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By Dr James J Zogby 

We are only a little more than six months into the
Trump presidency and I’m already becoming
emotionally exhausted by the antics of the

president and his underlings. What I’m beginning to sus-
pect is that this may be the reaction Trump is seeking to
elicit from his opponents. He is using chaos and outrage
to wear us down. Like millions of other Americans, I wake
up each morning and turn on TV and check Twitter to
see what new and outlandish things have been said by
the occupant of the White House: Who has he
demeaned? What new whoppers has he told? What
bizarre charges has he levied at his favorite targets? 

Analysts and commentators have posited several
theories in an effort to make sense of the president’s
behavior. I think, to a degree, all of them may be valid.
One theory suggests that the president makes particu-
larly outrageous comments when he is under attack or
failing. Understanding media, he knows that if he can
create a “feeding frenzy” with a crazy tweet, he can
steer attention away from his inability to pass legisla-
tion or damaging aspects of the continuing probe into
Russian collusion. 

Others see in the language Trump uses in his tweets
and speeches an effort to play to the worst instincts of
his supporters while cultivating his own brand of author-
itarian leadership. In his messaging, he promotes the
notion that he and he alone speaks for true American
values and, therefore, those who question or oppose
him are not patriotic. He uses his tweets to target his
(and, therefore, America’s) enemies - the media, judges,
the intelligence agencies, those law enforcement offi-
cials who are investigating him, minorities of all stripes,
etc. Because, as he has claimed, “no one knows the sys-
tem better than me, [and therefore] I alone can fix it” - it
is particularly disturbing that those who are susceptible
to his messaging are being led to see our nation’s most
fundamental institutions as a threat to their leader and
his ability to restore some vague promise of “greatness”.

Unhinged Narcissist
Then there are those who simply see in Trump’s

tweets an unhinged narcissist who out of his own sense
of inferiority needs to prove himself to be better,
stronger, smarter, and more virile than everyone else.
This need drives the president to make outrageous and
clearly dishonest claims about the size of his crowds (or
his hands), his legislative successes, or his ability to
accomplish things that no other president has been able
to accomplish. This same pathology leads the president
to demean opponents or those whom he feels are stand-
ing in his way. Finally, there is what I mentioned in the
beginning - the chaos and the exhaustion. Whether by
design or unintended consequence, Trump’s tweets are
taking a toll on the psyche of many Americans who are
simply finding the daily outrages and the circus-like
antics in the White House to be too much to bear. 

Like other charismatic authoritarians before him,
Trump thrives on chaos. From the beginning, his staff
had competing power centers. This was by design. As he
watched his underlings squabble and/or cannibalize
each other in a craven struggle for influence and access
to the “great man”, he kept ultimate power and decision-
making in his hands. In this game, he played the media
as a useful tool. One day, it’s Bannon and his allies on
top, the next day it’s his son-in-law and his allies. When
he sees one or the other getting too much credit or
attention, Trump knocks them down a peg. The result is
that he remains in control. 

During last week, we were gifted with a full dose of all
of these behaviors. His speeches to the Boy Scouts of
America and an audience in Youngstown, Ohio were
classic Trump. He bragged, made promises he couldn’t
keep, repeatedly attacked the “fake news” media, and
encouraged boos for former President Obama. He used
his tweets to repeatedly humiliate his attorney general.
Trump is furious with the AG because he recused himself
from the Russian investigation and, as a result, can’t do
the president’s bidding. It is speculated that Trump
wants this AG out of the way so he can appoint a more
“loyal” person who will fire Special Prosecutor Mueller
and thereby stop the investigation into the Russian con-
nection and Trump family finances.

Distractions 
As an additional distraction, Trump created an unnec-

essary firestorm with tweets banning transgender
Americans from military service. While he claimed that
he made this decision in consultation with “my generals”,
that was refuted by the Pentagon which said it would
not implement this tweet. Net result, no immediate
change in policy, but “red meat” for his base, and enough
of a distraction that Russia was out of the news for a day.
NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

Washington Watch

Trump’s Antics: 

Chaos by design

The latest crisis over one of the most
combustible spots in the Middle East
has been defused for now, but has

pushed the leaders of Israel, Jordan and the
Palestinians into tougher positions that
could trigger new confrontations. The
standoff over a Jerusalem shrine holy to
Muslims and Jews also signaled that the
festering Israeli-Palestinian conflict is shift-
ing further from what was once seen as a
territorial dispute toward a religious one.

What Started It?
On July 14, three Arab assailants opened

fire from the walled compound at Israeli
police guards, killing two. The shooting left
Israeli police scrambling for ways to screen
worshippers for weapons as they enter the
Muslim-run site through eight gates. Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu approved a
police recommendation to install metal
detectors - reportedly over objections from
Israel’s military and a domestic security
agency. The new measures stoked Muslim
fears that Israel is trying to expand control
over the site under the guise of security - a
charge Israel denies. Palestinians in
Jerusalem, led by senior Muslim clerics,
began staging mass street prayers in
protest, four Palestinians were killed in
street clashes with Israeli troops and a
Palestinian killed three members of an
Israeli family in a West Bank settlement.
Tensions ebbed after Israel removed the
metal detectors and other devices earlier
this week.

Sidelined Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas, who runs

autonomous enclaves in the West Bank,
was in China and his return home a week
into the crisis reinforced perceptions
among many Palestinians that he is out of
touch. Trying to assert a leadership role,
Abbas announced a suspension of security
coordination with Israel until the situation
at the shrine is restored to what it was
before July 14.

For years, Abbas’ forces worked with
Israel to foil attacks by militants in the West
Bank, often acting against a shared foe, the
Islamic militant Hamas. Such mutually ben-
eficial cooperation, though unpopular

among Palestinians, survived many crises
and failed efforts to negotiate the terms of
Palestinian statehood in the West Bank,
Gaza Strip and east Jerusalem, lands Israel
captured in 1967. Abbas threatened in the
past to end security coordination, but nev-
er followed through. If he now restores
such ties, he risks further harm to his
domestic standing. If he doesn’t, Israel’s
right-wing government could retaliate and
threaten the survival of his Palestinian
Authority.

The crisis highlighted Abbas’ fading
influence in Israeli-annexed east Jerusalem.
He also risks being cut off completely from
Gaza, the territory he lost to Hamas in 2007.
In recent weeks, Hamas and a former
Abbas-aide-turned rival,  Mohammed
Dahlan, forged a Gaza power-sharing deal
that would open the blockaded territory to
Egypt and further weaken ties with the
West Bank. Abbas, 82, was briefly hospital-
ized Saturday for what his office said was a
routine checkup, but it also served as a
reminder of his advanced age and lack of a
successor.

Israeli Prime Minister Under Fire
Netanyahu was lambasted by all sides in

Israel. The center-left accused him of mak-
ing hasty decisions at a volatile site - the
third holiest in Islam and the most sacred
on in Judaism - that has triggered major
rounds of Israeli-Palestinian violence,
including one involving Netanyahu in the
mid-1990s. Netanyahu’s ultra-nationalist
rivals, key to the survival of his coalition,
said he capitulated to Arab pressure and
effectively encouraged Palestinians to push
for more concessions.

Netanyahu responded with a flurry of
tough statements. He ordered the resump-
tion of plans to build a new West Bank set-
tlement and reportedly gave the green
light to draft legislation to bring several
West Bank settlements under Jerusalem’s
jurisdiction. He vowed to “kick Al Jazeera
out of Israel,” accusing the Qatar-based
satellite station of inciting violence over the
shrine crisis. And he called for the death
penalty - not imposed by Israel for more
than half a century - for last week’s killer of
the Israeli family. Even if it’s mostly rhetoric,

Netanyahu’ statements suggest that fend-
ing off his ultra-nationalist challengers is
more important to him than calming the
atmosphere. As both Netanyahu and Abbas
harden positions, chances of the Trump
administration - itself embroiled in turmoil
- being able to revive peace talks seem
close to zero.

Jordan’s Angry Monarch
King Abdullah II publicly vented his

anger about what he called Netanyahu’s
“provocative” behavior. Such harsh words
from an Arab leader known for his meas-
ured tone were prompted by twin crises
between the two countries and signaled
delicate ties had taken a hit. Abdullah,
Muslim custodian of the Jerusalem shrine,
was involved in trying to defuse tensions
there when he faced another complication:
On Sunday, a guard at the Israeli Embassy
in Jordan shot dead two Jordanians after
one attacked him with a screw driver.

After a phone call between the king and
Netanyahu, the guard returned to Israel
and Israel removed the metal detectors.
The sequence of events suggested a horse
trade with problematic optics for Abdullah
that might have been forgotten quickly -

had Netanyahu not given a hero’s welcome
to the guard and inflamed long-running
resentment against Israel in Jordan. Jordan
has since charged the guard with murder,
demanded he be tried in Israel and issued a
veiled threat - through an unidentified offi-
cial quoted by Jordanian media - that
Israel’s ambassador would not be allowed
to return to Jordan until the guard is held
accountable.

Israel and Jordan share strategic security
interests, but any open cooperation at this
time might not be tolerated by the
Jordanian public. Abdullah already faces
other threats to Jordan’s stability, including
rising unemployment and spillover from
regional conflicts.

From Land Dispute to Holy War?
Recent events made it clear that the

conflict in the Holy Land is no longer just a
territorial dispute that can be resolved
through creative partition ideas. Such
efforts ran aground a decade ago, and the
absence of a solution has given a bigger
role to the religious component.  The
showdown over shrine was increasingly
being framed as a zero sum game
between religions. — AFP

Aqsa crisis hardens leaders’ positions

The ousting of Pakistan’s Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif has left a power vacuum at
the top of the nuclear-armed country, yet

experts say that in the long run it is unlikely to
be destabilizing. Sharif ’s disqualification
Friday by the Supreme Court over corrup-
tion allegations denies him the chance of
becoming the country’s first prime minister
to complete a full five-year term. Yet despite
the country’s history of military rule, power
will likely remain within the hands of a
civilian government - and probably that of
Sharif ’s eponymous Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz Party, analysts say.

“In a country as volatile as Pakistan,
there’s good reason to be concerned
whenever a prime minister is dis-
missed,” said Michael Kugelman of the
DC-based Wilson Centre. “But my sense
is that everything will eventually fall
into place - a successor will be chosen
and the current government will serve
out its term.” Sharif named his brother
Shahbaz, the chief minister of Punjab
province, as his successor and nominated
ex-oil minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi as an
interim premier in a defiant speech yesterday.

Pakistan has been roiled by military coups and insta-
bility for much of its 70-year history. But recently there
has been a surge of optimism in the militancy-
plagued developing country, which has seen a dra-
matic improvement in security and positive econom-

ic growth in recent years. While the
2013 election that brought Sharif to

power for a third time was also a
powerful symbol of stability, rep-

resenting Pakistan’s first demo-
cratic transition from one elect-
ed government to another.

Supreme Court judged
most harshly 

Sharif was disquali-
fied from the prime
minister ’s office but

remains the head of the
PML-N party which holds
a majority in parliament,
meaning the next prime

minister will likely emerge
from its ranks. Political ana-
lyst Hasan Askari said that
Pakistan’s parliamentary sys-

tem of government remains
unshaken despite the

Supreme Court’s ousting of a
democratically-elected premier.

“Sharif will bring forward some per-
son from the party. Obviously his person-
ality will not carry as much weight (as
Sharif )... But at the moment we can say,
the first impact of the judgement has
not proved to be destabilizing,” he said.

With Pakistan just a year away from gen-

eral elections, the question is whether the country’s oppo-
sition parties can capitalize on Sharif’s removal. Opposition
leader Imran Khan has breathlessly pounded his party’s
anti-graft slogans and called for Sharif’s removal as his slow
downfall has played out on Pakistan’s TV news channels
over the last year. But his Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf, which
governs one of Pakistan’s four provinces, has so far failed to
turn itself into a national party.”(It is PTI) that initiated the
case against the prime minister (Sharif ), therefore they are
going to be the major beneficiary in terms of reputation
and credibility,” said Askari.

But, he cautioned, the party would benefit most from
early elections, while popular opinion is still on its side - a
remote prospect, with the PML-N-dominated National
Assembly more likely push for elections to be held as
scheduled in June 2018. “This is a party (PML-N) that has
the luxury of not facing a formidable opponent with
national clout,” said Kugelman. “This decision is not a
game-changer for PTI,” agreed senior political analyst Rasul
Bakhsh Rais. “The only change is that Mr Nawaz Sharif is no
longer a prime minister.” The immediate reaction to Sharif’s
ouster from Pakistanis was muted, analysts agreed, with
passionate statements made on both sides but only spo-
radic demonstrations in the streets, suggesting citizens
believe the PML-N is still in control. While Sharif now has to
face down allegations that his family has illegally amassed
huge wealth, some observers say that it is the Supreme
Court who will ultimately be judged the most harshly.
“When history is written this is going to go down as one of
a series of decisions that the Pakistani judiciary has given
against popularly elected governments,” said constitutional
lawyer Yasser Hamdani. —AFP 

Does Sharif’s ouster mean chaos for Pak?

A Palestinian man walks past Israeli border police as they stand guard while Muslim
worshippers pray outside Jerusalem’s Old City on Friday. — AP 


