
 

Cornell Political Union 
Resolved: Can Trump’s Military-Only Anti Terrorism Strategy 

Succeed? 

 
Debate on 11/1/17 with Guest Speaker Gerald Feierstein, a former U.S. 

ambassador to Yemen 



Speaker (Ambassador Gerald Feierstein) 
On Wednesday, November 1st, the Cornell Political Union had the honor of hosting 

Gerald Feierstein, a former U.S. ambassador to Yemen. A career diplomat, Feierstein has served 
in countries such as Pakistan, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Israel, and Lebanon; he was the 
ambassador to Yemen from 2010 to 2013. Afterwards, he was the Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs until 2016. Currently, is director for Gulf affairs and 
government relations at the Middle East Institute.  

The former Ambassador addressed Trump’s antiterrorism policy. Currently, he states, 
there has yet to be an official strategy that has been released by this administration; but judging 
from the tone and recent military budget, it is apparent that Trump has a strong preference for 
military options, similar to the Bush administration strategy.  

Feierstein stressed the importance of an antiterrorism strategy that is proactive, not just 
reactive. Meaning that the United States needs to attack the ideology of terrorism and not just 
terrorist groups themselves. He identifies push and pull factors for terrorism. Push factors 
include famine, poverty, and lack of economic opportunity. Pull factors are the propaganda that 
terrorist organizations employ as well as their governing policies once they have captured 
territory.  

While kinetic (military) measures are effective, the ambassador believes this country 
needs to take a long term approach, and engage in whats called “nation building” in countries 
prone to producing terrorist organizations. This involves robust development of democratic 
institutions as well as inclusive economic institutions. Furthermore, we need to be wary of 
military operations that inflict high casualties on civilian populations; this can have negative long 
term consequences and serve to fuel terrorists.  

The ambassador concluded his talk by stating that Trump’s travel ban is misguided, and 
only weakens diplomatic relations with the affected countries. As well, he believes that there was 
an overreaction to the death of Ambassador Stevens in Benghazi.  

During the debating period, students largely agreed with the Ambassador’s points, with 
many stressing that this country needs to put in work by building institutions after reclaiming 
territory from terrorist organizations. Equally important, is a strategy that attacks the ideology 
that drives terrorism, focusing on addressing what pushes young men into joining these 
organizations and committing acts of violence. There were also passionate arguments on whether 
or not the United States should be directly negotiating with terrorist organizations.  

In the end, the Cornell Political Union voted overwhelmingly to affirm Ambassador 
Feierstein’s positions. 


