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Some problems don't get solved because those who have the will don't have the way — and those 

who have the way don't have the will. 

Defeating ISIS is just such a problem. 

The West — especially after Paris and San Bernardino — has the will, but has no way. The 

Middle East has the way, but not the will. Nothing makes these dual points more obvious than 

recent GOP bloviating and the bogus anti-terrorism military alliance of 30-plus Muslim countries 

that Saudi Arabia spearheaded earlier this month. 

If will alone could defeat ISIS, then sending a fighting force of a dozen or so Republican 

presidential candidates (with the exception of Rand Paul) might do the job all by itself, at least 

judging by all the saber rattling they did on the debate stage last week. Then again, the GOP 

candidates managed to offer two different strategies to deal with ISIS — neither of which will 

work. 

Ted Cruz, who even looks like a hawk, recommended carpet-bombing ISIS till the "sand glows 

in the dark." He had to back away from this idea when it was pointed out that such a campaign 

would mean dropping bombs on highly populated ISIS-controlled cities like Raqqa. This would 

not only generate massive civilian casualties — a war crime under international law — but 

wouldn't be as effective as he thinks, since ISIS, a highly mobile force, would quickly relocate its 

men and arms. (And if you think ISIS is dangerous now, wait till the children orphaned by 

American bombs grow up.) 

The other suggestion, floated by Lindsey Graham, an unrepentant neocon (who is nevertheless 

endearing for his unequaled ability to land a punch on Trump), involves contributing 10,000 U.S. 

ground troops as part of a regional army. Marco Rubio and others have endorsed variations of 

this idea, and it is enjoying renewed support among the American people in the wake of the San 

Bernardino attack. But it's unclear that such resolve would endure much past the first videotaped 

beheading or burning of a captured American soldier. Indeed, the twin lessons of Iraq and 

Afghanistan are that even deep domestic support tends to peter out in a long, protracted war. 

There is little reason to think that obliterating ISIS would be a quick in-and-out job. 

http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2015/dec/16/ted-cruz/ted-cruz-misfires-definition-carpet-bombing-gop-de/


But the main drawback of an American ground force — even one that is part of a broader 

coalition — is that it plays right into the hands of ISIS. Under its reading of the Islamic 

scriptures, there is supposed to be a final showdown with the Great Satan before the countdown 

to the apocalypse begins, as The Atlantic's Graeme Wood has reported. U.S. ground troops 

would only energize ISIS's call to arms. 

An exclusively Muslim fighting force — in which it isn't the West vs. ISIS — wouldn't suffer 

from that problem. And this idea's huge upside is that if Islam stamps out its own fanatical 

offshoots, that would help cure the growing tendency in the West to equate Islam with terrorism. 

This would make it much easier to contain the growing anti-Muslim backlash that only drives a 

wedge between the West and its Muslim population — delivering more recruits to ISIS. That's 

why the statement by Prince Turki al-Faisal, the former Saudi ambassador to the U.S., that 

Islamic terrorism is the "seed of evil" that the Muslim world has "let out of the can" and needs to 

take responsibility for vanquishing was so encouraging. 

Still, it would be a mistake to invest too much hope in the Saudi-led anti-terrorism coalition. 

First of all, the irony that the country most responsible for creating the jihadi monster now wants 

to lead the fight against it isn't going to be lost on the Muslim world. There is huge reason to be 

skeptical of this initiative just on the face of it. 

Then again, Saudi Arabia certainly has reason to hate ISIS, which has launched more attacks and 

has killed more people in Saudi Arabia than the 14 people killed in the lone ISIS-inspired 

massacre in San Bernardino. Indeed, since ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi's speech last year 

instructing his followers to target the kingdom, Saudi Arabia has faced nearly a dozen attacks 

with the two deadliest this year claiming 34 lives. 

But here's the thing: Saudi Arabia largely tolerates ISIS terror, because unlike the U.S., it has 

other bigger worries. 

ISIS is a Sunni group that has mostly targeted Saudi Arabia's Shiite minority. This makes it hard 

for the rulers to gin up anti-ISIS outrage, especially since for the last many years they have been 

busy trying to quash a Shiite insurgency — inspired by its mortal enemy, Iran — in Yemen that 

the whole country regards as a far bigger existential threat. 

But this brings up another fundamental problem. Saudi Arabia's coalition will be successful only 

if all Muslim countries set aside their internal divisions and join ranks against the terror group. 

That would mean Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shiite Iran burying the hatchet. This would basically 

be like the NAACP teaming up with the KKK to fight climate change. It is hardly a coincidence 

that Iran — along with its Shiite client states like Algeria and Iraq — are not part of Saudi 

Arabia's coalition, points out Cato Institute's Emma Ashford. 

All of this suggests that the coalition is more of a PR stunt meant to get America and the West 

off Saudi Arabia's back than a serious solution to deal with the ISIS menace. But, then, the hard 

truth is that there may be no good solutions — only bad and less bad ones. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-isis-really-wants/384980/
http://theweek.com/articles/570297/how-saudi-arabia-exports-radical-islam
http://www.cnn.com/2015/08/06/middleeast/saudi-arabia-mosque-attack/

