
WASHINGTON: For Republicans, this week’s
presidential debate highlighted a brewing
fight to define the party’s foreign policy pos-
ture, exposing divisions among candidates
about the US role in fostering regime
change in the Middle East and tactics to pre-
vent terror attacks at home.

The fault lines reflect a party still in flux
long after George W Bush’s unpopular Iraq
war damaged Republicans’ standing on
international issues. While there’s little
appetite among GOP candidates for the
sweeping military intervention and nation-
building Bush championed, most are wary
of being pegged as isolationists, particularly
given Americans’ heightened fears of terror-
ism following attacks in Paris and San
Bernardino, California.

“The fundamental debate is, well, if Bush
did too much and Obama did too little,
what’s the right amount of international
engagement?” said Richard Fontaine, a for-
mer foreign policy adviser to Sen. John
McCain, R-Ariz, and current president of the
Center for New American Security think
tank.

While foreign policy rarely decides presi-
dential elections except in times of war,
national security concerns are likely to
remain a top issue for Americans at least

through the early voting contests that begin
in February. As GOP leaders eye the general
election, they believe voters disappointed
with President Barack Obama’s foreign poli-
cy stewardship will be reluctant to elect his
former secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, the
front-runner for the Democratic nomination.
First, though, Republicans must work out
their own divisions, which could be viewed
most clearly in Tuesday’s debate through
the prism of the rivalry between Florida Sen
Marco Rubio and Texas Sen Ted Cruz.

Striking contrasts 
One of the most striking contrasts

between the senators centered on how
aggressive the US should be in seeking to
topple Middle East dictators, some of whom
have been bulwarks against Islamic extrem-
ists. Cruz cast himself as a realist, arguing
that while autocrats like Syrian President
Bashar Assad don’t share American values,
their potential cooperation in fighting
extremism is preferable to taking a chance
on whoever might replace them.

“If we topple Assad, the result will be ISIS
will take over Syria, and it will worsen US
national security interests,” said Cruz, refer-
ring to the militant group that claimed
responsibility for the attacks in Paris and

appears to have inspired the California
shooting. Cruz was backed by GOP front-
runner Donald Trump and Kentucky Sen.
Rand Paul, who both said the US has higher
priorities than ousting Assad.

Rubio’s view was more in line with both
the Bush and Obama administrations’ calls
for backing the spread of democracy in the
Middle East. He argued that Assad’s iron grip
on power in Syria has allowed the Islamic
State to thrive and said he “will not shed a
tear” if he is pushed from power.

The Florida senator reiterated his posi-
tion Wednesday during a campaign stop in
New Hampshire, saying, “This idea that we
can lead from behind, or in the case of
Senator Cruz, not lead at all, will just leave
more of these vacuums in other parts of the
world.”

Rubio and Cruz also had opposing views
on what authorities the government should
have to monitor Americans’ communica-
tions. Cruz defended his vote for a new law
requiring the government to request call
data from telephone companies instead of
collecting the information on its own, saying
the National Security agency can now access
more phone numbers. Rubio said the legis-
lation stripped the National Security Agency
of valuable tools to track terrorists. — AP 
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LOS ANGELES: One day after a debate
clash with Jeb Bush, Donald Trump said
he’s been “a little bit divisive” and wants
to see Republicans come together. In an
appearance on Jimmy Kimmel’s late-
night show Wednesday, the GOP presi-
dential candidate looked relaxed as
Kimmel queried him about campaign
issues.

Trump, who has argued for tem-
porarily banning Muslims from entering
the United States, said he’s gotten calls
of thanks from friends who are Muslim.
“Those may have been crank calls,”
Kimmel replied, smiling. The ABC host

then turned to immigration, using the
example of his on-air sidekick, Guillermo
Rodriguez, to question Trump’s call for
mass deportation.

Kimmel said Rodriguez came to the
United States illegally from Mexico but
went through the legalization process.
He suggested to Trump that people
who are willing to risk everything to get
to the United States are good for the
country.

Trump was unfazed, calling
Hispanics “unbelievable people” but not
backtracking on his position. He called
for a Mexico-US border wall with “a big

beautiful door” for legal entry. Kimmel
said it appeared Trump had made an
effort to be nicer to his fellow candi-
dates in the debate, including lauding
Sen Ted Cruz’s temperament after pre-
viously calling him a something of a
“maniac.”

“I would like to see the Republican
party come together, and I’ve been a lit-
tle bit divisive in the sense of hitting
people hard,” Trump replied. That didn’t
stop him from repeating his characteri-
zation of Jeb Bush as low-energy,
although he added he was a “nice per-
son.”

Bush, well behind front-runner
Trump in national polls, said during the
debate that the billionaire couldn’t
insult his way to the presidency and
called him a “chaos candidate.” Kimmel
ended the interview by sharing a mock
children’s book, in the style of Dr Seuss,
which he said he’d ghost-written for
Trump. “Here are some frogs I do not
like at all. We must kick these frogs out
and then build a wall,” Kimmel read
from one page. Trump had canceled a
previously scheduled appearance on
“Jimmy Kimmel Live,” but Kimmel didn’t
make an issue of being stood up. —  AP 
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ARIZONA: Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks at a campaign rally. — AP 

Obama to meet with 

Bernardino victims

WASHINGTON: Continuing a grim ritual of his time in
office, President Barack Obama plans to meet with families
of victims of the mass shooting in San Bernardino,
California, the White House said Wednesday. The meeting
in Southern California is set for Friday. It was added to
Obama’s long-scheduled trip to Hawaii for Christmas vaca-
tion.

“While he is en route to Honolulu, the president will
stop in San Bernardino, California, to visit privately with the
families of the victims of the terror attack in San
Bernardino that occurred earlier this month,” White House
press secretary Josh Earnest said.

Fourteen people were killed and 21 others were injured
at a workplace holiday party in San Bernardino on Dec 2 by
a gun-wielding husband-and-wife team. Federal authori-
ties say the pair had become self-radicalized in the years
before Syed Rizwan Farook, 28, and his wife, Tashfeen
Malik, 29, opened fire on Farook’s co-workers. The couple
was killed during a subsequent shootout with police.

During a televised address in the anxious days after the
shootings, Obama said authorities had found no evidence
that the American-born Farook and his Pakistani wife had
carried out instructions from an overseas-based terrorist
organization or that they were part of a broader conspiracy
based in the US.

“But it is clear that the two of them had gone down the
dark path of radicalization, embracing a perverted inter-
pretation of Islam that calls for war against America and
the West,” Obama said from the Oval Office. “So this was an
act of terrorism, designed to kill innocent people.” The
shootings closely followed the Nov 13 attack on Paris that
left 130 people dead and for which the Islamic State group
has claimed responsibility.

Public fears 
Both attacks have heightened public fears about future

attacks on US soil, concerns that Obama has tried to allay
with the rare Oval Office address on administration efforts
to counter the threat from the Islamic State group, as well
as a series of public appearances by the president this
week. Obama met with his national security team at the
Pentagon on Monday, instead of their usual location in the
White House Situation Room. 

He followed the meeting with a public update on the
effort to counter IS, saying the US and its partners were
going after the group “harder than ever.” Obama also plans
to visit to the National Counterterrorism Center in subur-
ban Virginia on Thursday for an annual, pre-holiday brief-
ing that in past years has been held at the White House.

The pair of attacks has also led to calls for tighter visa
screenings for people entering the US and for the immi-
grant brides-to-be of American citizens. Malik came to the
US in 2014 on a K-1, or fiancee visa. Obama has also called
on Congress to pass legislation to block firearm sales to
people whose names are on the federal no-fly list for air
travel. Obama has vowed to call for new gun-control meas-
ures after every mass shooting. The White House is consid-
ering acting to expand gun background checks without
congressional approval. — AP 


