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Demographic
arguments stoke 
Republican 
rhetoric
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T 

he 2016 Republican presi-
dential campaign, led by 
Donald Trump and Ben 
Carson, has spiralled out 
of control, with insults 

and slurs flying in all directions. 
Muslims have received a lot of it 
but they are not alone.

First, Trump insulted Latinos by 
calling immigrants from Mexico 
and Latin America “rapists” and 
killers. Then he moved to Muslims, 
calling for closing mosques in the 
United States and advocating for a 
database to register all Muslims in 
the country. He repeated this argu-
ment the day US President Barack 
Obama addressed the nation about 
the mass shooting in California. 
Trump then called for a ban on 
all Muslims entering the United 
States.

Trump offended others recently 
by impersonating and mocking a 
disabled journalist and using ste-
reotypes while speaking to Jewish 
Republicans.

Carson has not refrained from in-
sults either. First, he said a Muslim 

cannot be a president of the United 
States because Islam in not com-
patible with the US constitution. 
Then he used an unfortunate anal-
ogy about “rabid dogs” when dis-
cussing Syrian refugees, compared 
the Obamacare health insurance 
programme to slavery and fabri-
cated items on his résumé.

Despite all this, the polls of Re-
publican primary voters showed 
Trump leading the field with 36% 
support, followed by US Senator 
Ted Cruz, R-Texas, at 16% and Car-
son in third place at 14%.

In the case of Trump, the more 
outrageous his statements are the 
higher his poll ratings seem to rise. 
Political pundits are baffled as to 
why two candidates who in the 
past would have been considered 
“fringe” elements are together 
claiming 50% of Republican voters.

A recent Pew Research poll might 
have some of the answers as to why 
this election cycle has become so 
dysfunctional, ugly and unsettled 
less than two months before the 
first primaries.

The poll found that for the first 
time white Christians in America 
are not a majority, standing at 46% 
of the population, down from 55% 
in 2007. And these white Christians 
overwhelmingly call the Republi-
can Party home.

The research showed that seven 
in ten “white Christians” identify 
with or lean towards the Repub-
licans. Non-white Christians, ac-
cording to the poll, who represent 
32% of the population, strongly 
identify with or lean towards Dem-
ocrats, as do the vast majority of 

non-Christian Americans as well as 
Americans with no religious affilia-
tion.

The Pew poll shows that the 
growing diversity and changing 
demographics in the United States 
are changing American politics by 
making white Christians more in-
secure and hardening their politi-
cal views. As the report states, as 
“their numbers dwindle and their 
influence recede they are mov-
ing to the right”. Washington Post 
columnist E.J. Dionne wrote: “The 
country’s changing demography 
angers and frightens many [Repub-
licans].”

In short, the Republican Party is 
becoming the party of white Chris-
tian America, while the Democratic 
Party more resembles the country’s 
future demographic make-up.

According to an analysis by the 
National Journal, this situation 
“provides Republicans with elec-
toral challenges: They face tension 
between balancing the morally 
conservative preferences of their 

religiously devout base, with the 
deepening instinct towards cul-
tural tolerance of a society that is 
growing more secular, particularly 
among the young”.

Alternatively, “Democrats must 
weigh the culturally liberal in-
stincts of their now mostly secular 
wing of upscale whites with the 
often traditional inclinations of 
their African-American and Lati-
no-American supporters, who are 
more likely than white Democrats 
to identify with the Christian faith.”

This election cycle is different be-
cause America is different. Trans-
formational forces dictated by the 
changing demographic landscape 
are giving birth to a new political 
reality.

The white Christian American 
Republicans will likely choose a 
candidate that reflects their fears 
and anxieties about their status 
in the country and Trump is at the 
moment capturing that.

While the leadership of the Re-
publican Party remains in denial 
about Trump’s chances of secur-
ing the nomination, 2016 may 
be the year in which the new  
America starts to emerge: a rain-
bow of American colours, races 
and beliefs competing for the  
soul of the nation against a white 
Christian America that feels in-
creasingly besieged and is moving 
more to the right to protect what 
it sees as its fleeting political for-
tunes.

If this remains the case after the 
February primaries, we are likely 
to see another Democrat in the 
White House.
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Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump is greeted by supporters before speaking at a 
campaign rally, on December 5th, in Davenport, Iowa.

The polls of 
Republican primary 
voters showed 
Trump leading the 
field with 36% 
support.

Syrian refugees and an American shame

T
he sign on the Statue 
of Liberty reads: 
“Give me your tired, 
your poor, Your 
huddled masses 
yearning to breathe 

free.” If some presidential 
candidates had their way, they 
would probably add, “Yes, but 
hold off on the Syrians.”

In the wake of the Paris attacks, 
followed by the killing of at least 
14 people in California by a Mus-
lim couple, the United States has 
fallen into a state of fear in which 
paranoia strikes deep and facts 
do not matter. One presidential 
candidate calls for a national 
register of Muslims, another says 
only Christian refugees should 
be admitted, a third, speaking of 
Syrian refugees, used an anal-
ogy about rabid dogs and the US 
House of Representatives votes to 
keep them out.

The issue of how to handle this 
very sticky situation remains 
unclear as what the only obvious 
thing emerging from these events 
is that fear seems to be winning 
the upper hand and driving the 
political debate.

The political climate, heated to 
fever point by shrill rhetoric from 
the Republican primary campaign 
trail, evokes memories of some of 

the most shameful chapters in US 
history —  the internment of more 
than 100,000 Japanese Americans 
during World War II and American 
reluctance to accept Jews fleeing 
Nazi Germany.

Even the language is reminis-
cent of that dark era. At a cam-
paign rally in Alabama ten days 
after Islamic State (ISIS) attackers 
killed 130 in Paris, Donald Trump, 
the front-runner for the Republi-
can Party nomination, spelled out 
what he had in mind for Muslims 
in the United States: “Just to set it 
clear, I want surveillance for these 
people.” The crowd cheered, in 
obvious agreement that “these 
people” are suspect, distinct from 
Americans of other religions, and 
dangerous.

Trump would not allow Syrian 
refugees into the country, favours 
a national database for Muslims — 
US citizens and foreign residents 
alike — and has said the concept 
of special identification cards for 
“these people” is worth consider-
ing. This is an idea that has en-
joyed a measure of support since 
the September 11, 2001, attacks on 
New York and Washington. But 
no would-be president in recent 
memory has advocated a registry 
for Muslims.

A Gallup poll in 2007 indicated 
that 39% of Americans asked were 
in favour of special identification 
for Muslims. That same year, a 
Washington radio host suggested 
that Muslims in the United States 
should be identified with a cres-
cent-shaped tattoo or distinctive 
arm band. The programme was 
a hoax, an experiment meant to 
test the views of listeners. Many 
called in to agree.

Ever since Trump opened his 

campaign with a blistering at-
tack on illegal immigrants from 
Mexico — “They are bringing 
crime. They’re rapists” — the 
dominant topic of the race for 
the Republican nomination had 
been immigration. After Paris, the 
subject became national security, 
made up of several components 
— immigration, refugees, ISIS and 
Islam. After a fake Syrian passport 
was found next to the body of one 
of the attackers, Syrian refugees 
turned into public threat number 
one in the minds of many.

The standard hype and exag-
gerations of an American elec-
toral season gave way to outright 
fabrications. One of the most 
striking concerned the number of 
Syrian refugees President Barack 
Obama’s administration intends 
to admit. This is 10,000, a tiny 
fraction of the Syrians getting 
refuge in Europe from the killing 
fields of their country. So far, just 
more than 2,100 Syrians have 
resettled in the United States after 
a vetting process that lasts 18-24 
months. Germany has opened its 
doors to 800,000.

But as anti-refugee, anti-Mus-
lim sentiment sweeps across the 
United States, facts don’t matter 
to those who want to stoke fear. 
Take Trump, his closest rival 
Ben Carson and former Hewlett-
Packard chief executive officer 
Carly Fiorina, all citing fictitious 
numbers.

Trump: “Our president wants 
to take in 250,000 people from 
Syria. I mean, think of it, 250,000 
people.”

Carson: “When the president 
says things like, you know, 
through an executive order, ‘I’m 
going to bring 100,000 people in 

here from Syria,’ Congress needs 
to say ‘You do that and we’re go-
ing to de-fund everything includ-
ing your breakfast.’”

Fiorina: “I am angry that Presi-
dent Obama unilaterally decides 
that we’ll accept up to 100,000 
Syrian refugees while his adminis-
tration admits we cannot deter-
mine their ties to terrorism.”

The numbers are plain wrong 
but such falsehoods are rarely 
countered immediately and by 
the time fact-checking organisa-
tions brand them as lies, they 
have been repeated endlessly 
by xenophobes and bigots who 
inhabit a parallel universe on the 
internet.

Not content with leading the an-
ti-Syrian refugee chorus, Trump 
has gone a step further to portray 
Muslims in the United States as 
terrorist sympathisers. “I watched 
when the World Trade Center 
came tumbling down (on Septem-
ber 11, 2001),” he said at a rally. 
“And I watched in Jersey City, 
New Jersey, where thousands and 
thousands of people were cheer-
ing as that building was coming 
down. Thousands of people were 
cheering.”

No such thing happened, ac-
cording to police and New Jersey 
state officials, and no video exists. 
What does not exist, either, is vig-
orous condemnation by Repub-
lican leaders of falsehoods that 
stoke hatred and fear.
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Trump favours a national 
database for Muslims — 
US citizens and foreign 
residents alike.

In the case of Trump, 
the more outrageous 
his statements are 
the higher his poll 
ratings seem to rise.


