iran on IS might antagonize 
the Arab members of the coalition, the last 
thing he wanted. Nevertheless, Israel remains 
concerned about potential US willingness to 
make concessions to Iran on the nuclear is-
sue, irrespective of whether or not Iran coop-
erates in the war against IS.          

The campaign against IS is unlikely to sig-
nificantly affect the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict. True, during a mid-September meeting 
with French President François Hollande, 
Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud 
Abbas implied that the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict contributed to the rise of IS terror 
and that resolution of the conflict would lend 
greater legitimacy to the campaign against it. 
Until recently, this type of argument would 
have resonated, especially in Europe. Not 
anymore. 

For decades the US and Europe argued that 

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict was the main 
source of instability in the Middle East, and 
that a peace agreement would help solve 
most of the region’s more acute problems. 
This claim has never been valid. The 1979 Is-
lamic revolution in Iran, the 1980-1988 Iran-
Iraq war, the 1990-1991 Gulf war, the rise of 
al-Qaida, the 9/11 attacks on America and the 
American wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were 
all chief sources of instability and violence in 
the region and had nothing to do with the Pal-
estinian-Israeli conflict. 

The centrality of the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict argument was further undercut by 
the so-called “Arab Spring.” Today, both 
Obama and major European leaders acknowl-
edge that IS represents the primary threat to 
states and governments in the Middle East, 
and that, therefore, the campaign to destroy 
its leadership and military capabilities should 
be accorded the highest priority. 

That does not mean the Israel-Palestine 
issue can be neglected. This summer’s fight-
ing in Gaza was the third round of hostilities 
initiated by Hamas in just six years. It was 
clearly part of a cycle of chronic violence that 
requires new, bold thinking to end it. 

Commentators and experts both in Israel 
and abroad argue that the common interest 
Israel and the moderate Arab countries now 
have in containing IS and the situation in 
Gaza provides a rare opportunity for a com-
prehensive resolution of the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict. Some suggest a wider negotiating 
forum based on the 2002 “Arab Peace Initia-
tive.” This approach, however, faces several 
serious obstacles – not least the confrontation-
al relationship between the PA and Hamas.   

The Hamas-Fatah government of national 

unity, established in April 2014, did little to 
help. The Hamas branch in the West Bank 
kidnapped and killed three Israeli teenagers, 
plotted to topple the Abbas government and, 
against the PA’s wishes, initiated war with Is-
rael. Every regional actor other than Turkey 
and Qatar would like to see the PA replac-
ing Hamas as the dominant power in Gaza. 
Hamas, however, is unlikely to accept any 
such scenario. It could happen if, and only if, 
the long-suffering people of Gaza launch a 
successful popular uprising. 

IS and Hamas share certain ideological and 
operational similarities: religious fanaticism, 
extreme cruelty and intense hostility to the 
US and the West. Like IS with regard to the 
West, Hamas is not a viable partner for an Is-
raeli-Palestinian peace. Obama distinguishes 
between moderate Islam the US would like to 
cooperate with and radical Islam it must fight 
and destroy. Like IS, Hamas represents a 
radical Islam that must be defeated or at least 
marginalized before Palestinians and Israe-
lis will be able to negotiate a comprehensive 
peace agreement. 

Still, Israel needs to be proactive in its pub-
lic diplomacy. It should agree to explore the 
2002 Arab Peace Initiative; and it should in-
sist on the principle of close linkage between 
reconstruction for Gaza and disarmament of 
Hamas.  
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