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Trump’s bigotry leading to drop in the polls
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A 

lthough presumptive 
Republican presidential 
nominee Donald Trump 
scored points with a sub-
stantial element of the 

party’s primary electorate by saying 
outrageous and offensive things, his 
recent diatribes against a highly re-
spected judge over his ethnicity has 
cost Trump points in polls among 
the general electorate.

Trump won the delegates’ tally 
in Republican primaries by suppos-
edly “telling it like it is”. This means 
he not only took pride in being 
politically incorrect but he played 
to some people’s worst fears and 
prejudices by going after Muslims, 
Hispanics and other so-called unde-
sirables.

Although Trump was denounced 
by Democrats and some establish-
ment Republicans for such com-
ments, he weathered the political 
storm because all that counted at 
the time was winning a plurality of 
votes in Republican primaries.

Trump indicated that, having se-
cured the nomination, he would act 
more “presidential”, suggesting he 
would drop such language and con-
centrate on policy issues.

That did not happen.
In a Wall Street Journal interview 

in late May, Trump lambasted US 
District Court Judge Gonzalo Curiel, 
who is presiding over a civil case on 
allegations of fraud against the now 
defunct Trump university. Trump 
referred to him as a “Mexican” and 
said the judge could not be impar-
tial in the case because Trump plans 
to build a wall on the Mexican bor-
der.

In a subsequent interview with 
CNN’s Jake Tapper, who reminded 
Trump that the judge is a US citizen 
born in Indiana, Trump dismissed 
that fact. Pressed by Tapper, Trump 
said he probably could not get a fair 
hearing from a Muslim-American 
judge either.

These comments went too far for 
the political establishment, Demo-
crats and Republicans alike. Speak-
er of the House of Representatives 
Paul Ryan, R-Wisconsin, who had 
endorsed Trump a day earlier, said 
“claiming a person can’t do their job 
because of their race is… the text-
book definition of racism”.

Senate Majority Leader Mitch 

McConnell, R-Kentucky, said it was 
time for Trump to “quit attack-
ing various minority groups in the 
country”. US Senator Mark Kirk, 
R-Illinois, who is in a tight race for 
re-election, said Trump’s comments 
“make it certain that I cannot and 
will not support” him for president.

So why did these latest com-
ments elicit much more of a harsh 
response than previous outrageous 
Trumpisms?

Aside from political calculations 
— Republicans undoubtedly feared 
Trump’s comments would do fur-
ther damage to relations with the 
Hispanic community — the com-
ments touched a raw nerve about 
what it means to be an American.

To state that one cannot be im-
partial because of one’s ethnicity 
or religion flies in the face of what 
the United States is all about. After 
all, most Americans have ancestors 
from someplace else only a few gen-

erations ago. If Trump is saying that 
one’s ethnicity precludes one from 
doing one’s job, then the essence of 
the US political system is in jeop-
ardy.

Moreover, to ascribe attitudes and 
positions simply based on ethnicity 
is ethnic-profiling at its worst. Even 
Americans whose families have 
been in the United States for several 
generations understand the dangers 
of such comments.

The Washington Post carried a 
story June 12th about Americans’ 
reaction to Trump’s comments.  One 
90-year-old retiree, who said he had 

been leaning towards Trump, said 
Trump’s comments about the judge 
were “clearly racist” and said he 
“has to apologise”.

Trump did not do so. All he said in 
reaction to the criticism was that his 
comments about the judge “were 
misconstrued” by the media.

However, Trump’s comments 
seem to have hurt him in the polls 
against presumptive Democratic 
nominee Hillary Clinton. Before 
news about the comments on the 
judge went public, Trump and Clin-
ton were virtually tied in the polls. 
Since then, Clinton has taken a lead 
of between 4-11  percentage points, 
depending on the particular poll.

Of course, there is a long way to go 
until the November election and the 
recent attack in Orlando, Florida, by 
a Muslim-American who claimed 
admiration for the Islamic State may 
work in Trump’s favour.  Right after 
the Orlando attack, Trump called for 

prohibiting immigrants from areas 
of the world with a history of ter-
rorism as an addendum to his ear-
lier proposal of temporarily banning 
Muslims from entering the United 
States.  He also stated that the “only 
reason the killer was in America in 
the first place was because we al-
lowed his family to come here”.

However, the episode about the 
judge seems to be a turning point. 
Polls indicate Americans have come 
to see Trump’s bigotry as unaccep-
table. Although he will continue to 
receive support from a portion of 
the Republican party base no matter 
what outrageous things he says, his 
standing with the general electorate 
is another matter altogether.
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Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks at Saint Anselm College, on June 13th, in Manchester, New Hampshire.
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A tribute to religious tolerance

A
s the world prepared 
for more conflict, 
war and other 
associated acts of 
madness, an 
unusual event 

recently took place in the United 
States. This was a peaceful 
event, quite appropriate for a 
man who led a turbulent life but 
inwardly never stopped looking 
for peace.

In what way was it unusual? It 
was a gathering to say goodbye 
to one of the legends of our time, 
Muhammad Ali, the great boxing 
champion. Ali, of course, was 
much more than a boxer and I 
leave it to others who knew him 

far better to eulogise him. 
However, I want to point out 
one manner in which Ali’s 

spirit reaches out.
To begin with, one of the 

keynote speakers at the funeral 
of a prominent member of 
the Muslim community was a 
member of the Jewish community 
and then there were the contents 
of his discourse.

Wait a minute! A rabbi speaking 
at the memorial service for a 
Muslim?

Yes, and not just any rabbi but 
Rabbi Michael Lerner, a liberal 
rabbi from Berkeley, California.

Lerner used his platform, where 
a slew of dignitaries had gathered, 
to call for peace between 
communities and for greater 
equality between those who have 
and those who have not. He asked 
the powers that be to introduce a 
plethora of social changes.

What is the world coming to 
when traditional bigotry and 
hatred are interrupted by the likes 
of Rabbi Lerner, who promote 
interfaith dialogue and respect of 
each other? When an American 
Jew calls for an ending of drone 
warfare and the ending of Israeli 
West Bank occupation? What kind 

of world is this when the leader 
of a Jewish community calls on 
Israel to respect Palestinians? And 
calls on the Turks to respect the 
Kurds and on the United States to 
become the most loved country 
on Earth, not just the most 
powerful?

What you get is the opposite of 
Donald Trump’s narrow-minded 
views and limited scope of life 
and politics. What you get is 
the opposite of what fanatical 
Islamists such as members of the 
Islamic State want. What you get 
is hope that there exists some 
sanity among us.

Regretfully, the likes of 
Muhammad Ali and Michael 
Lerner are rare. What Lerner 
called for is almost utopic, only 
a dream, a political reverie, a 
minute oasis of sanity among 
vast oceans of madness, violence 
growing political, social and 
economic instability.

With people like these you get a 
chance for a better world.

The rabbi began his unusual 
diatribe by saying he was 
representing the Jewish 

community in the United States 
but does he really? Certainly he 
can count on many supporters 
but, then again, so can Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, who stands at the 
other end of Lerner’s political 
spectrum.

Lerner is no doubt a very 
learned man who understands the 
complexities of politics far better 
than some of the candidates 
running for the US presidency.

Alas, his talk is destined to 
be a good, provocative speech 
delivered in front of an impressive 
audience but that, regrettably, will 
soon be forgotten. Many people 
listened to the words of wisdom, 
applauded the man who delivered 
them, as well as the man in whose 
honour those words of wisdom 
were delivered.

Yet how many will have the 
courage to follow in his footsteps? 
Those were very big shoes 
Muhammad Ali left behind.
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