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A 

lthough there normal-
ly are disagreements 
between presidents 
and the people they 
appoint to the govern-
ment bureaucracy, US 

President Donald Trump has taken 
such disagreements to a level not 
seen before.

Trump operates as the CEO of 
the Trump Company, barking out 
statements and orders oblivious 
to the consequences. This is due 
to his narcissistic personality as 
well as to his lack of understanding 
about how government works.

When pressed recently by an in-
terviewer about the large number 
of unfilled high-ranking US State 
Department positions, Trump said: 
“The one that matters is me. I’m 
the only one that matters because 
when it comes to it, that’s what the 
policy is going to be.”

Although the final word on 
foreign policy does indeed rest 
with the president according to the 
US Constitution, Trump’s patent 
disregard for the views and advice 
of foreign policy professionals in 
the government is astounding.

Trump exhibits an inflated sense 
of his own judgment. During his 
recent trip to Asia, he announced, 
after briefly talking with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, that he 
believes Putin when he said Russia 
did not interfere with the 2016 US 
presidential elections. Prominent 

officials inside and outside of 
government were shocked that a 
president would take the word of 
a former KGB officer over the find-
ings of the US intelligence com-
munity.

Although Trump backtracked 
to some extent from his initial 
statement about Putin, he could 
not resist denouncing former FBI 
Director James Comey, former CIA 
Director John Brennan and former 
Director of National Intelligence 
James Clapper as “political hacks.” 
Never before had a US president 
publicly insulted intelligence 
professionals who spent nearly 
all of their careers in government 
service.

Brennan told CNN that to paint a 
picture of a benign Russian policy 
is not only “astounding” but “pos-
es a peril to this country.” Clapper 
said the episode showed that the 
“Chinese and Russians think they 
can play him (Trump).”

Trump’s behaviour led the 
Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee to convene a hearing on 
whether there should be a check 
on the president’s ability to launch 
nuclear weapons, something that 
has been within the purview of 
presidential powers since 1945. 
The fact that the chairman of the 
committee, Senator Bob Corker, 
R-Tennessee, allowed such a hear-
ing to take place is indicative of 
the nervousness in Congress over 

Trump’s ability to start a nuclear 
war with North Korea.

In the Middle East, both US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
and Defence Secretary James Mat-
tis have tried to rein in Trump’s 
belligerent instincts and repair the 
damage caused by his over-the-top 
comments. Earlier this year, Mattis 
had to say publicly in Baghdad 
that the Americans had no designs 
on Iraqi oil after Trump declared 
that the United States should have 
taken Iraq’s oil in 2003 and added, 
half-jokingly, that perhaps “next 
time we will.”

Tillerson has tried to stop 
Trump from approving uncritically 
everything the Saudis are doing 
at home and in the region. In the 
Saudi-Qatari dispute, Tillerson had 
to urge Trump to stop tweeting 
his support for the Saudi position 
and worked to convince him that 
Washington has strategic interests 
in both countries.

More recently, Tillerson has 
distanced himself from Trump’s 
tweet blaming Iran for the mis-
sile that Yemen’s Houthi rebels 
launched at Riyadh. State De-
partment spokeswoman Heather 
Nauert said: “We don’t have a full 
assessment of who is responsible” 
for the missile attack.

Trump has tweeted approval of 
the recent political shake-up in the 
Saudi kingdom, saying the Saudi 
king and crown prince “know 

exactly what they are doing.” Some 
commentators have suggested 
that Trump’s endorsement of the 
crown prince’s actions may have 
given Riyadh a green light to be 
more aggressive towards Iran and 
Hezbollah. Not wanting to add 
fuel to the fire, Mattis declined to 
answer a reporter’s question about 
the recent Saudi political moves.

Tillerson again distanced him-
self from Trump when, in response 
to the resignation of Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri, he 
called on “all parties within 
Lebanon and outside” to back off 
attempts to threaten Lebanon’s 
stability. Tillerson’s use of the 
phrase “all parties” was a signal 
that he meant Saudi Arabia as well 
as Iran.

That Trump has elicited such 
responses from intelligence and 
foreign policy professionals as well 
as from his own cabinet officials 
suggests that he is doing real dam-
age to US foreign policy.

Not only do many foreign lead-
ers believe they can play him by 
flattering his ego but his public 
comments and tweets reveal his 
simplistic view of a very compli-
cated world. Tillerson and Mattis 
frequently playing clean-up after 
Trump suggests a foreign policy 
in disarray because the man at the 
top is impetuous and erratic. No 
doubt, Middle Eastern leaders have 
taken notice.
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T
he most troubling 
question in Wash-
ington is not what 
US President Donald 
Trump’s “adults” 
believe but why most 
of them come from 

the military.
There have never been so many 

military leaders at the top levels of 
the United States’ foreign policy 
apparatus: Defence Secretary 
James Mattis, national security 
adviser H.R. McMaster and White 
House Chief of Staff John Kelly. 
This is the first time since George 
Marshall was appointed in 1950 
that a former military leader serves 
in that post.

Observers expressed fear that 
the military might be trying to take 
over the country but there is scant 
evidence that these former gener-
als are pushing their influence.

The longer-term problem is the 
lack of civilian influence on  
foreign policy when the other 
“adult” — US Secretary of State Rex  
Tillerson — has failed to fill many 
State Department jobs and is par-
ing down the foreign service by 
supporting budget cuts and reor-
ganising positions out of existence, 
which has left leading diplomats 
shocked and demoralised.

He seems to be fulfilling the 
populist call made by Stephen 
Bannon, the president’s favourite 
ideologue, for the “deconstruction 
of the administrative state.”

The more immediate problem 
may be that we cannot count on 
“the cabinet to stop a Trump-or-
dered nuclear strike.” This concern 
was articulated in no uncertain 
words in Politico by William Perry, 
who served as secretary of defence 
for President Bill Clinton.

Having lived through the Cuban 
missile crisis Perry knows what he 
is talking about. To hear him say 
that Trump does not understand 
the North Koreans and does not 
understand what his rhetoric is do-
ing is chilling, indeed. Mattis and 
Tillerson, he said, are a “stabilising 
influence” but, with this president, 
Perry is “not really comfortable 
with anybody.”

An explanation of the meaning 
of the word “adult” in Washington 
is necessary. Traditionally, “the 

grown-ups in the room” implied 
a judgment about individuals’ 
character or behaviour; some 
were deemed to be mature, others 
juvenile. Journalists would apply 
the expression to politicians or 
senior civil servants who were 
“pragmatists” or “moderates.” In 
other words, it referred to people 
who did not stray too far from the 
political centre, however that was 
defined at the moment. Figures 
like Bernie Sanders or Ralph Nader, 
for example, never qualified. Their 
views disqualified them, not their 
character.

Since the arrival of Trump at 
the White House, the expression 
has far more frequently been 
used to refer to behaviour and 
character than views on policy. 
The three aforementioned people 
and, to a lesser degree Tillerson, 
are “adults,” whereas the head of 
state is emotionally immature, 
lying, taunting, vengeance-seeking 
and boastful. Trump threatens 
to make messes that his advisers 
have to clean up. They have sent 
occasional public signals that they 
are seeking to avoid Trump from 
veering off course. When they fail, 
they distance themselves from his 
tirades.

Before Trump’s first trip to 
Europe, Tillerson, Mattis and 

McMaster joined together to put 
a reaffirmation of Article V of 
the NATO treaty committing the 
United States to the collective de-
fence of Europe into a draft of his 
speech. Trump cut the words from 
the draft but, after the predict-
able uproar, he turned around and 
made the commitment.

Trump’s often threatening 
behaviour has understandably 
raised fears he might do something 
impulsive, such as launch a nuclear 
attack, which has heightened the 
perception of the “adults” as 
guardians.

Of the three men with a mili-
tary background, Mattis has the 
easier role because he is across 
the Potomac River running the US 
government’s biggest department 
and because he has strong support 
on Capitol Hill, where Senator John 
McCain, chairman of the Senate 
Armed Services Committee, let it 
be known that he would protect 
the defence secretary. Mattis has 
not been hesitant to contradict the 
president when he disagrees, such 
as on the use of torture.

The other two must deal with 
Trump day-in, day-out and there 
are endless acrimonious disputes in 
a White House where the presi-
dent’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, 
was set up to oversee foreign policy 

issues from the Middle East to 
China.

What is the outlook of the three 
key military “adults” on foreign 
issues? On China and North Korea 
we do not really know. They favour 
a tougher approach to Iran but will 
they encourage the president to 
withdraw from the nuclear agree-
ment former President Barack 
Obama negotiated with Tehran?

As officers who fought in the field 
in United States’ post-9/11 conflicts 
and unlike former senior officials 
with military backgrounds such as 
Colin Powell or Brent Scowcroft, 
they seem less disposed to advo-
cate the United States entering 
new wars and more inclined to find 
ways to win wars the United States 
is already engaged in. In other 
words, they desire a successful 
outcome in Iraq, Afghanistan and 
against the Islamic State.

The longer-term question is how 
the lack of civilian influence will 
affect foreign policy. It is worth 
remembering that it was civilian 
leaders, not least George W. Bush, 
who launched major US military 
adventures abroad, not military 
men. The same holds true in Lon-
don, where Tony Blair’s enthusias-
tic backing of the United States in 
Iraq in 2003 was not shared by the 
military.

The behaviour of Tillerson at 
the State Department means, in 
the medium term, the destruction 
of a unique foreign policy team of 
experts. What is clear is that the 
military has come to dominate 
American foreign policy because it 
has the money and wherewithal to 
do what the State Department can-
not. The military is stepping into 
the breach.

When a leading military con-
demns racist hatred in its insti-
tution while the president fans 
the flames of hatred in domestic 
politics, the result is unsettling. It 
is a strange time when the United 
States begins to remind the outside 
world of Thailand and Egypt, 
countries in which the military has 
felt an obligation to step in for the 
good of the country.

What the American electorate 
thinks of all this is difficult to tell 
but military figures are, for better 
or worse, the “adults” in the room.
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‘Adults’ around. (L-R) US national security adviser H.R. 
McMaster, US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, US President
Donald Trump and US Secretary of Defence James Mattis.                   (AP)


