
McCain and
Trump: No 
love lost 

One of John McCain’s final wishes,
as he struggled against a devas-
tating brain cancer, could not

have been more clear: He made it known
that he did not want Donald Trump to
attend his funeral. The two men never
pretended to like each other. It was not
just their clashing personalities or vastly
dissimilar backgrounds. Their differences
were fundamental, their values dramati-
cally at odds, and their disagreements
public and pointed.

When Trump announced his candida-
cy for the Republican presidential nomi-
nation in June 2015, suggesting that
many Mexican immigrants were crimi-
nals and “rapists”, McCain denounced
him for using language that “fired up the
crazies”. Trump’s response: McCain was
a “dummy” who had barely managed to
graduate from the US Naval Academy.

Never one to give in, Trump then
attacked the former navy pilot over what
might have seemed his least vulnerable
point: The military career - including
more than five years as a wounded and
tortured prisoner of war in Vietnam - for
which he received a slew of decorations
including the Silver Star, the Legion of
Merit and three Bronze Stars. Trump,
who received serial deferments and did
not serve in the military, said that
McCain was “a war hero (only) because
he was captured,” adding, “I like people
that weren’t captured.” That comment
that drew widespread condemnation,
including from several veterans groups.

McCain’s response starkly illustrated
the two men’s different characters: The
senator sought no apology on his own
behalf but said that Trump did owe an

apology “to the families of those who have
sacrificed in conflict” and of those taken
prisoner while “serving their country”. The
rise of Trump’s populist candidacy in 2016
was widely seen as a disavowal of
McCain-style Republicanism and of the
more establishment approach he took
during his own presidential run in 2008.

Eight years later, here was a man who
openly professed his love of money, who
had avoided military service because of
a foot problem he later said had healed
itself, a man who bragged about greas-
ing the wheels for his New York real
estate empire by donating to both
Democrats and Republicans, a man who,
in short, unapologetically flouted the
long-established traditions of American
politics and the presidency. As McCain
pursued his own re-election to the
Senate in 2016, he broke with his party’s
nominee after a video aired in which
Trump could be heard bragging that
when he saw beautiful women he would
sometimes “grab ‘em by the p***y”.
McCain announced that he would
instead vote for “some good conserva-
tive Republican who is qualified to be
president.” 

Putin and Trump 
One day in Nov 2016, not long after

Trump’s surprise victory over Democrat
Hillary Clinton, the Arizona senator
exploded when journalists in the
Capitol continued to pummel him with
questions about the incoming president:
“Do not ask me about Donald Trump. I
do not want to be rude to anyone, but I
do not want to be asked about Donald
Trump.” It was not an easy vow to carry
out, given Trump’s undeniable talent for
dominating political debate even while
blowing up long-established norms and
tenets of American domestic and for-
eign policy.

But what most scandalized the aging
senator was the new president’s persist-
ent refusal to acknowledge and confront
Russian meddling in the US political
process. As time went on, McCain’s
resistance grew more direct and his
words sharper. As chairman of the
Senate Armed Services Committee he
opened his own inquiry into Russian
interference. And when he heard
Trump’s accommodating words toward
Russian President Vladimir Putin when
the two met in July in Helsinki, he could

contain himself no longer.
“Today’s press conference in Helsinki

was one of the most disgraceful per-
formances by an American president in
memory,” McCain said in a blistering
statement. “The damage inflicted by
President Trump’s naivete, egotism, false
equivalence, and sympathy for autocrats
is difficult to calculate.” Even as
McCain’s health ebbed, he missed few
opportunities to lash out at the presi-
dent. He was one of just three
Republican senators to vote against -
and thus defeat - a Trump-backed effort
to repeal Barack Obama’s signature
healthcare law. That single vote earned
lasting disdain from the president.

But McCain did not back down. In an
op-ed article in the Washington Post, he
called the president “impulsive” and
“often poorly informed”. In a prepared
speech that seemed directed at the
president and his aides, McCain
denounced the “spurious nationalism” of
people who “would rather find scape-
goats than solve problems”. And when
an Oct 2017 interview turned to the
subject of service in the Vietnam War -
a profoundly marking experience in
McCain’s own life - he did not hold
back. “One aspect of the conflict, by the
way, that I will never countenance is that
we drafted the lowest-income level of
America, and the highest-income level
found a doctor that would say that they
had a bone spur,” he said. “That is
wrong. That is wrong.” 

The allusion to the medical deferment
that saved a young Donald Trump from
serving in that war could not have been
clearer. The patent contempt the two
men displayed for each other showed no
sign of fading, even as McCain contin-
ued to weaken. A few weeks ago, Trump
could not even bring himself to say
McCain’s name during a signing cere-
mony for a defense funding bill that fel-
low senators had named in the Arizona
lawmaker’s honor. — AFP

Venezuela has seen a mass exodus of citizens
fleeing poverty, hyperinflation, failing public
services and shortages of basic necessities.

Here, AFP looks at how this situation came about and
its impact not just on the country, but also on South
America as a whole.

What is the scale of Venezuelan migration?
According to the United Nations, 1.6 million

Venezuelans have been displaced in the region since
2015 as the fallout from the country’s economic crisis
took hold. It says 2.3 million Venezuelans are now living
abroad but others put the figure much higher. The
Central University of Venezuela’s diaspora think-tank
says 3.8 million people have left the country since
socialist revolutionary Hugo Chavez came to power in
1998. Venezuelan sociologist Tomas Paez says between
10 and 12 percent of Venezuelans currently live abroad
in more than 90 countries. Traditionally, the majority
were in Colombia, the United States and Spain - but
Peru has seen the biggest influx percentage-wise since
2015 with the numbers increasing more than 150-fold.
As most are leaving on foot, it’s an arduous journey in a
continent that has an area of 17.8 million sq km. Many
end up sleeping in makeshift camps or on the streets,
living off food donations and trying to earn scraps
cleaning car windows at traffic lights.

Why did this happen? 
It all began when president Hugo Chavez entered

office in 1999, according to Paez, but the crisis has
accelerated since current President Nicolas Maduro’s
assumption of power in 2013. Venezuela’s over-reliance
on its vast oil reserves - 96 percent of its earnings
come from crude - caused a problem when the price

plummeted in 2014, causing shortages of foreign capi-
tal. The government’s response was to print more mon-
ey, but that only pushed up inflation, ushering in four
years of recession. Paez says “insecurity” and the
“repudiation of the... ownership of one’s own life,” are
the main factors driving Venezuelans to flee the coun-
try. Add to that “economic deterioration ... the terrible
scarcity and value of the bolivar” and the situation has
become “a humanitarian crisis,” Paez argues.

How does it affect Venezuela?
Initially the country was hit by a brain drain and an

exodus of capital. “At first the immigration was by peo-
ple with capital and a university education,” said
Alfonzo Iannucci, who runs a website that diffuses tes-
timonies from the Venezuelan diaspora around the
world. Tomas Perez Bravo, of the Central University of
Venezuela diaspora think-tank, says now there is only
one type of person leaving the country. “The poor are
leaving because now everyone is poor.”

He adds they are fleeing on foot “not because
they’re not chemists, sociologists or engineers” but
because “it would take 30 years to save up for an air-
plane ticket”. Carlos Malamud, Latin American analyst
at the Elcano Royal Institute think-tank in Madrid, says
the exodus is a deliberate ploy orchestrated by
Maduro, who’s “using migration as a political weapon
against the opposition.”

How does it affect the region? 
Iannucci says “the avalanche of Venezuelans” has

“collapsed” border towns ill-prepared for such an
influx, such as Paracaima and Boa Vista in Brazil’s
Roraima state. Venezuelan migrants were blamed for a
rise in petty crime and competition for jobs and hospi-

tal beds there, leading a band of local vigilantes to
torch migrant camps and chase them back over the
border. “We’re close to breaking point,” said Roraima
state government secretary Marcelo Lopes.

But Iannucci thinks things are going to get worse:
“This is just the tip of the iceberg.” The impact isn’t
entirely negative, though, and can also be of great ben-
efit to host countries, Perez Bravo says. “In Argentina
they say that those arriving are young, entrepreneurial
and well-qualified. “Some 60 percent of doctors apply-
ing for jobs in Chile are Venezuelan.” Peru and Ecuador
both announced stricter border controls before then
easing them. Ecuador is organizing a meeting of 13
Latin American countries next month while the UN is to
set up a special team to ensure a coordinated regional
response to the crisis.

How does it compare to other migrations?
In terms of numbers it has already surpassed the

Cuban exodus following Fidel Castro’s revolution that
toppled the Fulgencio Batista dictatorship. Around 1.4
million Cubans fled to the US with another 300,000
heading for other parts of Latin America, the Caribbean
and Europe, according to the Washington-based
Migration Policy Institute think-tank. But that was over
six decades, not four years.

Most Cuban migrants went to the US, but “Latin
American societies aren’t prepared for such wide-scale
arrivals,” says Malamud. The Venezuelan exodus “is a
complete crisis”. “Given the distances covered, this
phenomenon could be compared to the refugee crisis in
Syria,” he said. According to the UN, 5.6 million
Syrians have fled the country while another 6.6 million
are internally displaced as a result of seven and a half
years of brutal civil war. — AFP 
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There is little evidence to back up Donald
Trump’s persistent claim that social media
firms “silence” or “censor” conservatives, but

the notion has nonetheless gathered widespread
acceptance among his considerable following. The
US president returned to the topic on Friday with a
tweet saying: “Social Media Giants are silencing mil-
lions of people... People have to figure out what is
real, and what is not, without censorship!”

The comments marked the second time in a week
Trump has attacked tech platforms over alleged
political bias. Days earlier, he tweeted that “Social
Media is totally discriminating against
Republican/Conservative voices. Speaking loudly
and clearly for the Trump Administration, we won’t
let that happen.” Both Twitter and Facebook deny
bias in policing their platforms, and various studies
suggest conservatives are thriving on social media.

Still, a Pew Research Center survey released in
June found 43 percent of Americans think major
technology firms support the views of liberals over
conservatives, and 72 percent accepted the idea that
social media platforms actively censor opposing
political views. Among Republicans and Republican-
leaning independents, a whopping 85 percent said
they think social media sites intentionally censor
political viewpoints, Pew found. The blocking of Alex
Jones, who operates the conspiracy theory site
Infowars, has given ammunition to those claiming
motivations behind bans.

And on Friday, a US House committee announced
that Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey and other tech execu-
tives will appear before a panel on September 5.
Dorsey acknowledged in a recent CNN interview
that the company’s bias “is more left-leaning” but
that this is not reflected on the platform. “The real
question behind the question is, are we doing some-
thing according to political ideology or viewpoints?
And we are not. Period,” Dorsey said.

‘Game the refs’
According to Angelo Carusone, president of the

left-leaning media watchdog group Media Matters
for America, conservatives are railing at social media
firms “to game the refs,” and put more pressure on
the platforms. Carusone said this strategy worked in
2016 when Facebook “essentially fell for a fake news
story” after claims of bias against conservatives and
eliminated its “trending topics” section. Social media
firms are to blame in part, because “in an attempt to
mollify their right wing critics they have reinforced
and validated the critiques even though they are
baseless,” he said.

Carusone said a study by his group and another
by the social media monitoring firm NewsWhip
found no systematic bias on tech platforms and con-
cluded that conservatives had substantial presence
on tech platforms. But the loud complaints from the
president and his supports can still influence public
opinion even if the claims are untrue, notes  Jeff
Hemsley, a Syracuse University professor of informa-
tion studies. “Conservatives have long held the view
that all media is liberal, so this is an old complaint
they’re now applying to social media,” Hemsley said.

Algorithms, legal questions 
Complicating the debate is how social media

feeds are organized by algorithms based on user
profiles. While some users might claim bias, “the
algorithms take into account your interests, your
habits and those collectively can influence what you
see,” said Liz Woolery, a policy analyst at the
Washington-based Center for Democracy and
Technology. Trump’s assault however raises of host
of legal and political issues about the rights and obli-
gations of social media platforms.

As private entities, they can set their own terms. If
they are not public spaces they can’t be accused of
censorship. Conversely, the president’s threats could
be viewed as an infringement of the constitutional
rights of the companies, legal scholars say. “Even if
social media providers were biased against conserva-
tives (and there is no evidence to support this), they
would be fully permitted to do so - just like the con-
stitution protects Fox News’s or Breitbart’s strong
editorial biases,” Eric Goldman, co-director of the
High-Tech Law Institute at Santa Clara University,
said in a blog post. “As a result, any action Trump
might take against social media providers would be
clearly and unambiguously unconstitutional.”

Still, social media firms could face pressure from
the unrelenting attacks by the president, said
Hemsley. “I’m not sure the president has much legal
recourse but I wouldn’t put it past this administration
to try to institute laws that give the government more
control over media in general and that includes social
media,” said Hemsley. — AFP 
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