
It was meant to be a rebound of sorts after his sum-
mer slide in polls, but the past week has proved
another series of stumbles for Donald Trump, beset
by his own propensity to stir controversy. The US
president’s approval rating had ticked up slightly in
recent weeks after bottoming out following his con-
tentious reaction to violence in Charlottesville,
Virginia in August. And he was al l  in as his
Republican Party unveiled its plan to reform the tax
system, a move he hopes will lead to his first major
legislative accomplishment of his term.

But politics, Mother
Nature, and Trump’s
penchant for posting
his infamous Twitter
barbs intervened, and
the positivity evapo-
rated in  a  ser ies  of
bru is ing  confronta-
t ions  and defeats .
Trump has  courted
controversy and faced
numerous crises dur-
ing his turbulent eight-month presidency. But he
has endured and caused both over the past week,
in extraordinary measure.

In the last eight days Trump has: Waged war
against American football players who kneel in
protest during the national anthem; saw his party’s
latest Obamacare repeal plan defeated; accepted a
cabinet member’s resignation for using expensive
charter planes for government travel; and faced a
mounting crisis in hurricane-ravaged Puerto Rico.

He also made what appeared to be a major politi-
cal miscalculation in a Republican Senate primary
race, backing the incumbent who wound up losing

definitively to a firebrand conservative in the
Tuesday run-off. On Saturday, as he hunkered down
in his golf club in leafy central New Jersey for a sec-
ond straight weekend, he unloaded on San Juan
Mayor Carmen Yulin Cruz, who had spent days
pleading for more and quicker aid to help her shat-
tered US island territory.

Her forceful requests were met by venom by a
president angry about her criticism of the response.
“Such poor leadership ability by the Mayor of San
Juan, and others in Puerto Rico, who are not able to

get their workers to
help,” Trump fumed on
Twitter Saturday. “They
want everything to be
done for them when it
should be a community
effort.” Trump claimed
there were now 10,000
federal workers on the
island “doing a fantas-
tic job”. But for days
Trump’s administration

appeared slow to respond, as Puerto Rican residents
struggled to find sufficient food, water, fuel, medical
care and electricity. Trump said reports critical of
the response were “fake news.” He is scheduled to
tour the US island of 3.4 million tomorrow.

‘Help, not bullying’ 
For many, his attacks on Mayor Cruz were beyond

the pale. “PR needs help, not bullying, from the
(president),” Democratic Senator Elizabeth Warren
said. Conservative commentator Erick Erickson also
weighed in. “I was going to say something in the
President’s favor this morning. I have deleted it. He

doesn’t deserve it,” Erickson said on Twitter. Trump
had won accolades for his administration’s handling
of two previous hurricanes: Harvey which hammered
coastal Texas, and Irma which lashed Florida. 

But in the days after Hurricane Maria devastated
Puerto Rico,Trump appeared obsessed instead over
the racial ly charged debate about game-time
protests by National Football League players, the
majority of whom are black. Trump has fanned
anger over the symbolic protests against racial
injustice, by claiming they disrespect America and
its veterans.

The controversy mushroomed, and led to several
NFL team owners joining in the on-field protests
and even criticizing the president’s remarks. After his
mayoral assault, he offered a series of more political-
ly correct messages about the need to unite to help
Puerto Rico “in their time of great need”. There were
other issues, too, that required his focus, including
recent revelations that Washington has opened a
channel of communication with North Korea to dis-
cuss its nuclear program, and the US withdrawal of
half its embassy personnel in Cuba over mysterious
attacks that have sickened diplomats.

But by late Saturday, a full week after the NFL
controversy swelled so dramatically, Trump was at it
again, tweeting a threat of sorts to the league and its
players. “Very important that NFL players STAND
tomorrow, and always, for the playing of our National
Anthem,” he wrote. Critics have warned that issues
like Trump’s anger over such protests are distractions
from a potential crisis that threaten the president:
Russia’s meddling in last year’s US election. The FBI
and congressional panels are conducting investiga-
tions into whether Trump’s team colluded with Russia
to sway the election in his favor. —AFP 
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FOCUS

Just a few years ago, Facebook and Twitter were
hailed as tools for democracy activists, enabling
movements like the Arab Spring to flourish. Today,
the tables have turned as fears grow over how social
media may have been manipulated to disrupt the US
election, and over how authoritarian governments
are using the networks to clamp down on dissent.
The latest revelations from Facebook and Twitter,
which acknowledged that Russian-backed entities
used their network to spread disinformation and
sow political discord, have heightened concerns
about the impact of social networks on democracy.

“Both services are ripe for abuse and manipula-
tion by all sorts of problematic people, including
hostile intelligence services,” says Andrew
Weisburd, a non-resident fellow with the Alliance
for Securing Democracy. The Alliance, a project cre-
ated this year to counter what it claims are efforts
by Russia undermine democracy and democratic
institutions, includes US and European researchers
worried about Moscow’s efforts. “What we have
seen from the Kremlin in recent years is a direct by-
product of what they have done to the Russian peo-
ple in order to keep (President Vladimir) Putin and
his cronies in power,” Weisburd said.

Researcher Tim Chambers writes in a paper for
the left-leaning New Policy Institute that the prolif-
eration of political “bots” or automated accounts to
make topics go “viral” such as those employed in
2016 are dangerous for elections and democracy.
“They fake petition signatures. They skew poll
results and recommendation engines,” Chambers
said. “Deceptive bots create the impression that
there is grassroots, positive, sustained, human sup-
port for a certain candidate, cause, policy or idea. In
doing so, they pose a real danger to the political and
social fabric of our country.”

Oxford University researchers said in a June
report that social networks like Facebook and Twitter,
which were intended to be a platform for free expres-
sion, “have also become tools for social control” in
many countries. Governments employ large numbers
of people “to generate content, direct opinion and
engage with both foreign and domestic audiences,”
said the report by the university’s Project on
Computational Propaganda. The researchers, who
studied social media in 28 countries, concluded that
“every authoritarian regime has social media cam-
paigns targeting their own populations.”

Bots, cyber troops 
In Turkey, for example, that has led to targeting

of opposition leaders’ social media accounts so that
others can launch a smear campaign. In other coun-
tries, governments create “bots” which amplify some
voices to create an artificial sense of popularity, the
researchers said. Some regimes employ “cyber
troops” or private contractors for this purpose.

Zeynep Tufekci, a North Carolina University soci-
ologist who studies social networks and activist
movements, said the platforms which helped enable
the Arab Spring are now being used against dis-
senters. “This is not necessarily Orwell’s 1984,” she
writes in her 2017 book, “Twitter and Tear Gas: How
Social Media Changed Protest Forever.” “Rather
than a complete totalitarianism based on fear and the
blocking of information, the newer methods include
demonizing online media and mobilizing armies of
supporters or paid employees who muddy the online
waters with misinformation, information overload,
doubt, confusion, harassment, and distraction.”

Russian ads in US 
In the United States, the disclosures by Facebook

and Twitter fueled concerns that disinformation
campaigns, likely from Russian entities, sought to
manipulate public opinion and polarize the elec-
torate ahead of the November election. Twitter
shared data with congressional investigators about
ads from Russia Today, a television group with links
to the Moscow government and which has been
accused by US intelligence services of meddling in
the election.

Twitter said RT spent $274,000 in 2016 on ads on
its site that may have been used to try to influence
the US election. Facebook also acknowledged foreign
entities linked to Russia paid to promote political
messages on the leading social network, potentially
violating US election laws. The Oxford researchers
said in a report Thursday that the campaign to spread
“junk news” during the 2016 presidential election via
Twitter appeared to target key states which could
sway the Electoral College results.

The researchers said that in the days leading up
to the election, “Twitter users got more misinforma-
tion, polarizing and conspiratorial content than pro-
fessionally produced news.” Weisburd said the
social media firms are “largely immune from respon-
sibility” in the legal sense, but that “in the court of
public opinion it is a different matter, and future US
legislation seems likely if they don’t address these
issues in a meaningful way.” —AFP

Social media and 
democracy: Optimism 
fades as fears rise

Trump winning week proves anything but

A decade on, Rawda Al-Zaanoun is at last
willing to forgive the gunmen who killed
her son during the civil war that split
Palestine. It has been painful, but she says
it is time. “He was hit with a bullet in the
back. He was a martyr,” the 54-year-old
said at an event in Gaza city to mark the
public reconciliation of families of people
killed in the war. “The decision was not
easy because the blood of our son is pre-
cious.  But we have given amnesty.

Her son Ala, a married father of two
and an officer in the Palestinian
Authority security forces, was killed in
June 2007 after he rushed out of his
house in Gaza City, having heard that his
uncle was injured in clashes between
rival Palestinian factions Hamas and
Fatah. Since that war a decade ago,
Fatah, led by the secular heirs of Yassir
Arafat, has run the West Bank, headed
the internationally recognised Palestinian
Authority and been responsible for all
negotiations with Israel.

Its rivals, the Islamist group Hamas, an
offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood,
drove Fatah out of Gaza and has run the
tiny coastal strip that is home to 2 million
people, nearly half of the population of
the Palestinian territories. The schism is
set to end today, when Hamas hands over
control of Gaza to a unity government.
Although it agreed to the arrangement
three years ago, the decision to imple-
ment it now marks a striking reversal for
Hamas, which is considered a terrorist
group by Israel, the United States and
most of the most powerful Arab countries.

“Hamas has made big concessions,

and every coming concession will be
stunning and surprisingly bigger than the
one that passed, so that we can conclude
reconciliation and this division must
end,” the chief of Hamas in Gaza, Yehya
Al-Sinwar, said during a meeting this
week with social media activists. If
Hamas has swallowed a bitter pill by
ending the feud, perhaps bitterest of all
is the role played by exiled former Gaza
security chief Mohammed Dahlan, once
Hamas’s fiercest foe who is now a lead-
ing player in regional efforts to pull Gaza
back into the Palestinian mainstream.

Officials on both sides of the
Palestinian divide and in other Arab
countries say Dahlan, based since 2011 in
the United Arab Emirates, is behind an
influx of cash to prop up Gaza, and a
detente between Hamas and Arab states
including Egypt. His office did not
respond to a Reuters request for com-
ment. Dahlan’s return to prominence
could have consequences for Palestinian
politics as profound as the reconciliation
itself.  As hated as he once was in Gaza
for trying to uproot Hamas, he is perhaps
even more reviled by the Fatah leader-
ship in Ramallah for challenging the
authority of President Mahmoud Abbas.
Ambitious and charismatic, he has long
been suspected of harbouring designs to
succeed the 82-year-old Abbas.

‘For the sake of Palestine’ 
Among the initiatives Dahlan has pro-

moted in Gaza is the reconciliation pro-
gram of families like the Zaanouns and 19
others, who each accepted a $50,000

blood money payment from an
Egyptian-Emirati charity fund in return
for publicly renouncing the demand to
avenge the deaths of their sons. Old
wounds will be hard to salve. Activists on
both sides hold memories of their ene-
mies shooting out kneecaps or torturing
each other in partisan prisons.

Zaanoun said her family took the deci-
sion to reconcile, despite their intense grief

over the loss of their son, “for the sake of
preventing bloodshed, for the sake of
blockaded Gaza and for the sake of
Palestine”. Dahlan has raised millions more,
financing mass weddings for hundreds of
young couples and distributing cash aid for
several thousand needy families. He has also
used a close relationship with Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi in particular
to regain his influence. — Reuters

How blood money, diplomacy and 
desperation are reuniting Palestine 

Shadi Abu Obeid (left), a member of the Palestinian Fatah
movement, is greeted by a relative after his release from a
Hamas prison in Gaza City yesterday. —AFP 
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