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The Trump Factor and MENA

Danger of lies and manipulation under Trump

P
eople beyond the 
United States who 
live in authoritarian 
regimes from the 
Middle East to Asia, 
from Africa to 
South America are 
scratching their 

heads in disbelief. The US 
presidential campaign and the 
first days of Donald Trump’s 
presidency remind them of 
presidential or general election 
campaigns at home. Suggestions 
that the intelligence service is 
involved in smearing one of the 
candidates, talk of foreign 
interference in the election, let 
alone conspiracy sound familiar 

in many Middle East countries, 
Turkey, Eastern Europe and Asia.

The new president’s utter con-
tempt for the traditional media is a 
familiar situation but less noticed 
is the talk of rural voting against 
urban bastions. Foreign corre-
spondents resorted to the puzzled 
look they often have when report-
ing in the Arab world, betraying 
their contempt for the ordinary 
people they were interviewing, a 
familiar scene to those who watch 
many Western channels’ coverage 
of the Middle East.

“Sectarianism” and “tribe” are 
new words being used to cover US 
elections although their reality 
has been there for some time for 
anybody who wanted to see. Major 
Western media outlets seem to be 
discovering small town and rural 
America with the same bewilder-
ment they discovered that a few 
hundred miles from the Tunisian 
coast and its hotels that attract 
tourists from all over, areas of 
great poverty were there for every-
one to see.

When the deep state is evoked 
in the United States, that hardly 
surprises seasoned onlookers. 
The existence of the deep state is 
a reality in the United States and 
in most other major countries, be 
they democratic or not.

Trump has accused the main-
stream media of lying and engag-
ing in secret conspiracies to under-
mine him. He refused to take 
questions from a CNN reporter, a 
departure from standard practice 
in the United States. The media 
accuse Trump of lying. The new 
president’s relation to the truth 

is indeed devoid of the political 
correctness that passes as good 
manners in many Western capital 
press rooms.

Lies, however, are hardly new 
in the West. Many of the United 
States’ friends might have been 
willing to believe that the coun-
try had blundered in Iraq in 2003 
on the basis of false intelligence, 
rather than deliberately lying to 
make the case for war but across 
Africa, the Middle East and much 
of continental Europe, people 
have lost faith in the United States 
and many of their leaders speak-
ing the truth for some time.

Threatening whistleblowers and 
wayward journalists is not new 
in the United States. The lies of 
Trump are frequent and flagrant 
but the dishonesty of former vice-
president Dick Cheney and former 
president George W. Bush with 
regard to Iraq started the rot and 
immensely damaged the image 
of the United States abroad and 
the future of democracy in that 
country.

The truth is that the accuracy 
of news in print and on the air 
has declined in the West in recent 
years and the Middle East has 
been the focus of much manipula-
tion. Be it Iraq, Syria, Iran or Libya, 
distinguishing truth from false-
hood in Western news is becoming 
increasingly difficult.

If Trump increases the lies out 
of the very top echelon of power 
in the United States, he will only 
open the door for floodgates of 
Russian dishonesty. Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin claims that 
everybody lies and manipulates 

but he was unable to 
convincingly deny 
that Russian weap-
onry was used to 
shoot down the Ma-
laysia Airlines flight 
MH17 over Ukraine 
in 2014.

Were Trump to 
resort to system-
atic lying, he would 
quickly reach a point 
during an interna-
tional crisis when 
the world would 

be no more inclined to believe 
him than Putin. Trump’s seeming 
indifference to the truth, let alone 
human rights, effectively weakens 
those dissidents in authoritarian 
states such as Russia and China 
who point to the West as a better 
place to live. No one, not even the 
German chancellor, could do much 
to stand up for honest politics.

Some Arab audiences, in par-
ticular many of those following 
the US elections, will have had 
a familiar feeling and maybe ad-
mired the creativity involved. Was 
the election of Trump a Russian 
conspiracy or was talk of such a 
conspiracy a sophisticated liberal 
effort to bring down the Repub-
lican candidate? Did the FBI leak 
information about inquiries it was 
conducting on Hillary Clinton to 
help Trump or was the reporting of 
Trump’s FBI conspiracy accusa-
tions a good way of getting back 
at him? The beauty of conspiracy 
theories is that they are complex 
and can be made to fit the politi-
cal or ideological foil of those who 
believe in them.

The love of conspiracy theo-
ries is growing in Europe and the 
United States but nowhere are 
conspiracy theories more beloved 
than in many parts of the Middle 
East. Less free news, more manip-
ulation, more lies, if that is what 
America under Trump is in for, will 
make managing real international 
crises that much more difficult.

For all the faults of the West and 
the misrepresentation of the world 
some of its media indulged in, Eu-
rope and the United States offered 
and still offer media that could and 
can be trusted. If America under 
Trump begins to look like the old 
Middle East and Russia, the risks 
of a crisis getting out of hand are 
huge.

It is ironic that Trump’s America 
is reviving the conspiratorial tradi-
tion at a time when the United 
States should be offering the 
example of rational thinking and 
tolerance for free expression.
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People hold signs as they protest against President Donald 
Trump’s planned ban on Muslim travel in Washington Square Park 
in New York, on January 25th.                                                                (AFP)

Special Focus

What’s the worst that can happen under Trump?

W
hat is the 
worst 
that can 
be 
expected 
from the 
new 
American 

president? Let us be good sports 
about it and run through the 
things that frighten Arab govern-
ments, media organisations, 
writers and analysts, given 
Donald Trump’s bullying nature 
and his campaign promises.

We will not concern ourselves 
with the promises and threats he 
made regarding US internal affairs 
and Barack Obama’s legacy. We 
will not concern ourselves, as 
21st-century Arabs and as Arabs 
stuck in the sixth century, with 
US relations with Mexico, Canada, 
Europe, Japan, North Korea, South 
Korea, Russia and China.

It is not easy for Arab popula-
tions and their governments and 
media to discover the falsehood of 
the news on CNN, Yahoo or most 
other US news outlets that until re-
cently we held in high esteem and 
believed them to be highly profes-
sional, honourable and unable to 
deceive their readers or viewers.

It is incredible how low these 
giants have fallen. 
Even the mighty 
CNN turned out to be 
just a pale imitation 
of Al Jazeera. The lat-
ter has spent tremen-
dous energy making 
mountains out of 
molehills, trying to 
convince Egyptians 
of the legitimacy of 

Muhammad Morsi’s reign and her-
alding the imminent fall of Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi’s dictatorship and 
the happy return of the Islamic 
caliphate.

Strangely enough, an Arab jour-
nalist recently called for urgent 
concerted actions to protect the 
media from Trump’s “animosity” 
towards the press, the same media 
that have been tripping over each 
other to report on the man who 
has heaped insults on its mem-
bers. How low can you get?

For the sake of pertinence, let 
us forget that circus and focus on 
Trump’s policies that relate to our 
vital concerns. These concerns are 
three: our people’s security, our 
countries’ futures and respect for 
our dignity, faith and cultures.

Here is the gist of some of 
Trump’s foreign policy projects:

— Trump proposes to “unite 
the civilised world against radical 
Islamic terrorism, which we will 
eradicate completely from the face 
of the Earth”.

— “Defeating (the Islamic State) 
ISIS and other radical Islamic 
terror groups will be our highest 
priority.”

— He will deport all illegal im-
migrants.

— He will move the US embassy 
in Israel to Jerusalem.

— He will establish security 
zones in Syria and the rich Arab 
Gulf countries will pay for them.

— He will not protect any coun-
try in the world, including the 
Arab Gulf countries, without a fee.

Should we then start preparing 
for war?

Let us be fair play and cool and 
logically examine the merits of 

each of these points.
Regarding the first two points, 

are not we all clamouring about 
the eradication of radical Islam? 
Are there still among us peo-
ple who justify ISIS’s savagery, 
backwardness and injustice? Do 
not some of us believe and say 
that ISIS is an Iranian creation or 
Obama’s creation or Bashar As-
sad’s creation? So why do not we 
believe Trump and hope he will 
use US military might and rid us all 
of ISIS and its evil?

About deporting illegal immi-
grants, any foreigner living in the 
United States knows that every 
year or so, the US administration, 
regardless of who is in the White 
House, regularises the situation of 
those whose presence in the coun-
try is outside the boundaries of the 
immigration statutes. Green cards 
may be given to those with a clean 
criminal record without any racial, 
ethnic or religious discrimination. 
There is no reason to believe that 
the Trump administration will 
change the rules. Those who will 
be kicked out will be those who 
broke the hospitality rules. We 
should all agree that they have 
only themselves to blame.

What about moving the US 
embassy to Jerusalem? Correct 
me if I am wrong but have not we 
heard that tune before? We heard 
it at every election but it never 
happened.

Well, suppose Trump decides 
to do it, and he might. Would that 
obliterate Jerusalem’s Arab iden-
tity? Of course not. None of that 
will change anything in the only 
possible and acceptable solution 
for Palestinians, that of two states. 

No matter how arrogantly Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu may behave or how hard 
Trump woos the US Jewish lobby, 
they cannot change history.

All US administrations have been 
pro-Israel no matter the location of 
the US embassy. So let us not bury 
our heads in the sand.

If Obama voted against building 
new colonies in the Palestinian ter-
ritories, it was not because he had 
suddenly experienced pangs of 
remorse. He was simply settling an 
old score with Netanyahu.

Obama knows very well that 
neither Trump’s administration, 
nor any other US administration 
for that matter, will uphold the 
UN Security Council resolution. 
Like hundreds of previous similar 
resolutions, its fate will be the 
wastepaper basket.

Perhaps the only thing we hope 
Trump and his cabinet will carry 
out, of course with the blessings of 
his friend and role model Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, is to im-
mediately establish security zones 
in Syria and put a stop to Iran’s 
foolishness in Syria and the Middle 
East. If Trump promises the sec-
ond result, the rich Gulf countries 
will be more than happy to back 
him up financially.

Finally, if Trump does in deeds, 
not in words, rein in the aggres-
sive, retrograde and radical Iranian 
regime and bring in security and 
stability to the region, no one 
among the Arabs would mind and 
he would be met with standing 
ovations.
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