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Focus

US President Donald Trump showed a
different side in his first address to
Congress. This Trump was part deal-

maker, part salesman, asking for unity and try-
ing to repackage his populist message in
more palatable terms. He was less combative,
less thin-skinned and more inclusive. And
where five weeks ago at his inauguration, he
slammed Washington’s politicians as out-of-
touch elitists who prospered at the expense of
the public, his message on Tuesday night was
different: I  need you, Republicans and
Democrats alike.

Always a showman, the reality TV star-
turned-politician laid out plenty of promises:
A massive infrastructure and public works pro-
gram; tax cuts for the middle class; immigra-
tion reform; a healthcare overhaul; an educa-
tion bill. All of it would require congressional
action, likely by different coalitions of conser-
vatives, moderates and Democrats. “This is our
vision. This is our mission,” Trump said. “But we
can only get there together.”

Trump, a Republican who has taunted
Democrats over his 2016 election victory and
publicly fumed as they held up his Cabinet
nominees, did not criticize them this time.
Repeatedly, he asked for their help, arguing
that the country’s problems call for bipartisan
solutions. After weeks of attacks on the media,
political rivals and the judges who ruled
against his executive order to temporarily ban
travel from seven Muslim-majority countries,
Trump finally eased off, although his propos-
als were short on specifics.

“It was a softer tone and he gave a speech
and not a tweet and that’s more suitable
when you’re president of the United States,”
said Democratic Representative Peter Welch.
“The challenges are going to be the details on
his policies.” “He was presidential tonight in a
way he has not been before this,” said
Republican consultant Matt Mackowiak. The
address appeared to show some recognition
by the White House that Trump’s bombastic
go-it-alone style has its limits.  After a parade
of executive orders, Trump must now turn his
attention to the big-ticket items on his agen-
da requiring legislative action. “He’s done all
he can unilaterally,” said Bradley Blakeman, a
former aide to President George W Bush. “Now
he needs to pass bills.”

Even though Republ icans  control
Congress,  Blakeman said Trump needs
Democrats to build a majority that would
allow conservative Republicans to oppose
some of his more centrist proposals, such
as hefty infrastructure spending and talks
on immigration reform. “The president is as
transactional a person as we’ve ever seen,”
Blakeman said. “He understands that you

might not like this deal, but I need you for
three other deals.” 

Skeptical
Despite the softer tone, Trump’s divisive

policies and months of hostile rhetoric will not
be forgotten by his adversaries. Senate
Democratic Leader Chuck Schumer, in a round
of television interviews on Wednesday morn-
ing, dismissed Trump’s speech as detached
from reality, saying the softer tone did not
match the administration’s hardline agenda
presented so far. “His speeches are populist.
They’re aimed at the working folks who sup-
ported him. But his governing and what he
does is hard right, favoring special interests
over the working class,” Schumer told CBS.

Nancy Pelosi, the leading Democrat in the
US House of Representatives, told MSNBC that
Trump gave a good sales pitch but has offered
little in the way of concrete proposals: “All
they have is rhetoric. We don’t have any reality
in terms of any legislation.” Congressional
Democrats said they liked Trump’s infrastruc-
ture program, his childcare tax credit, his call
to reduce the prices of prescription drugs, and
his vow to preserve some key elements of for-
mer President Barack Obama’s signature 2010
health insurance law.

Democrats remain troubled, among other
things, by Trump’s desire to slash domestic
programs to increase military spending, his
plans to reduce taxes for the wealthy and cor-
porations, as well as his aggressive policy to
deport illegal immigrants.  To be sure, the
more foreboding elements of Trump’s cam-
paign rhetoric were still present, albeit slightly
dialed-down. As he did during the campaign,
he portrayed a country in ruinous economic
shape and plagued by terrorism, drugs, gangs,
and illegal immigrants.

In coming days, the White House is likely to
release a revised version of its travel ban,
reigniting a controversy that overshadowed
the first weeks of Trump’s presidency. Trump
came into the address struggling with public
opinion. In an interview with Fox News he
acknowledged that he and his staff had not
been effective communicators. The most
recent Reuters/Ipsos tracking poll found
about 48 percent of Americans disapproved of
Trump’s performance, with 46 percent back-
ing him, poor numbers for a new president. 

Mackowiak said Trump’s address could
reverse his fortunes in a “crucial moment”
for his presidency. “His public support will
improve from this speech,” he said. But
John Geer,  a  publ ic- opinion exper t  at
Vanderbilt University, was not convinced.
“He’s going to have to do more than give
a speech.”  —Reuters

Trump tries to turn from divisive to dealmaker

As a traditional ruler, the Emir of Kano is expected
to dispense sage advice in matters temporal
and spiritual to his legions of followers across

Muslim-majority northern Nigeria. Like his counter-
parts dotted across the vast country of 180 million, he
is the proud guardian of the past and the customs that
define his people. But Muhammad Sanusi II has also
set himself up as a progressive social reformer, shaking
up long-held views and practices on marriage, includ-
ing polygamy, to make unions fairer - and safer.

For more than a year, a team of clerics and experts
assembled by the 55-year-old emir has been working
to end abuse in family life, he revealed last Sunday.
The 670-page document seeks to codify all aspects of
family life including marriage, divorce, child custody,
wills and inheritance, specifically to enforce and pro-
tect women’s rights. The report recommends stiff
penalties for domestic violence, early and forced mar-
riages, child begging and “the humiliation of women”
in homes, he added.

Means to marry 
Before being appointed emir in June 2014, Sanusi

was governor of the Central Bank of Nigeria and a uni-
versity lecturer. In that regard, he is one of a new gen-
eration of younger, more worldly traditional rulers in
Nigeria along with the Oba of Benin in the south, and
the Ooni of Ife in the southwest. But Sanusi’s attempts
to break with the past have met resistance in royal cir-
cles. Last month he cancelled plans to put a cap on the
cost of marriage, calling it oppressive against women
as it did not provide any measures to make it harder
for men to divorce wives.

Polygamy is widely practiced in northern Nigeria,
as Islam allows a man to take up to four wives. Sanusi
himself has three wives and a number of children. But
under his plans, anyone without the financial where-
withal would not be able to add a wife, given that
many men marry and divorce at will. Former wives
and children from those unions are abandoned and
with no social safety net, are forced to fend for them-
selves in Kano city, which has been in economic
decline since the 1980s. “If you father a child, you are
responsible for his upkeep and if you know you don’t
have the capacity to cater for him, then don’t bring
him to the world,” said Sanusi.

‘No turning back’ 
High rates of begging have been blamed on the

widespread belief in predestination among Muslims in
northern Nigeria, who expect God to provide for them
and their families, no matter how big. Campaigners
have warned that children especially are put at risk
from traffickers, drugs, sexual abuse and indoctrination
by extremists such as Boko Haram.

Sanusi has criticized those who defend the practice
as “tradition” and vowed to end the impunity of those
men who force their former wives and offspring onto
the streets. Some men have criticized the proposed
law, saying it will curb their rights to marriage and fam-
ily. But the emir, who has the backing of the state gov-
ernor Umar Ganduje, was unmoved. “Change is always
difficult to effect and people may not necessarily be
willing to accept and appreciate change,” he said. “But
people should be ready for the family code, there is no
turning back on this.”

Mass weddings 
Efforts have been made to address the impact in

Kano of the highest divorce rates in Nigeria, includ-
ing mass weddings initiated by the sharia or Islamic
law police, the Hisbah. Couples have to sign an
undertaking to explore all avenues if they are con-
sidering breaking up, and a man risks jail for divorc-
ing without the consent of the Hisbah. The “morality
police” also ensure the men have the means to sup-
port a wife and any children, while the state pays
the marriage expenses.

Attine Abdullahi, head of the Voice of Widows,
Divorcees and Orphans Association of Nigeria
(VOWAN), said they were “very happy” with Sanusi’s
proposals. “We have been fighting for an end to the
exploitation and dehumanization of women and chil-
dren in the name of marriage,” she said. “The institution
of marriage has been flagrantly abused by men in our
society out of sheer ego and I believe this law will
check such excesses when it comes into effect.” She
added: “If the emir succeeds in enacting the family law
we will have solved half the social ills confronting our
society today. The law will certainly tackle the endemic
social problems in our society from their roots, which is
the family.”  —AFP 

Emir of Kano 
tries to shake 
up family law

Donald Trump finally gave Republicans
what they’ve spent months begging
him to deliver: a pivot to presidential

behavior. The question now is how long it lasts.
Days, weeks, months - or simply until the next
tweet? Just a little more than a month into his
presidency, Trump clearly wanted to use his
first speech to Congress to reset a chaotic start
to his administration. Gone was the dark tone
that marked his inaugural address, replaced by
optimism and pleas for bipartisan support.
Standing before lawmakers, Supreme Court
justices and military leaders, the famously
unrestrained politician was softer, sober and
verged on diplomatic.

“I am here tonight to deliver a message of
unity and strength, and it is a message deeply
delivered from my heart,” he said, in the open-
ing of his hour-long speech. But while his
prime-time address to Congress and the nation
wrapped his nationalistic politics in prose that
was more presidential, it is unlikely to over-
come the deep divisions created by his first few
weeks in office. For a candidate who sold him-
self as a master dealmaker, Trump has shown
little inclination to get deeply involved with the
kind of nitty-gritty negotiating that defines the
legislative process.

That’s left the Capitol reeling. Republicans
have united control for the first time in decades
but no agreement over the specifics of long-
promised plans to repeal “Obamacare” and
revamp the tax code. The federal civil service is
in not-so-subtle revolt. And weeks of protests
and raucous town halls are putting fresh politi-
cal pressure on lawmakers from both parties to
resist his agenda. The stakes are high not only
in terms of policy but politics: If the GOP is
unable to make good on years of election
promises, they could enter the midterm elec-
tions in a far weaker position than expected.

Trump, meanwhile, faces record low
approval ratings - just 44 percent of Americans
approve of his job performance, according to a
new NBC News/Wall Street Journal survey. He’s
nearing the end of big achievements he can
enact by executive order, forcing him to rely
on Congress to turn the bold promises of his
campaign into actual achievements. Trump
needed to use his prime-time address to show
he could steady his flailing White House and
focus on the difficult work required to pass his
legislative agenda.

Still, he arrived at the Capitol in a blaze of
accusations, enraging his opponents before he
even entered the building. In the 24 hours
before his address, he blamed former President
Barack Obama for town hall protests and secu-
rity leaks, called House Minority Leader Nancy
Pelosi “incompetent” and said his generals, not
the commander in chief, were responsible for a
military raid in Yemen that killed a Navy SEAL.
In his speech, he called on Washington to
“work past the differences of party”.

The candidate who won the White House
by taking a hardline stance on immigration,
seemed to express openness to a bipartisan
immigration bill.  The president whose
administration spent much of its first weeks
in office battling with the media, intelligence
community, federal judiciary and even
Hollywood celebrities asked for an end to
“trivial fights”. And after questioning the
authenticity of a wave of bomb threats
against Jewish community centers, he con-
demned the flood of anti-Semitic attacks and
other racially motivated crimes.

For House GOP leaders, Trump came tanta-
lizingly close to backing their plan to overhaul
the tax code by imposing a new tax on imports
while exempting exports. He appeared to lend
support to the House Republican leaders’ plan
for Obamacare, by embracing “tax credits” and
health savings accounts. But on other issues,
Trump offered barely a blueprint for his initia-
tives. He repeated his campaign pledge to
make a $1 trillion investment in infrastructure,
adding no new details to a proposal that’s sure
to face fierce resistance from budget hawks.
Big promises to make childcare more afford-
able, ensure paid family leave, invest in
women’s health and a major education bill
were mentioned merely in passing.

There was no discussion of how his admin-
istration would fund any of the new - and
expensive - programs, putting him in direct
conflict with a Republican Party that’s long
focused on cutting the deficit. On foreign poli-
cy, he promised a massive expansion in mili-
tary spending, even as he made no mention of
Iraq or Afghanistan, where American troops are
still stationed. And he avoided commenting on
US-Russia relations, an area where he’s sparked
major controversy even within his own party,
making only a nebulous reference to an
America “willing to find new friends”. —AP

Trump pivot pleases 
GOP, but will it last?

Worried over Turkish advances in Syria’s
north, the Damascus regime has
formed an alliance of convenience

with the country’s Kurds to prevent their com-
mon enemy from gaining ground. President
Bashar al-Assad’s government has repeatedly
criticised Turkey’s operation in Syria, which saw
Ankara in late August send troops across the
border where they are working with local
rebels. Turkey’s invasion has also been fiercely
opposed by the US-backed Syrian Democratic
Forces, which is dominated by Kurdish fighters. 

“For the government, just as for the Syrian
Kurds, the enemy is (Turkish President Recep
Tayyip) Erdogan. They want to counter his
project of invading the border territory,” said
Waddah Abed Rabbo, editor-in-chief of Syria’s
Al-Watan daily.  “It’s completely normal that
the forces present on the ground would ally
with each other to block any Turkish advance
in Syrian territory. Now, Turkish forces are total-
ly encircled,” said Abed Rabbo, whose paper is
close to the government.

With help from Turkish air strikes, artillery,
and soldiers, Syrian rebels last week overran
the town of Al-Bab, the Islamic State group’s
last bastion in the northern province of
Aleppo. Syrian troops had advanced to the

southern edges of the town, but had been
ordered by their ally Russia not to enter Al-Bab
after Moscow struck a deal with Ankara.
Instead, regime fighters headed east, sweep-
ing across previously IS-held villages to link up
with the SDF south of its stronghold in Manbij. 

‘Surrounded on all sides’ 
In just 15 days, Assad’s army seized nearly

two dozen villages, including Taduf south of
Al-Bab, gaining approximately 600 sq km of
territory in Aleppo province. The advance
brought Syrian troops to territory just south-
west of Manbij and adjacent to SDF forces
there, said US-based Middle East expert
Fabrice Balanche. By sealing off that territory,
Balanche added, the regime has stemmed
Turkish ambitions of heading further east. “The
road to Raqa via Al-Bab is now cut for the
Turks. They also can’t attack Manbij from the
south,” Balanche added. 

Erdogan has insisted that Ankara wants to
work with its allies to capture Raqqa, the de
facto Syrian capital of IS’s so-called “caliphate”,
without the SDF. Turkey considers the SDF’s
biggest component - the Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG) - as “terrorists” because
of their links to an outlawed Kurdish militia in

southeast Turkey. But the SDF has a head start.
Since November, it has been battling to encir-
cle Raqqa with the help of US-led coalition air
strikes and is much closer to the city than the
Turkish-backed fighters.

The regime’s recent advance has boxed
Turkey in, according to the Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights monitoring group. “They’re
surrounded on all sides. The Kurds are to the
east, southeast, and west. The regime is south,”
said Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman.
“They don’t have a single road to Raqa except
via territory controlled by the Kurds or the
Syrian army,” Abdel Rahman said. “If they really
want to go, they only have two options: open-
ing up a front with the army or the Kurds, or
striking a deal with them.” 

‘Regime has not changed’ 
Such a deal would require the mediation

of either Russia - who has long backed the
Syrian regime and has recently developed
closer cooperation with Turkey on Syria - or
the United States, an ally to Ankara and SDF
backer. “The risk of confrontation is there.
But if the Turkish army heads towards Raqa,
it will only be after a deal with the United
States,” said Sinan Ulgan, who heads the

Centre for Economics and Foreign Policy
(EDAM) in Istanbul. 

While the SDF and Syria’s regime have a
shared interest in countering Ankara’s influ-
ence, the alliance is not foolproof. Regime
forces and Kurdish fighters have clashed sever-
al times across the northeastern province of
Hasakeh, and government officials frequently
criticize a Kurdish announcement last year of a
“federal system” to run affairs in northern Syria.
“The regime is against Kurdish independence,
but it doesn’t have the means to retake
Kurdish territory,” Balanche said. 

A high-level security source in Damascus
insisted that “Syria does not recognize the SDF
because the constitution stipulates that the
only military presence in Syria is the Syrian
army.” “But really, there are several legitimate
and illegitimate organizations involved in the
Syrian conflict,” the source conceded. Leading
SDF adviser Nasser Al-Hajj Mansour denied
that his group had struck a deal with the
regime, but acknowledged that the current sit-
uation is an incentive for cooperation over
confrontation. “The regime has not changed.
When it can, it will attack us. But today, local
and international dynamics will not allow it to
do so,” he said. —AFP

To counter Turkey, Damascus sidles up to Kurds


