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In killing Iran’s Major-General Qassem Soleimani in an 
air strike near Baghdad’s international airport, Donald 
Trump has taken a geostrategic risk it is almost impos-

sible to imagine from any other US president. Its hugely 
unpredictable impact is already being felt well beyond the 
Middle East - and right now, no one can really know what 
that will mean. 

In some respects, of course, the strike is simply the lat-
est escalation in a years-long proxy confrontation that has 
raged across the Middle East for almost two decades. 
From Syria to Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon and beyond, it is a 
confrontation that has already killed hundreds of thou-
sands. Throughout the last year in particular, it has been 
clear that both Iran and its adversaries had been tearing 
up the rule book, with high-profile attacks on tankers in 
the Gulf and Saudi energy infrastructure. And with retalia-
tory US strikes on Iranian-backed militia in Iraq this week 
- and what looked to be an attempt to storm the US 
Embassy in Baghdad in response - matters were already 
entering uncharted territory. 

In the short-term, it is unclear whether the unilateral US 
action - which will have shocked many in Washington DC 
as much as anywhere else - will make the region more or 
less violent. Soleimani - in some ways the second most 
powerful man in Iran, and the chief architect of its interna-
tional military operations - would normally have been the 
key decision-maker behind any response. Multiple forces 
in Tehran and elsewhere will be scrambling for advantage 
after his death, and while some will want to unleash 
regional chaos as part of that, others may be deterred into 
being more restrained. 

‘Buzz saw’ 
The United States says Soleimani and the Iranian 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Quds Force he com-
manded were preparing further attacks on US diplomats, 
forces and contractors. The United States has made clear 
it was concerned over embassy safety in particular, with 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Mark Milley warning 
anyone who attempted to storm it would run into a “buzz 
saw” of US military force. Whether that is now more or 
less likely in the immediate term will depend on how power 
games in Tehran play out, and whether elements potential-
ly even more hawkish than the slain general are able to call 
the shots. 

Other potential responses could include further attacks 
on shipping in the Gulf - although that would give those in 
the United States - as well as Israel and the Gulf states - 
who have long wanted to devastate Tehran’s military capa-
bility the opportunity for action. 

In the longer run, an Iranian response is inevitable - 
potentially igniting a full-on regional war. Just as important 
is the response of America’s local and global allies and 
adversaries. Russia and increasingly China already looked 
as if they were being sucked into that regional face-off, 
announcing joint naval drills with Tehran only days ago.  

Whether those would still go ahead if US and Iranian 
forces are openly trading blows is far from certain - but 
most likely, Russian President Vladimir Putin in particular 
will be tempted to double down to back Tehran. The two 
nations have a complex relationship, but have been rela-
tively effective allies in Syria in particular, even as they 
also wrestle between themselves for influence and access 
across the Middle East. 

Hawkish take 
America’s allies will also be abruptly considering their 

position. European states in particular have long voiced 
concerns over Trump’s increasingly hawkish take on Iran, 
and will have no appetite for being sucked into any out-
right war. Failing to back Trump, however, will unquestion-
ably exacerbate already growing strains between the 
United States and its allies. Iraq’s government is in a par-
ticularly complex position, having both US and Iranian 
forces on its soil. So are the growing protest movements 
within both Iran and Iraq. Soleimani had been seen as one 
of the architects of recent crackdowns against such dissi-
dents - but that does not mean they will have any huge 
enthusiasm for the sort of US action Trump has just 
demonstrated. 

None of that looks likely to bother the US president. 
Ever since taking office, he has chafed against the influ-
ence of more established foreign policy and military fig-
ures who reports say he clearly feels have been trying to 
control him. Almost all - including former Defense 
Secretary Jim Mattis - have now left his administration. As 
he heads into a presidential election and impeachment 
hearings, his political calculation may be that appearing 
militarily strong and decisive will appeal to his political 
base, even as it alarms many others. That may point to the 
most alarming lesson of last night’s strike and whatever 
follows. More than anyone else, even Putin, Soleimani was 
an example of a leader who had no compunction about 
ignoring what rules might exist and unleashing bloody 
mayhem to suit his ambition and agenda. It is behaviour 
becoming more internationally normalized by the day, and 
no one knows where it will end. — Reuters  

Soleimani strike will be felt well beyond Mideast

Washington Watch 

Trump’s no ‘stupid’  
wars doctrine  
faces biggest test 
 
 

US President Donald Trump campaigns on a no 
more “stupid” wars mantra, but the US killing of 
Iran’s military mastermind will test his ability to 

stay out of Middle Eastern quagmires less than a year 
from election day. Since the day of his surprise election 
victory in 2016, Trump has signaled an end to what critics 
long derided as Washington’s global “policeman” role. 

Now though, Trump is celebrating his order to kill 
Qasem Soleimani, who as commander of the elite 
Revolutionary Guard Corps’ foreign operations was 
arguably the second most important person in Tehran and 
a lynchpin of Iranian policy across the region. “He should 
have been taken out many years ago!” Trump tweeted 
Friday, adding triumphantly that Soleimani “got caught!” 

That and an earlier tweet simply posting an American 
flag show Trump building himself up as a wartime com-
mander ahead of his November reelection attempt and 
looming impeachment trial in the Senate. It’s a posture he 
promoted further at a speech in Florida later Friday to 
rightwing evangelical Christians. 

‘Worst decision ever’  
Until now Trump has built his brand on a very differ-

ent platform. While he has imposed crippling economic 
sanctions on Iran he has repeatedly stressed unwilling-
ness to attack the longtime US foe militarily. And in 
North Korea, a potentially even more dangerous foe, 
Trump has gone out of his way to befriend dictator Kim 
Jong Un. That stand gets enthusiastic applause at rallies 
around the country, following two decades of costly, 
unpopular and often seemingly fruitless US battles in 
places like Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Just last October, Trump shocked US allies with an 
abrupt order to withdraw military assets backing Kurdish 
forces in yet another war zone, Syria. That triggered an 
almost overnight shift in regional power, with Russia, 
Turkey, Iran and the Syrian government gaining ground. 
Trump dismissed the ensuing outcry from even his own 
Republican party, saying that “stupid endless wars, for 
us, are ending”. “GOING INTO THE MIDDLE EAST IS 
THE WORST DECISION EVER MADE IN THE HISTO-
RY OF OUR COUNTRY!” he tweeted in his trademark 
all-caps style. 

That was much the same message issued a month ear-
lier when Trump fired national security advisor John 
Bolton, a hardliner who has pushed for overthrowing the 
government in Iran. This was also the message Trump, not 
even a politician then, delivered back in Nov 2011 when 
he lashed out at president Barack Obama. “In order to 
get elected, @BarackObama will start a war with Iran,” 

Trump sniped. In fact, Obama did not go to war with Iran 
and won reelection in 2012. 

 
Strong or erratic?  

The White House is portraying the Soleimani killing as 
evidence of strength. The Iranian general was for years 
seen by both Democrats and Republicans as the single 
most important individual behind deadly attacks on US 
interests in the Middle East. Most recently he was 
accused of approving a mob’s attack on the US embassy 
in Baghdad this week. But while Republicans publicly 
approve the Soleimani killing, Democrats claim Trump is 
now going down precisely the warmongering path he 
long railed against. “Trump’s dangerous escalation brings 
us closer to another disastrous war in the Middle East 
that could cost countless lives and trillions more dollars,” 
leftist Democratic presidential candidate Bernie Sanders 
said. “Trump promised to end endless wars, but this 
action puts us on the path to another one.” 

Foreign allies, spooked by what they see as the grow-
ing US leadership vacuum abroad, are ever more 
alarmed. “We have woken up to a more dangerous 
world,” France’s Europe Minister Amelie de Montchalin 
told French radio. Trump habitually dismisses 
Washington’s European allies, but he will no doubt be 
watching the reaction of the US stock market - one of his 
favorite barometers of economic performance in the run-
up to this year’s election. Early trading saw the major 
indices falling and oil prices spiking. — AFP  

A picture published by the media office of the Iraqi military’s joint operations forces on their official Facebook page shows a destroyed vehicle on fire following a US strike on 
Friday on Baghdad international airport road in which top Iranian commander Qassem Soleimani (inset left) was killed along with eight others, including the deputy head of 
Iraq’s powerful Hashed Al-Shaabi paramilitary force Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis (inset right). — AFP  

Trump acted where  
other US leaders  
saw big risks  
 
 

President Donald Trump did Friday what previous 
presidents did not dare to do - eliminate a top 
Iranian general who aggressively expanded Tehran’s 

power while obstructing US efforts across the Middle 
East. Trump’s predecessors thought killing Qasem 
Soleimani, the head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps’ Quds Force, would risk another war in the region 
while US troops were bogged down in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. 

But after three years of vying with Soleimani’s proxies 
with deadly results, culminating in this week’s assault on 
the US embassy in Baghdad, the Pentagon decided that if 
it did not act, “we would be culpably negligent,” Joint 
Chiefs Chairman General Mark Milley said. Soleimani was 
killed in a drone strike just outside the Baghdad airport 
shortly after flying in to meet with local Iran allies. 

The US had “compelling” information of looming 
threats from Soleimani’s operations that were much 
greater in “size, scale, scope” than in the past, Milley said. 
“Is there risk? Damn right there is risk,” Milley said. “The 

risk of inaction exceeded the risk of action,” he said. 
 

No small decision  
Killing Soleimani was no small decision, said Max Boot, 

a national security expert at the Council on Foreign 
Relations. “His death makes him the highest-ranking for-
eign military commander assassinated by the United 
States since the shoot-down in 1943 of an airplane carry-
ing Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto,” the Japanese architect of 
the December 1941 Pearl Harbor attack, Boot wrote in the 
Washington Post. 

Yet neither president George W Bush or Barack Obama 
was willing to do it. “What always kept both Democratic 
and Republican presidents from targeting Soleimani himself 
was the simple question: Was the strike worth the likely 
retaliation, and the potential to pull us into protracted con-
flict?” said CIA analyst-turned lawmaker Elissa Slotkin. 

Killing Soleimani “has been discussed going back well 
over a decade”, said Gil Barndollar, a Senior Fellow at the 
Defense Priorities think tank. Yet even Israel, known for its 
decapitation strikes on enemy threats, decided it wasn’t 
worth the risk of war, he noted. In 2007 Bush’s special 
operations chief, General Stanley McChrystal, had a con-
voy carrying Soleimani from Iran into Iraq in his sights. 
“There was good reason to eliminate Soleimani,” he wrote 
last year. But McChrystal held off “to avoid a firefight, and 
the contentious politics that would follow”. 

General David Petraeus, the commander of US forces in 
the region in 2008, called Soleimani “truly evil”. But the 

two generals communicated indirectly to address some 
problems inside Iraq, where the Iranian exercised massive 
political influence. “There was never an underestimation of 
the importance of his role,” said Ned Price, a national 
security expert in the Obama White House. “His footprint 
also extends to the West,” said Price, noting the Quds can 
operate in Europe, South America, and even the United 
States, where they allegedly backed a 2011 assassination 
plot against the Saudi ambassador. 

 
Maximum pressure  

Trump changed course in 2018, setting a “maximum 
pressure” sanctions campaign against Tehran and pulling 
out of the nuclear deal Obama crafted, which had calmed 
some of the bilateral tensions. The result has been a slow 
escalation of tit-for-tat actions, including over the past 
year attacks by Iran on oil tankers in the Gulf, shooting 
down a US drone, and a rocket attack on Saudi oil installa-
tions. Trump’s policy essentially benefitted Iran’s hardliners 
like Soleimani, said Barndollar. “That only further 
increased his domestic sway,” he said. And his power 
mounted across the region: in the past few years Soleimani 
arguably set the political and military agenda in Syria, 
Iraq, and Yemen. Will Fulton, an independent Iran expert, 
said that Soleimani was now likely seen as too dangerous. 
“His remit and reach has expanded, and perhaps the 
Trump administration decided Soleimani’s influence and 
ability to shape regional events was too great a threat to 
leave unchecked,” he said. — AFP 

By Dr James J Zogby 
 

The US drone attack that assassinated Soleimani, the 
head of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards elite Quds 
Force , represents an unsettling major escalation in the 

US involvement in the region. Given Soleimani's record, there 
should be no tears shed over his demise. He and his minions 
have played a central role not only in Iran's increasingly vio-
lent , destabilizing role throughout the region, he also led 
efforts to brutally repress Iran's domestic democratic move-
ment and the recent uprising against corrupt Iranian-backed 
sectarianism in Iraq. Despite this, Soleimani's assassination is 
deeply troubling for several reasons. 

In the first place, no one should be foolish enough to 
imagine that this will be a ‘one -off’ event. Iran and its allies 
throughout the region will no doubt find a way to respond to 
this attack, with the strong likelihood that US may become 
fully engaged in a regional conflict with the Islamic Republic. 
The question, therefore,  that must be asked is whether or not 
the US military and public are prepared for a long drawn -out 
conflict that can become damaging, deadly, and costly. 

Next to be considered is the regional impact of this attack 
and the conflict that may follow. If recent history has taught 
us anything, it is  that the unanticipated consequences of hos-
tilities must always be considered. 

In a real sense, the US and Iran have been at war for a 
number of years now. The Iranians, feeling the damage done 
by US sanctions on their economy, have been playing a dead-
ly game testing the resolve of the US. Th eir aggressive and 
provocative behavior in the Gulf; th eir meddling in several 
Arab countries; and their brazen attack on Saudi oil facilities 
– have all been met with so little response that the Iranians 
appear to have felt a certain sense of impunity. 

Now, the game has changed and a central figure of the 
Tehran  regime has been assassinated. Just as it is unlikely that 
the Iranians will directly retaliate for this act, it is equally 
unlikely that they will sit on their hands and not respond to 
the challenge. What remains to be seen is how and where 
they will respond and, more importantly, where that will lead 
us and how great the resultant damage  will be.    

A third consideration is that the attack has taken place in 
Iraq. If anything has become clear in our recent Zogby 
Research Services (ZRS)  in Iraq, is that most Iraqis are tired 
of their country being used as a playground for regional con-
flict, especially the conflict between the US and Iran. In fact, 
our polling has shown Iraqis increasingly upset with the role 
played by both the US and Iran in their country. Majorities 
see both of these countries as having been the major benefi-
ciaries of the wars that have ravaged their nation since the US 
invaded in 2003. Iraqi attitudes toward the US have long 
been extremely unfavorable – giving the US single digit 
favorable ratings and equally low ratings for ‘contributes to 
peace and stability in the region’. 

Iran fares no better. Up until 2018, Iran's ratings in Iraq 
were somewhat higher than those given to the US.  In 2018 
we saw a significant  shift. For example, when we asked Iraqis 
what concerned them most about Iran, they told us that it was 
Iran's role in their country. And this negative assessment of 
Iran's role was shared not only by Sunni Arabs and Kurds but 
by  a substantial percentage of Shi'a Arabs, as well. 

The bottom line  is most Iraqis are fed up with foreign 
meddling in their lives. Not only have they had enough of the 
United States and Iran. They appear to fed up, as well, with 
corrupt sectarian leaders, violent sectarian groups, and the 
dysfunctional sectarian political system that was imposed on 
them both by the US occupation and aided and abetted by 
Iranian meddling. 

As the recent uprising in Iraq made clear, young Iraqis, 
especially Shi'a, were ready to lay down their lives not only to 
challenge corrupt leaders in their government, they were also 
challenging Iran's role in backing these leaders. When we 
asked Iraqis who they blamed for the violence against the 
young demonstrators, a majority obliquely, but pointedly, 
suggested ‘outside foreign hands.’ 

The questions that must now be considered are:  What 
impact will this assassination have on domestic Iraqi politics? 
Will Iranians turn against the US for this act? Will it be seen 
as the US, like Iran, using their country as a playground on 
which they pursue their deadly competition? Will the fragile 
unity across Iraqi sect lines hold, or will it fray? And should 
the Iranian response occur within Iraq, will this lead to a 
renewed sectarian conflict in Iraq with Iranian-backed militias 
engaged, not in a direct assault on the US, but rather in low 
intensity but still deadly and destabilizing attacks on the US 
and its interests and allies?   

I hope that a few things are clear to readers of my column. 
In the first place, I have long been opposed to the so-called 
Islamic Republic of Iran. It was born as a counter-revolution-
ary brutal and repressive regime that from its inception 
sought to export its ‘revolutionary’ sectarian ideology. It has 
meddled in other countries and has become a menacing pres-
ence in the region. 

At the same time, I have long been a foe of American for-
eign policy in the Middle East. It has often been so short-
sighted in the pursuit of its narrowly defined, selfish, and 
domestically driven interests, that it has brought untold suf-
fering to millions. Because the US never considered the 
regional impact of its policies or the consequences of its 
actions or inaction, we have more often than not been a 
source of great instability. 

I opposed the Iraq  War precisely because policymakers 
never understood nor were they equipped to deal with what 
would happen the day after the Saddam regime fell. For the 
same reason, I opposed the Obama Administration's actions 
in Libya. This is why I fear that no good will come of the 
assassination of Soleimani. He will be replaced. But the poten-
tial for an expanded conflict which no one should want, and 
for which no one is prepared, is too great. As I said, I'll shed 
no tears that  Soleimani is gone, instead I will save them for 
the tragedies I fear are yet to come.  
NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab 
American Institute

No good will  
come of this


