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Clinton’s Syria proposals are problematic

Elections risk fuelling populism in the West

Opinion

U
S voters will soon 
choose a president, 
ending a contentious 
national campaign 
in which one major 
party candidate 

espoused a form of populism 
verging on nativism — which is 
ironic given that, except for the 
several million remaining 
American Indians, the United 
States has no native population.

Although polls indicate that 
Republican Donald Trump likely 
will lose on November 8th, it is 
unsettling that a candidate who 
has advocated a ban on Muslim 
immigration, the construction of 
a massive barrier along the US-
Mexican border and the revocation 
of trade agreements made it to the 
finals. His positions — as well as his 
misogyny, cavalier stance towards 
nuclear war and dismissive re-
marks about long-time US allies — 
normally would be the provenance 
of fringe candidates.

Countries representing 40% of 
Europe’s population will go to the 
polls to elect presidents or parlia-
ments at some point between the 
US election and December 2017. 
In virtually all of those countries 
— including France, Germany, the 
Netherlands and Austria — nativ-
ist populist candidates are wag-
ing strong campaigns, motivated 
by the Brexit vote last summer, a 
campaign that was built on anti-
immigrant sentiments.

While the United States appears 

safe from a populist victory, it is 
conceivable that, by the end of 
2017, France, the Netherlands and 
Austria will have anti-immigrant, 
anti-globalisation leaders. At a 
minimum, their populist parties 
will likely emerge strengthened. 
Like Trump, many of the European 
nativist populists admire Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, who 
must be relishing the fact that, 
while the USSR never succeeded in 
conquering Europe, his autocratic 
Russian Federation has millions of 
admirers in the West.

What accounts for this disturb-
ing trend in Western democracies?

The answer is complicated but 
can be simplified to three factors: 
continued economic weakness 
following the global economic col-
lapse of 2009; growing economic 
inequality, which creates a sense 
of unfairness and a search for 
someone to blame; and, in the case 
of Europe in particular, a surge in 
immigration due to conflicts in 
the Middle East — a phenomenon 
that has conveniently provided 
populist leaders with someone to 
blame.

If Western economies continue 
to grow slowly and economic 
inequality continues to widen 
(and disproportionately to affect 
working-class populations, who 
often suffer the added insult of 
seeing their jobs move overseas to 
low-wage countries), then nativist 
populist trends will remain strong. 
Add continued immigration — and 

throw in some terrorist incidents 
— and you have a toxic brew.

Is the answer as easy as promot-
ing faster economic growth and 
less inequality in the West? Nobel 
economy laureate Robert Shiller 
said such policies would help. In 
a recent essay in the New York 
Times, Shiller wrote: “Something 
has to be done about the two 
trends of rising inequality and 
weak growth, for if they continue 
we may see more unhappiness, 
discontent and political disrup-
tion.”

Shiller called for fiscal stimu-
lus to promote growth and more 
progressive tax regimes to fight 
inequality — essentially an end to 
an era in which national econo-
mies have been run by central 
bank governors.

But even assuming an uptick 
in growth and a narrowing of the 
inequality gap in the West, there 
remains immigration. For many 
Europeans, immigration is both 
an economic threat (“they will 
take our jobs”) as well as a cultural 
threat (“they will take our coun-
try”). In fact, the Brexit debate 
in Britain was dominated by the 
cultural threat: the fear that tra-
ditional English high streets were 
becoming unrecognisable.

The cultural threat from immi-
gration also is evoked in the United 
States but not to the same extent. 
Anti-immigrant sentiment in the 
United States is based primarily on 
the economic and more specifically 

the employment threat, although 
Trump has stoked security threats 
as well by focusing on Islamic-
inspired terrorism and highlight-
ing crimes committed by undocu-
mented Latino immigrants.

The reality, however, is that 
since 9/11 only three immigrants 
have been charged with terrorism-
related crimes in the United States 
and the crime rate among undocu-
mented immigrants is below that 
of US citizens.

Make no mistake: Terrorists 
have perpetrated horrific acts in 
Paris, Nice, Brussels and Orlando, 
among other places but Trump’s 
unsubstantiated claim that many 
of the few thousand Syrian immi-
grants allowed to enter the United 
States (after exhaustive vetting) 
are affiliated with the Islamic State 
is designed to attract votes by stok-
ing fears.

Stoking fears, rational or not, is 
the stock-in-trade of demagogues. 
It is a skill that Donald Trump, 
Marine Le Pen, Geert Wilders, 
Norbert Hofer and Nicolas Sarkozy 
all share and it feeds perfectly into 
the jihadists’ narrative, for one of 
their goals is to incite a clash of 
civilisations.

The next 13 months will reveal 
the extent to which demagogues 
and their movements have solidi-
fied power in Western democra-
cies. If they succeed, the outlook 
for immigrants and for overall 
Western relations with the Muslim 
and Arab worlds will be bleak.

I
n the midst of a recent 
debate between candidates 
for US president Hillary 
Clinton and Donald Trump, 
which observers have called 
the nastiest in decades, 

there was a moment from Clinton 
that seemed to slip by unnoticed.

The discussion had turned to 
Syria. Trump took the opportuni-
ty to attack Clinton for past trans-
gressions, real or imagined. She, a 
former US secretary of State, actu-
ally talked about her approach to 
handling future US involvement 
in that horrible conflict.

What she said was a dramatic 
departure from current policy 
under US President Barack Obama 
and it foreshadows serious po-
tential problems with Russia and 
Turkey.

Clinton — who looks set to win 
the US election, despite the efforts 
of Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s hackers — blamed many of 
the war’s atrocities on “Russian 
aggression” and called for a no-fly 
zone. She said, if elected presi-
dent, she would arm the Kurds, 

whom she described as the United 
States’ most dependable ally 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

There is a lot to unpack in those 
few statements, almost none of it 
good.

The Obama administration has 
carefully avoided the idea of a 
no-fly zone because to create one 
would almost immediate lead to a 
direct confrontation with Russia. 
Granted, if it was very narrowly 
defined it might work but it would 
be so insignificant there is seri-
ous concern it would accomplish 
anything.

Clinton may be giving voice to 
her frustrations with Putin’s obvi-
ous efforts to help her opponent 
and she may be just trying to 
rattle him. The reality of tak-
ing such a position, however, is 
fraught with too many dangers 
to the United States, especially in 
dealing with a figure like Putin 
who always seems to be spoiling 
for a fight.

Then there is the statement 
about arming the Kurds fighting 
ISIS. While this may have been ig-

nored by the US media, there is lit-
tle doubt that it made government 
officials in Ankara sit up. Clinton 
acknowledged that this might 
cause issues in the region but that 
is like saying if I pull the pin on 
this grenade, it might explode.

Relations between the United 
States and Turkey are in rough 
shape after this summer’s failed 
coup. Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan appears to think 
that the United States was too 
slow to condemn the coup plotters 
and is furious that the Americans 
are not automatically handing 
over the man he holds ultimately 
responsible, Fethullah Gulen, who 
lives in Pennsylvania.

Imagine where US-Turkey rela-
tions might go if Clinton makes 
good on her proposal to arm 
Kurdish fighters, whom Erdogan 
considers terrorists and the most 
direct threat to his country and re-
gime. It is not hard to imagine that 
it would deal a blow to US-Turkey 
relations that would take years, if 
not generations, to restore.

It is easy to understand Clin-

ton’s desire to try something new 
in Syria. Many experts say that 
the Obama administration’s ac-
tions have been misguided almost 
from the start of the conflict in 
2011. In fact, some have taken to 
calling Aleppo, the northern Syr-
ian city that has been the site of so 
much violence, Obama’s Sarajevo, 
an unflattering allusion to the 
fate of that once beleaguered and 
violence-ridden Balkan city.

But it is going to take a nuanced 
approach to make a difference, 
one that is probably tougher than 
the Obama’s administration’s 
position but also deals with the 
reality of Russian involvement in 
Syria and its support for Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. Arm-
ing the Kurds is not going to be a 
productive exercise unless it can 
be done in a way that reassures 
Turkey.

In other words, it will not be 
easy. And it might not happen. 
Actions that Clinton can propose 
as a presidential candidate may 
not be so easy to carry out if she is 
elected.
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FILE – In this 
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2016, file photo, 
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presidential 
nominee Donald 
Trump and 
Democratic Party 
presidential 
nominee Hillary 
Clinton speak 
during the second 
presidential debate 
at Washington 
University in St 
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stock-in- 
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demagogues.

Many experts 
say that the 
Obama 
administration’s 
actions have 
been misguided 
almost from
the start.


