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Washington

A 

lthough Donald Trump 
has been US president 
for only a few weeks, it 
is clear that this admin-
istration’s major foreign 

policy decisions will be made by a 
tight circle of advisers the president 
trusts.

This should come as no surprise. 
Trump’s company, while worth 
billions of dollars, is not a huge 
corporation with thousands of em-
ployees. It is essentially a family-
run enterprise supplemented by a 
handful of close confidantes with 
special skills — such as David Fried-
man, Trump’s former bankruptcy 
lawyer who is his nominee to be US 
ambassador to Israel.

Trump does not seem to like or 
trust bureaucracies and especially 
governmental ones that are staffed 
by professional civil servants who 
have no personal loyalty to him. For 
Trump, everything is personal.

Admittedly, three weeks is not a 
long time in the life of an admin-
istration and things can and do 
change over the course of a presi-
dent’s term but Trump’s personal-
ity is 70 years old and he is unlikely 
to change his style of leadership, 
the way in which he makes deci-
sions or the people he trusts.

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son and Secretary of Defense James 
Mattis probably will spend more 
time managing their respective bu-
reaucracies and carrying out offi-
cial public duties than they will be 
making policy. At times they may 
find themselves wrestling to im-
plement policies with which they 
do not agree or struggling to have 

their dissenting voices heard by the 
president.

So who will be shaping US foreign 
policy under Trump?

Three Trump advisers will play 
key roles and two of them have vir-
tually no foreign policy experience. 
The first is national security adviser 
Michael Flynn, a retired lieutenant-
general who for two years served as 
director of the Defense Intelligence 
Agency (DIA) under president 
Barack Obama. Flynn’s official bi-
ography says he retired from DIA in 
2014 but sources quoted in the New 
York Times claim that he was forced 
out due to poor management skills 
and a tendency to play with facts.

Flynn is a strong advocate of im-
proved ties with Russia. In 2015 he 
gave a speech at a gala dinner in 
Moscow for Russian broadcaster 
RT and was seated next to Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. Flynn’s 
overriding concern, though, is Is-
lamic extremism, which he views 
as a mortal threat to the United 
States. His views are clearly laid out 
in a book he co-wrote in 2016 with 
Michael Ledeen, a neo-conserva-
tive writer and former government 
official.

In The Field of Fight: How We Can 
Win the Global War Against Radi-
cal Islam and Its Allies, Flynn and 
Ledeen call radical Islam a “tribal 
cult” that grew out of a “failed civi-
lisation”. They argue that, unless 
it acts decisively, the United States 
risks being “ruled by men who ea-
gerly drink the blood of their dying 
enemies” and having sharia law 
imposed on Americans. They argue 
that Iran is the “linchpin” of Islamic 
extremism — including Sunni jihad-
ists — and call for regime change in 
Tehran.

The second Trump adviser who 
will influence foreign policy de-
cisions is his political strategist, 
Steve Bannon, former editor of the 
right-wing internet site Breitbart 
News. Except for a short stint in the 
US Navy, he has no foreign policy 
experience but many people credit 
Bannon with devising Trump’s 
winning campaign strategy that 
was characterised by a refusal to 

play by the traditional rules of po-
litical decorum.

Like Flynn, Bannon sees Islamic 
extremism as an existential threat 
to Western civilisation. On January 
31st, USA Today published an in-
depth investigation into Bannon’s 
views based on comments he made 
in 2015 and 2016. Bannon says that 
the West is at war with Islam in a 
“civilisational struggle” that poses 
a bigger threat than even the rise 
of Nazi Germany in the 1930s. The 
United States, Bannon said, would 
potentially need to become en-
gaged in another “major shooting 
war” in the Middle East.

The White House issued a state-
ment on February 1st saying that 
Trump “does not share” Bannon’s 

views on Islam as revealed by the 
USA Today investigation but Ban-
non nevertheless has been given a 
seat on the Principals Committee of 
the National Security Council.

The third and perhaps most im-
portant member of Trump’s in-
ner circle is Jared Kushner, the 
president’s 36-year-old son-in-law, 
whose official title is senior White 
House adviser. Kushner is closer 
to and more respected by Trump 
than any other person in the White 
House. He has no foreign policy 
experience, although his family 
foundation has supported the Is-
raeli settler movement and Kush-
ner formerly served on the board of 
the US-based Friends of the Israel 
Defense Forces.

Unlike Flynn and Bannon, Kush-
ner holds his views close to his 
chest and has rarely spoken to the 
media but observers say he is a 
moderating force who frequently 
has talked his father-in-law out of 
taking reckless steps.

One thing seems clear: In an ar-
gument between Kushner and oth-
er members of the inner circle, the 
president is very likely to heed his 
son-in-law’s advice.

Until further notice, these three 
advisers are the ones to watch.
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White House chief strategist Steve Bannon (L) and senior adviser Jared Kushner speak after US 
President Donald Trump signed an executive order at the White House in Washington on February 3rd.  
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Trump’s immigration ban evokes a dark period in US history

T
he political firestorm 
sparked by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 
executive order 
temporarily banning 
travellers and immi-

grants from seven Muslim-major-
ity countries as well as all Syrian 
refugees, though now blocked by 
a federal appeals court, has 
reawakened debate in the United 
States about what it means to be 
American. What is less widely 
known is that fear of immigrants 
and efforts to restrict immigra-
tion have antecedents in US 
history.

The great wave of immigration 
to the United States occurred 
from the late 19th and the early 
20th centuries when millions of 
people fleeing poverty or reli-
gious/nationalist persecution, 
mainly from Eastern and South-
ern Europe, headed to the United 
States. The vast majority of these 
immigrants had unhindered 
access, largely to provide a cheap 
source of labour for American 
industry.

This welcoming atmosphere 
changed as fear of the new 
immigrants started to grow among 
so-called native Americans, who 
believed that the immigrants were 
infiltrating the United States with 
radicals inspired by the Bolshevik 
revolution in Russia and anar-

chists from Southern Europe who 
would change the United States 
for the worse.

In addition, in the early 20th 
century dubious American 
scientists propagated the theory 
of eugenics — a belief that races of 
people from North-Western 
Europe were superior to others, a 
sentiment that gained popularity 
among Americans.

This culminated in the Immi-
gration Act of 1924, which 
severely restricted immigration 
from Eastern and Southern 
Europe and the Middle East. The 
act based immigration ceilings 
from any particular country at 2% 
of their representation in the 1890 
census. Immigrants from China 
and Japan were barred altogether.

As the bulk of immigrants from 
Southern and Eastern Europe 
arrived in the decades after 1890, 
this legislation was a blatant 
attempt to severely reduce the 
number of immigrants from those 
regions. Italians and Eastern 
European Jews were particularly 
hard hit but other groups, such as 
Armenians, were adversely 
affected as well.

For example, in the decade after 
1890, about 200,000 Italians 
migrated to the United States 
annually. Under the 1924 law, 
fewer than 4,000 Italians were 
allowed in each year. Under the 
same 1924 law, only 100 Syrians 
were allowed in per year.

The 1924 legislation passed 
overwhelmingly.

One of the sponsors of the 1924 
act, US Senator David Reed, 
R-Pennsylvania, explained at the 

time that “unless immigration is 
numerically restrained [the 
United States] will be over-
whelmed by a vast migration of 
peoples from war-stricken 
Europe”.

Reed added that the “races of 
men who have been coming to us 
in recent years are wholly dissimi-
lar to the native-born Americans 
[and] are untrained in self-gov-
ernment” and went on to decry 
the creation of “foreign colonies” 
within the country, which he 
described as “groups of aliens, 
either in city slums or in country 
districts, who speak a foreign 
language and live a foreign life 
and who want neither to learn our 
common speech nor to share our 
common life”.

Sound familiar? Trump is taking 
a page out of this dark history and 
applying it to the present time, fed 
by his chief adviser Steve Bannon, 
a self-described American 
nationalist. Trump and his team 
are stoking fear among a large 
segment of the American people 
who say Muslim immigrants 
cannot be fully trusted because 
they are or will be infiltrated by 
terrorists.

Such sentiments were 
expressed January 30th to a CNN 
reporter who interviewed middle-
aged and elderly people in a 
restaurant in Hazleton, Pennsyl-
vania. Ironically, some of the 
people who were interviewed and 
expressed such views had last 
names suggesting that their 
parents or grandparents were 
probably the objects of similar 
scorn a century ago. They have 

conveniently forgotten this 
history and now seem to play the 
role that Americans did back then.

Fortunately, as former president 
Barack Obama often said, the arc 
of American history is upward 
even with setbacks.

Although it was not until 1965 
that the Immigration Act of 1924 
was replaced, over time prejudi-
cial attitudes do dissipate in the 
United States. During the second 
world war, millions of immigrant 
Americans and their American-
born offspring were no longer 
considered foreigners as they 
showed by their sacrifices that 
they were just as patriotic as 
anyone else, and that helped to 
break down barriers.

It took a couple more genera-
tions for African Americans to be 
given their full rights, and while 
problems of discrimination 
remain, they have been able to 
make significant strides in the last 
several decades.

The demonstrations against 
Trump’s Muslim-centred immi-
gration ban, often led by young 
people of varied backgrounds, 
give hope that this latest attempt 
at immigration restrictions 
against and fear of the other will 
dissipate. This time, the waiting 
time for a return to tolerance and 
acceptance is likely to be much 
shorter, even if Trump continues 
to play the fear card.
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