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U 

S President Donald 
Trump has used his first 
100 days in office to reas-
sure partners in the Mid-
dle East about Washing-

ton’s renewed commitment to that 
part of the world but he has done 
little to offer substantial policies to 
tackle the numerous problems the 
region is facing.

In a sign of Trump’s increased at-
tention to Middle East partners af-
ter the policies of his predecessor, 
Barack Obama, left some US allies 
feeling abandoned by Washington, 
the new administration has hosted a 
series of key players from the region 
since it took over in January.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi, Iraqi Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi, Jordanian King 
Abdullah II and Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz have been among 
Trump’s guests at the White House.

King Abdullah met with Trump 
twice. Palestinian leader Mahmoud 
Abbas is expected in Washington 
soon and a visit by Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan is scheduled 
for mid-May.

Trump’s meetings with Middle 
Eastern leaders were accompanied 
by vows to defeat the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Syria and Iraq and by harsh 
words against Iran, seen by Wash-
ington as the biggest troublemaker 

in the region. At the same time, 
Trump signalled that his adminis-
tration was less concerned with hu-
man rights issues than Obama. The 
most obvious sign was Trump’s de-
cision to invite Sisi to Washington, a 
gesture Obama avoided because of 
alleged rights violations in Egypt.

As Trump marked his 100th day in 
office on April 29, a symbolic marker 
used to measure successes and fail-
ures of a new administration in US 
politics, the record on Middle East 
issues is mixed.

Reassuring US allies has been a 
“significant change” under Trump 
after the Obama years, said David 
Mack, a former deputy assistant sec-
retary of state for Near East Affairs 
and former US ambassador to the 
United Arab Emirates who works for 
the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington.

That reassurance has not been 
followed up by new visions for the 
region. Trump has been following 
many policies pursued by Obama, 
despite Trump’s fiery campaign 
rhetoric that promised big changes. 
“So far, he hasn’t kept any of his 
promises,” Mack said.

The Trump administration is 
sticking to the international nuclear 
agreement with Iran, even though 
the president said he would tear it 
up. The United States has not moved 
its embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem, despite Trump’s pledge 
to do that. The policy to confront 
ISIS still relies on US air strikes and 
limited support for local forces on 
the ground, a strategy largely un-
changed from the one under Obama.

Even Trump’s missile attack on a 
Syrian airbase in response to the re-
ported use of chemical weapons by 
Syrian government forces was not 
much of a departure from Obama’s 
line, Mack said. “Obama would 
have done the same thing if they 
had tested him again. They thought 
they could get away with it under 

Trump,” he said about the Syrians.
Some observers said Trump’s of-

ten undiplomatic style and Twitter 
outbursts can hide the fact that his 
administration is not straying far 
from the beaten path. Trump has 
kept close “to the policies of his 
Democratic predecessor and the Re-
publican establishment,” despite his 
“unsettling personal style, impul-
siveness and bracing tweets,” Aaron 
David Miller of the Woodrow Wilson 
International Centre for Scholars 
and Richard Sokolsky of the Carn-
egie Endowment for International 
Peace wrote in Politico, a Washing-
ton publication.

Top Trump aides in Middle East 
matters, such as national security 
adviser H.R. McMaster or Defence 
Secretary James Mattis, are repre-
sentatives of the traditional US pol-
icy in the region and have helped to 
push the administration’s approach 
to the centre. That move was made 
easier by the fact that “Trump is 
not fixed on specific policies,” said 
David Mednicoff, director of Middle 
Eastern studies at the University of 

Massachusetts-Amherst.
A newcomer to the world of 

foreign policy, the president has 
adapted to realities in his first 100 
days and has found it relatively easy 
to jettison some of his more radi-
cal campaign pledges, Mednicoff 
argued. “We have actually learned 
that Trump can change,” he said. 
He added that the Trump adminis-
tration was more flexible on Middle 
East issues than other new govern-
ments because it did not come into 
office with a fixed set of ideas on 
what to do in the region.

As the president and his team 
feel their way forward, that lack 
of strategy can lead to confusion. 
“US Ambassador to the [United Na-
tions] Nikki Haley declared that 
peace in Syria would require [Syrian 
President Bashar] Assad’s departure 
while [Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son] stated that Assad’s fate was up 
to the Syrian people to decide,” Mill-
er and Sokolsky wrote. “The mixed 
signals sow further confusion and 
doubt about who’s speaking for the 
administration on foreign policy.”

Even when Trump is speaking, 
things are not always clear. In Feb-
ruary, he suggested that the United 
States was no longer backing a two-
state solution to solve the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict but Haley stated 
only a day later that Washington re-
mained committed to the two-state 
model.

There is even less clarity when it 
comes to the future of the region. 
No US vision for Syria beyond the 
aim of defeating ISIS is known. 
Mack said the Trump administra-
tion would probably be reluctant to 
pay for the reconstruction of war-
torn Syria once a political solution 
became possible. The president has 
expressed his objection to nation-
building in other parts of the world. 
As with the Israeli-Palestinian issue, 
the way forward is unclear.

“I don’t think Trump himself 
knows,” Mack said. “He is kind of 
making those things up as he goes. 
We simply don’t know.”

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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Mixed signals. US President Donald Trump poses for a portrait in the Oval Office in Washington, on 
April 21.                                                                                          (AP)
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Translating Trump: ‘It’s hell’ 

T 

rump knows words. 
Trump has the best 
words. At least, 
according to Trump. As 
for translators across 
the world, they have 

the difficult task of translating his 
words with the knowledge that 
this is a president unlike any 
other. For Arabic translators, that 
task is even more difficult owing 
to the peculiarities of the Arabic 
language.

Arabic is a language with two 
different forms. Ammiyah, or collo-
quial Arabic, which is spoken every 
day and has dozens of regional 
dialects, and fus’ha, or classical 
Arabic, which is the standardised 
written form of the language used 
in news reports. Trump speaks and 
tweets in a simple English colloqui-
al vernacular but must be trans-
lated into a more complex literary 
form of Arabic.

“The challenge is to stick to the 
surface and not to fall into attempts 
of interpretation or projecting your 
own conclusion,” said Egyptian 
translator Rawan Gharib. “I believe 
the best way to accomplish the 
perfect translation of a politician’s 
speech is through a live transla-
tion so there is zero chance to get 
involved with the content.”

A Carnegie Mellon University 
Language Technologies Institute 

“readability analysis” of Trump’s 
campaign speeches found he had 
the lowest “lexical complexity” of 
all his Republican candidate rivals. 
Putting Trump’s speeches through 
the Flesh-Kincaid readability test 
— used throughout the US educa-
tion system — found that Trump’s 
answers during the US Republican 
debates scored at the fourth-grade 
reading level (or the average for a 
9- or 10-year-old).

The president has become 
infamous for his overuse of simple 
words — “huge,” “great” and 
“tremendous” — and is known for 
his penchant for repetition; he also 
tends to jump from topic to topic 
in a way that is not always easy 
to follow. This is not to mention 
the Trumpisms: The “swatches of 
land”, the “bad hombres” and “bad 
dudes”. The “unpresidented” acts. 
All of this makes translating Trump 
a particular challenge.

For Arabic translator Al-Mustafa 
Najjar, the Flesh-Kincaid read-
ability test perhaps overestimates 
Trump’s lexicon. “Translating 
Donald Trump is like translating a 
5-year-old. It’s easy and challenging 
at the same time. It is easy in the 
sense that the lexical and gram-
matical simplicity of his language 
means less work for me as a trans-
lator. However, the challenge lies 
in the ability to follow the thread of 
his random and disorderly style.”

Gharib, who works as a transla-
tion editor at Global Voices, said 
Trump provides a challenge for 
translators over and above other 
political leaders.

“The content must be compre-
hensible and the problem with 
Trump’s speeches is that he himself 
sometimes seems not to have any 
sense of awareness of where he’s 
going next or the point he’s trying 
to make,” Gharib said. “It’s usually 
hard to follow him (as a listener) 
because there isn’t any logical 
sequence of thoughts, so imagine 
how hard it would be as a trans-
lator. And that’s not to mention 
the limited, poor vocabulary and 
the vicious boring circles [of his 
speeches].”

Najjar, however, said he finds 
many parallels between Trump’s 
speeches and those of Arab politi-
cians. “I don’t see why an Arabic 
translator should find translating 
Trump so difficult. Trump’s linguis-
tic style has so many similarities 
to the style of Arab politicians,” he 
said. 

“Like Trump, many Arab politi-
cians tend to use linguistic de-
vices aimed at winning people’s 
hearts rather than minds, such as 
the excessive use of superlatives, 
hyperbole, personal anecdotes and 
repetitions.”

Translators and editors also face 
the difficult question of whether 
and how to edit Trump. Does 
editing Trump’s statements to be 
more comprehensible in translation 
make him sound more coherent 
and logical than he really is?

“One part of me would surely go 
in for editing and that is the part 
that considers translating some-
thing unclear to be a failure as a 
translator. The other part would 

endlessly fight to stick to the 
speaker’s style and tone, accurately 
reflecting him as much as possible. 
It’s hell,” Gharib said.

This is a problem that goes 
beyond Arabic. French translator 
Bérengère Viennot spoke about the 
difficulty of translating Trump in a 
January report for the Los Angeles 
Review of Books.

“His vocabulary is limited, his 
syntax is broken; he repeats the 
same phrases over and over, forc-
ing the translator to follow suit,” 
she said.

“Trump seems to go from point A 
(the question) to point B (himself, 
most of the time) with no real logic. 
It’s as if he had thematic clouds in 
his head that he would pick from 
with no need of a logical threat to 
link them,” Viennot wrote.

Japanese translators are fac-
ing the same problem. “He rarely 
speaks logically and he only em-
phasises one side of things as if it 
were the absolute truth,” interpret-
er Chikako Tsuruta told the Japan 
Times.

“He is so overconfident and yet 
so logically unconvincing that my 
interpreter friends and I often joke 
that if we translated his words as 
they are, we would end up mak-
ing ourselves sound stupid,” said 
Tsuruta, a Tokyo University profes-
sor of interpreting and translation 
studies.

Translating Trump, whether into 
Arabic or any other language, is a 
special challenge. “If it’s up to me, 
I would never go for translating 
Trump,” Gharib said.
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