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The action of the Trump Administration in its first six months partially confirmed what had been the 

initial forecast. The announced disengagement in the Middle East conflicts, that some welcomed 

with enthusiasm whilst others received with apprehension, had to deal with realpolitik's imperatives. 

Was it really conceivable that the US superpower could afford the luxury to isolate itself from the rest 

of the planet? The slogan "America First" has therefore gained different connotations – If we want, 

more pragmatic – than the various isolationist interpretations circulated during the election campaign. 

Judging from the work of first six months, it seems that "America First" is rather to be regarded as 

the motto of a new power politics characterised by four essential elements. 

First of all, the first aspect concerns the conception which President Trump has of the international 

relations and of the United States. In fact, in the view of Trump Administration the international space 

is not a "global community" but rather represents the arena wherein different actors operate in 

competition with each other (politically, economically and militarily) for the purpose of getting a 

certain advantage for themselves. In parallel, in the view of the president, the United States are – 

and must continue to be – the only and undisputed world superpower, whose interests are specific 

and diverging from those of other international actors (this is also what "America First" means).  

The second aspect concerns the methodology of action. In order to affirm and secure the interests 

of the United States, two modes of action play a decisive role. The first is the power policy, thus 

marking the abandonment of the soft power of the Obama era. According to Trump, in fact, soft 

power and riding the so-called "Arab Spring" has led to the destabilisation of the fragile Middle 

Eastern balance. On the contrary, as provided by the Russian campaign experience in Syria against 

armed jihadism, the use of force has proven to be capable of delivering good results, both military 

and political. Nikki Haley, ambassador to the United Nations, in her settlement speech on the new 

US foreign policy course, had explicitly stated that the new administration will show value through 

the US strength, thus overturning the Middle eastern paradigm of former President Obama.  

The second mode of action takes place in a negotiating practice that, once topics has been selected 

for their interest, addresses such issues with a "transactional" logic, preferably in a bilateral and one-

off solution. In this perspective, permeated by important doses of realism and pragmatism, one of 

the objectives is surely to prevent downgrading on a global scale as foretold by those who see the 

United States as a declining power ("Make America Great Again" refers to this perception). 

The third aspect concerns the so-called "disengagement" and, to some extent, such an aspect is the 

most problematic to be framed. In addition to the announced willingness to not engage in a long-

term land war in the Middle East, the priority of the Trump Administration, repeatedly emphasised, 

is the fight against Da'ish and international terrorism in order to protect the United States.  

If disengagement is considered to be the ideal condition of foreign policy in the Near and Middle 

East, this general rule is accompanied by two "derogations": on the one hand, a kind of "state of 

exception" in respect of issues considered strategic on a case-by-case basis; on the other hand, the 

delegation to historic regional allies for everything that does not concern direct and vital interests for 

the United States. In this context, the President Trump's reply to Italian Prime Minister Gentiloni 

regarding the Libyan case is emblematic. The US President stated that he does not see any role for 

the United States in Libya, implying that the solution task is the responsibility of Italy and others. 

The fourth aspect of the new course concerns its "flexibility", which is what can be defined as an 

inspirational principle of political action that runs through all of the above-mentioned aspects. 

President Trump, in fact, said he does not want to bind himself into an "inflexible ideology".  

For this reason, defining his doctrine in the classical sense is quite complicated at the moment.  
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The same attempts to presume the doctrine from the initiatives launched in the first six months of 

Trump's mandate had to deal with such "flexibility" which may become, in the language of analysts, 

synonymous with "unpredictability". As a matter of fact, it is possible to say that the so-established 

flexibility of action is a functional element to activate the so-called "state of exception" in which the 

individual dossiers are specifically evaluated and, if deemed necessary, all the appropriate 

"transactional" steps are implemented. Such flexibility has emerged in a very unexpected way with 

missile strike on the Syrian base of Shayrat (7 April), accompanied by unprecedented statements 

against the Damascus government, in contradiction to what had been said until a few days before. 

 

Equilibria on the brink 

What the Trump Administration inherited in the Middle and Near East is, to some extent, a positioning 

of recovery, especially in the Syrian conflict. Here, in fact, the Trump Administration found itself in a 

situation in which it had to chase the achievements of a successful Russian action that, over the past 

year, has accomplished unquestionable successes, not only at a military level but also diplomatic. 

After a series of conciliatory approaches, or almost apparent disregard of the Syrian dossier, the 

sudden missile attack on the air base of Shayrat was the occasion to launch several signals in one 

fell swoop.  

Indeed, if the military relevance of such a sudden action has proved to be almost ephemeral, its 

symbolic relevance has been significant. The message was firstly received by the regional allies, 

who chorally welcomed this military operation, hoping a direct involvement of Washington in the 

conflict. Each consignee received the message in the light of his respective priorities: Israel and 

Saudi Arabia as a function of anti-Iran policy; Turkey in anti-Kurdish function; Egypt in anti-Islamist 

discourse. On the other hand, the symbolic gesture of Shayrat contained another implicit message 

addressed to the opponents of Washington: United States is there, it will do its part and, if necessary, 

it is ready to use the muscles other than to show them. 

However, the White House is not only in the condition of recovering from the advantages gained by 

Russian action in the last year, but must also seek to reassemble the increasingly fragmented field 

of its allies, which has experienced a rise in disagreements and divisions, precisely because of their 

failure in Syria. Indeed, taking an active part in the negotiations in Astana, Turkey decided not only 

to accept Russian action but also to sit alongside the Iranians, the number one enemy of the Trump 

Administration and its regional allies (Israel and Saudi Arabia in the first place). Moreover, Ankara's 

role has proved to be crucial to the success of Russian action. Turkey has in fact been able to involve 

many of the Islamist groups inside the gradual de-escalation process, the same groups that until 

then had refused to come to terms with Damascus. For these reasons Turkish participation in 

Russian and Iranian diplomatic action has been seen as wool over US allies' eyes, especially in the 

Gulf. Just in this area a further and sensitive element of division emerged and occurred with the 

explosion of deep crisis between Doha and other Gulf monarchies. The accusation against the 

emirate of Qatar is to maintain relations with Iran. The inner front of Washington's allies is polarised 

as follows: on one side, Turkey and Qatar; on the other, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Egypt 

and Bahrain. It is interesting to note that such polarisation, among other things, perfectly reflects the 

two sides on the Libyan ground. 

The increase in the number of divisions – partly caused by the poor outcome of Syrian and Yemeni 

conflicts, and partly due to divergent interests and ambitions (see Libya) – favoured penetration of 

Russia and Iran by offering them some more room for manoeuvre. In turn, as in a vicious circle, 

these divisions have had repercussions on the Syrian ground, where the proxies of their sponsors 

began to make war on each other. All this happened, from Aleppo onwards, whilst the advancement 

of Syrian army and its allies has become more and more relentless.  
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However, the top priority of Washington in the very short term will be to defeat what remains of 

Da'ish, so that the White House can sit at the negotiating table with a good dowry of Syrian territory 

under its control (or of local proxies). 

 

De-escalation agreement 

The G20 in Hamburg was the occasion for the first meeting between Donald Trump and Vladimir 

Putin, at the end of which a first de-escalation agreement was announced for Syria. The cease-fire 

agreement, concerning the Syrian south-west sector between the cities of Dar'a (on the border with 

Jordan) and Quneytra (on the border with Israel), corresponds to one of the four areas of de-

escalation established by the Astana negotiations. Although it is an agreement limited to only one 

part of the territory, the fact that its implementation has hitherto held out it gives a reason to hope. 

Previous attempts of cease-fire sponsored by Moscow and Washington, at the time of Obama, failed 

shortly after their announcement. 

The choice of delimiting the deal to the most manageable south-western areas has twofold objective. 

The first aims to concretise a first step of agreement, easily manageable and achievable on the basis 

of substantially defined and stable front lines as well as the narrow margins of litigation on that area. 

The success of such an agreement, in spite of its territorial limitation, will get the basis for credibility 

and mutual trust for a wider agreement on other Syrian areas, more critical at the moment.  

Secondly, the need to allow further room for manoeuvre in the still controversial eastern areas of 

Syria, precisely where the lines of their respective fronts are still mobile. Here the two coalitions 

contend the "regain" of territories still under the control of Da'ish. The fall of Mossul in Iraq and the 

intensification of the siege on Raqqa are all signs of a strengthening of the war effort, in what seems 

to be more and more a race against time. The need to close the game as soon as possible, before 

the facing opponent does, greatly increases the possibility of clashes and the risk of ruinous 

accidents. Such risk is right around the corner and the incidents that have occurred in recent weeks 

are signs that cannot be ignored. 

Starting from the attack on the base of Shayrat (7 April), skirmishes between the two fronts have 

been intensifying and, so far, at least two episodes that risked escalating the situation took place: 

the bombing of a Syrian army column and allied militias, carried out by US aircraft near al-Tanf (18 

May); the shooting down of a Syrian Sukhoi Su-22 in the skies over Raqqa at the hands of US 

aviation (18 June).  

The next step on the release from Da'ish is Deir Ezzor (Dayr al-Zawr), the last major city under the 

control of the so-called "Caliphate". Such a city is a pivotal junction between Syria and Iraq, and, in 

all likelihood, the two coalitions will concentrate their efforts simultaneously on Deir Ezzor, 

threatening to create a situation of direct conflict between them. If they will be able to avoid a direct 

confrontation, the post-liberation must be managed with extreme caution in order to thwart the 

potential occasions of clash that will occur between the two sides. For all these reasons, it is to be 

hoped that the de-escalation agreement on south-western Syria will be successful and that it will put 

the basis for further negotiations. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

With regard to the new course, all the declarations and events that occurred in the first six months 

of the Trump Administration announced a substantial change of direction in the management of 

Middle East affairs. First of all, the priority is the fight against Da'ish and armed jihadism as a whole, 

while the replacement of Bashar al-Asad passes in the background or even disappears. In 

operational terms, the rationale of soft power is abandoned in favour of muscular policy that does 

not dislike the use of force.  
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The use of force, in any case, must remain circumscribed and avoid escalating into large-scale and 

long-term conflicts on the ground. Finally, the White House does not want to bind itself into a single 

paradigm of action that can constrain the work of the President, which has made his flexibility and 

unpredictability the strength of the new Administration. 

 


