
3September 24, 2017

U 

S President Donald 
Trump upped the 
ante with two of the 
United States’ most 
prominent enemies 
— Iran and North 

Korea — in his address to the UN 
General Assembly. It was not the 
sort of speech expected from the 
president of the United States of 
America.

“Trump’s ignorant hate speech 
belongs in medieval times — not 
the 21st-century UN — unworthy 
of a reply,” tweeted Iranian For-
eign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif. “Fake empathy for Iranians 
fools no one.”

Swedish Foreign Minister Mar-
got Wallstrom called it “a bom-
bastic, nationalist speech.” “It 
must have been decades since one 
last heard a speech like that in the 
UN General Assembly…. This was 
a speech at the wrong time to the 
wrong audience,” Wallstrom said.

Trump’s attempt to intervene 
with the international commu-
nity and show he has the makings 
of a statesman utterly failed. His 
speech was far from diplomatic. 
Trump came across as an insecure 
leader attempting to justify 
himself in front of the interna-
tional community. He appeared 
to be a threatening warmonger 
prepared to use military force 
rather than pursue and exhaust 

all diplomatic avenues.
Trump began his diatribe by 

mentioning how much the US 
economy had grown and how well 
the market had performed since 
he assumed office. Trump went on 
to threaten North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-un, saying if the United 
States is “forced to defend itself or 
its allies,” it would “totally destroy 
North Korea.” Trump referred 
to the North Korean leader as 
“Rocket Man” and said Kim was 
on a suicide course.

Turning to another country 
accused of developing a nuclear 
arsenal, Trump said Iran was 
being led by “a reckless regime” 
that openly speaks of mass murder 
when they vow “death to America” 
and “the destruction of Israel.”

“The Iranian government masks 
a corrupt dictatorship, behind the 
false guise of a democracy,” said 
Trump. Iran’s chief exports, the 
US president said, “are violence, 
bloodshed and chaos.” Iran is 
using its wealth — oil — to fund 
Hezbollah and support the Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

Trump took aim at his favourite 
punching bag — former US Presi-
dent Barack Obama. He called the 
Iran nuclear agreement reached 
by the Obama administration 
“embarrassing for the United 
States” and said he would  
revisit it.

It is obvious that Trump 
intended to portray himself as 
someone who can get things done 
— particularly with his comments 
about the economy and jobs — but 
anyone with half an understand-
ing of those subjects knows 
that complex issues such as a 
country’s economic health and 
employment rate take months to 
properly gauge. Same for the job 
market. In essence, Trump was 
trying to cash in on the previous 
administration’s accomplish-
ments.

This state of mind places the 
United States in a precarious 
position that could lead to serious 
repercussions. With Trump’s lack 
of support even among fellow Re-
publicans on Capitol Hill, he is be-
ginning to turn more and more to 
his generals rather than diplomats 
for solutions. This is a dangerous 
precedent for the United States. 
Trump’s disdain for diplomacy 
is reflected by his failure nine 
months into his presidency to fill 
more than half a dozen vacant top 
jobs in the US State Department.

He cherishes his role as com-
mander-in-chief and has said he 
wants to emulate France’s Bastille 
Day military parade, to which 
last July he was a guest of French 
President Emmanuel Macron, 
with a similar showcase July 4 on 
Pennsylvania Avenue.

Trump has made clear that he 
believes the United States and 
its allies must adopt a strong line 
when dealing with rogue states. 
The president made no qualms 
about wiping North Korea off the 
face of the map and voiced similar 
tendencies in dealing with Iran.

This is all very well and nice, 
except it will jeopardise the cred-
ibility of the United States and the 
presidency if he fails to follow up 
with harsh military action. After 
delivering such a speech, there 
are only two possible paths this 
could take, neither of which is 
positive.

Option one: The Iranians and 
the North Koreans call his bluff 
and Trump follows through on his 
threats and attacks. I can’t believe 
the American people are ready for 
two long and protracted wars in 
the Middle and the Far East.

Option two:  The Iranians  and 
the North Koreans continue with 
their programmes and Trump 
fails to gather the proper backing 
for a military intervention and 
loses face and credibility while 
weakening the presidency.

Either way, it’s a no-win situa-
tion.  Now it has become a matter 
of who is going to lose face: Iran 
or Trump? North Korea or Trump?  
In short, Trump has set a line in 
the sand that may be too close for 
comfort.

Violence, bloodshed and terrorism and a 
question of losing face or maintaining credibility

Macron’s sharp contrast with Trump on display at UN

T 

he contrast between 
the two presidents as 
they spoke to the UN 
General Assembly in 
mid-September could 
not have been greater. 

French President Emmanuel 
Macron’s words were extremely 
nuanced, especially when he 
spoke on the Middle East and Iran. 
US President Donald Trump deliv-
ered a speech the likes of which 
the United Nations had not heard 
since its founding in 1945.

On five occasions, the US presi-
dent called for a world of “strong, 
sovereign nations” in which each 
country would look first to its 
own interests. “I will always put 
America first as you should always 
put your countries first,” Trump 
said, adding that each country 
must “follow its own destiny.”

Macron, in sharp contrast, 
pleaded for a world of multilateral 
cooperation in which the use of 
force was not the norm.

Trump’s definition of sover-
eignty was strikingly selective. 
He threatened to act aggressively 
against North Korea, Iran and Ven-
ezuela, whose policies he opposes, 
yet said almost nothing about Rus-
sia, which seized territory from 
its neighbour Ukraine and likely 
meddled in the US presidential 
election.

His use of the word sovereignty 
is more familiar to small countries 
that must guard against incursions 
by larger neighbours and dare 
defy the judgment of a global elite 
than to a superpower that for two 
generations has fashioned a web of 
global institutions to enshrine its 
national interests.

Macron is the enlightened 
nationalist, not shy of defending 
what he sees as his country’s and 
the European Union’s interests but 
slow to resort to the use of force.

Trump’s soaring rhetoric, 
which touched on everything 
from “God” to “chaos,” must have 
reminded listeners of former US 
President George W. Bush’s “Axis 
of Evil,” a category created to sin-
gle out rogue countries. Macron’s 
speech communicated a Gaullist 
vision of the world, though his 
well-crafted words had no pre-
tence of rising to the heights of 
the founder of the Fifth Republic, 
Charles de Gaulle.

Concerning Iran, Macron seems 
to be playing good cop to Trump’s 
bad cop. On Syria, beyond ac-
knowledging that Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad is here to stay, 
contrary to his predecessor, he has 
little to say.  On Iran he pleaded 
with Trump not to tear up the nu-
clear deal, which has rolled back 
Iran’s enrichment programme in 
exchange for a lifting of inter-
national sanctions. The French 
president knows his American 
counterpart has a fit every time 
the US State Department confirms 
Iran is in compliance with it, such 
determination is mandated every 
90 days.

Trump wishes to impose new 
limits on Iran’s development of 
ballistic missiles. Macron might 
agree to that, as might Germany 
and the United Kingdom, but that 
is less likely of the deal’s other two 
patrons, China and Russia. US Sec-
retary of State Rex Tillerson said 
prospects of persuading the others 

powers, much less Iran, to revisit 
the deal were daunting.

What is so interesting about 
Macron is that he seems to have 
developed personal rapport with 
Trump, unlike German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel. That was obvious 
during the NATO summit in Brus-
sels last year. It was even more so 
when Macron invited Trump to 
Paris’s Bastille Day celebrations in 
July.

Trump is said to be open to 
changes to the Paris agreement on 
climate change that could prevent 
the United States from walking 
away. Here, again, Macron made 
clear at the United Nations that he 
was unafraid of talking in plain 
words with Trump. He knows how 
to flatter and cajole.

In his speech to the United Na-
tions, Trump was careful to say 
he did not intend to tear up the 
agreement with Tehran. That will 
come as a relief to Macron, who 
understands that undermining the 

nuclear agreement will in no way 
force Iran into submission to its 
Sunni Arab neighbours, least of all 
Saudi Arabia. More likely, quite the 
opposite would happen.

The French president is wise 
enough to know that the Iran deal 
fits into the too-big-to-fail cat-
egory, which is not to argue that 
the agreement has done much to 
transform Iran’s unruly regime: 
It does not treat its people bet-
ter than it did in 2015, nor does 
it meddle less in neighbouring 
countries.

The deal expires in ten years, 
which is far from perfect, but 
senior French diplomats under-
stand that if Iran is stirring trouble 
elsewhere, taking away the only 
means of preventing it from ac-
quiring more dangerous weapons 
is an absurd way of taming it.

Macron may not have fully 
fleshed out his Middle East policy 
but who has? So far, he has han-
dled the region deftly.
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Looking the other way. French President Emmanuel Macron (L) meets with US President Donald Trump in 
New York, on September 18.                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)
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