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Washington Watch

US racism is in 
the open, so is the 
fight against it
By Dr James J Zogby 

Iwas having lunch this week with an Arab friend and
before long, as expected, the conversation turned
to Donald Trump, the impact he is having on our

political life and the world’s perception of America and
the American people. He clearly understood the
degree to which Trump’s election, his policies, and his
all too frequent acts of incitement have helped to fuel
hostility toward America’s basic institutions and many
forms of bigotry - racism, hostility toward immigrants
and refugees, Islamophobia, and xenophobia. At one
point, however, he surprised me by saying “There’s
also silver lining to what Trump has done.” 

“What silver lining?” I asked. He went on to explain
that as a long-time observer of the American scene, he
felt that while racism and other forms of intolerance
have long defined American life, the very real threat
posed by Trump’s behaviors has forced a broad seg-
ment of American institutions and political leaders to
directly and forcefully face down these evils. As he put
it, “Your racism and the fight against it are now out in
the open.”

Five decades ago, the massive American civil rights
movement led the White House and Congress to pass
laws ending racial segregation, guaranteeing voting
rights, and expanding economic opportunities for
African Americans. These laws, despite the advances
they represented, did not end racism. They provided
some degree of justice for its victims, but the poison of
racial animosity continued to simmer under the surface
and was regularly exploited by Republican politicians
from Nixon to Reagan to Bush. 

It wasn’t until Bill Clinton that an American presi-
dent attempted to tackle racism head-on. His effort to
engage Americans in a national dialogue on race, was
well-conceived, but poorly executed and short lived.
Many good-hearted and thoughtful people were lulled
into the false belief that with the election of Barack
Obama, America had finally “transcended race.”
Unfortunately, as we were soon to learn, the
Republican party was determined to take the country
in the opposite direction by weaponizing Obama’s
“differentness” and using it to build opposition to the
new president. Republican slogans like “we want our
country back” sent the not so subtle message to white
voters that the Obama Administration wasn’t looking
out for them. 

Obama’s “differentness” also played out in
rightwing propaganda that “Obama is a Muslim” or
“Obama’s not American, he’s Kenyan” - and therefore
not a legitimate president. These notions were broadly
embraced by rank and file Republicans. They had a
devastating and lasting impact. In 2016 polling we
found that almost two-thirds of Trump voters believed
that Obama wasn’t a Christian and a majority weren’t
sure he was born in the United States. 

No forceful response 
For his part, President Obama was in a bind. He

clearly saw the way his opponents were exploiting
race and Islamophobia against him, but his ability to
push back was limited by the fact that he was the tar-
get of the attacks. What was needed to stem the
growth of this hate was a forceful response from
Republican leaders. Other than John McCain, who did
speak out on a few occasions, most GOP
Congressional leaders and presidential aspirants either
joined in fanning the flames of intolerance or silently
acquiesced to it. 

When Donald Trump burst onto the scene as a
2016 presidential candidate, Republicans were slow to
react. At first, they were convinced his candidacy
would implode. Each time he would commit an out-
rage, they would say to themselves - “this will be the
end of him.” Instead, he grew stronger because what
they failed to understand was that the beast of racism
and “fear of the other” that they had nurtured was now
poised to devour them. Some did publicly denounce
him, but even they eventually made their peace with
Trump because they feared losing the support of what
they called “his base” - that is, the inflamed mass of
voters who had felt ignored and betrayed and now felt
they had a champion. 

Unlike earlier GOP presidents, Trump didn’t exploit
fears with “dog whistles” or subtly coded messages.
He gave full-throated voice to voter anger and called
out and gave names to those whom they had come to
fear or feel had denied them their rightful inheritance
(Mexicans, Muslims, Blacks, and refugees) and those
whom they held responsible for this perceived injus-
tice (the media, coastal elites, the courts, and Obama
and Democrats, in general). 

While we Americans love to wax poetic about “our
values and our ideals,” many observers around the
world know our history and the problems that plague
our society. They know about our original sins of slav-
ery, genocide against indigenous people, imperial con-
quest of the North American continent, and the subju-
gation of its peoples. They also know about the persist-
ence of racism and the way it has impacted our society
and our policies - foreign and domestic.  What my Arab
friend was saying was that now the lid is off. Our racism
is no longer hidden or expressed in coded messages.

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

Towering dreams: 
Trump sought a 
Moscow landmark 
for decades 

Donald Trump had a dream of building a golden
100-story tower overlooking the Kremlin in
Moscow, the crowning achievement of his

global real estate empire. “Russia is one of the hottest
places in the world for investment,” he said in 2007.
“We will be in Moscow at some point.” But his pursuit
of the Trump Tower logo gleaming over the Russian
capital now threatens his presidency. On Thursday, his
former lawyer Michael Cohen admitted in a court fil-
ing that they pursued the project throughout the first
half of 2016 via contacts with Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s office, even after the real estate
tycoon had captured the Republican nomination for
the US presidency. 

Felix Sater, another Trump associate who worked
with Cohen on the project, told Buzzfeed and other
media that they even planned to gift the $50 million
penthouse to Putin - who is now accused by US
intelligence of helping Trump win the 2016 election.
“All the oligarchs would line up to live in the same
building as Putin,” Sater said. Cohen’s admission
contradicted previous claims he, Trump and Trump’s
family made that they had no business relations with
Russia at the time.

Trump on Thursday branded his onetime top assis-
tant an outright liar. Still, the billionaire added, pursu-
ing a deal with Russians during the 2016 presidential
race wasn’t illegal. “There was a good chance that I
wouldn’t have won, in which case I would have gotten
back into the business, and why should I lose lots of
opportunities?” Trump said.

30-year Moscow dream 
Trump was already one of the titans of New York

real estate, known for his gold-trimmed flagship
Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue, when he got the
Moscow bug in 1986 in a lunch with Soviet ambassa-
dor Yuri Dubinin. “Dubinin’s daughter, it turned out,
had read about Trump Tower and knew all about it,”
Trump recalled in his book “The Art of the Deal.”
“One thing led to another and now I’m talking about
building a large luxury hotel, across the street from
the Kremlin.” He traveled with then-wife Ivana to
view potential sites the following year. “It was an
extraordinary experience,” he wrote. “I was
impressed with the ambition of the Soviet officials to
make a deal.”

The tycoon was bogged down over the next
decade by multiple bankruptcies in his Atlantic City
casinos. By 1997, he was back at the idea, discussing
a possible casino project with rising political star
General Alexander Lebed. He knew there was money
and appreciation of his name: He was already selling
Trump-branded condominiums in Florida to rich
Russians. In the mid-2000s, Trump’s son Donald Jr
made a half-dozen trips to Russia. — AFP

The rules-based multilateral trading system, with the
WTO at its core, is the cornerstone of economic
globalization and free trade. It has made significant

contributions to promoting international trade, economic
growth and sustainable development. Since its accession
to the WTO, China has been a staunch supporter of the
multilateral trading system, advocating for the WTO to
play a greater role in global economic governance, and
taken firm position against protectionism.

At a time when the world economy is undergoing pro-
found changes and the multilateral trading system is
severely undermined by rising unilateralism and protec-
tionism, China supports necessary reform of the WTO, in
order to enhance its authority and efficacy.

Recently, China’s Ministry of Commerce has issued
“China’s Position Paper on WTO Reform”, which stated

three basic principles and five suggestions on WTO form.
The three basic principles are as follows:  Firstly, the

WTO reform shall preserve the core values of the multilat-
eral trading system; Secondly, the WTO reform shall safe-
guard the development interests of developing members;
Thirdly, the WTO reform shall follow the practice of deci-
sion-making by consensus.

The five suggestions are as follows: Firstly, the WTO
reform should upload the primacy of the multilateral trad-
ing system; Secondly, the priority of the reform is to
address the existential problems faced by the WTO;
Thirdly, the reform should address the imbalance of trade
rules and respond to the latest developments of our time;
Fourthly, the reform should safeguard the special and dif-
ferential treatment for developing members; Last but not
least, the reform should respect members’ development

models.  China is the largest developing country in the
world and is prepared to commit itself with what is com-
mensurate with its level of development and economic
capacity. However, China will never accept the denial of its
right in special and differential treatment as a developing
member state of the organization. 

The reform of the WTO is related to the interests and
development space of developing countries, including
China and Kuwait. China looks forward to strengthening
coordination and cooperation with Kuwait and other
developing countries in this field, together guiding WTO
reform process in the right direction, in order to bring the
goodness of the reform to the world economy and the
whole countries of the world.

NOTE: Provided by the spokesperson of the Embassy
of the People’s Republic of China in Kuwait

Guiding WTO reform process in the right direction

New wave of 
Myanmar youth 
activists look 
beyond Suu Kyi

Myanmar youth activist and television host Thinzar
Shun Lei Yi would once have called herself one of
Aung San Suu Kyi’s greatest fans. Now, she is one

of her most vocal critics. The 27-year-old belongs to a
small but high-profile group of liberal activists, many for-
mer die-hard Suu Kyi supporters, who are growing
increasingly disillusioned with the administration they vot-
ed into power with sky-high hopes three years ago. “I lost
my idol, I’m confused, frustrated and lost,” said Thinzar
Shun Lei Yi, who hosts an ‘Under 30’ talk show on a popu-
lar local website.

“Most of the activists and youths are now thinking:
‘What is next’, ‘What will happen?’, ‘What can we do?’ At
this stage, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi is going her own way
and nobody can intervene, and she won’t listen to civil
society organizations,” she said, using the honorific for
women in Myanmar. While Suu Kyi continues to inspire
devotion among many ordinary Burmese, the emergence
of a dissenting youth movement - driven by anger over her
handling of ethnic minorities, including the Muslim
Rohingya, as well as curbs on the media and civil society -
presents a new challenge for her administration.

At stake is the future of Myanmar’s transition
towards democracy after years of
military rule. With a general
election looming in 2020, the
country’s first civilian govern-
ment in decades is confronted
by growing divisions among
activists who once coalesced
around her National League
for Democracy party. NLD
spokesman Myo Nyunt said the
party was trying to win over
young people, increasing the
budget for education and sup-
porting vocational training pro-
grams. “The youth and the
people expected a lot from
our government,” he said.
“We couldn’t live up to their
expectations, we admit. But
we are doing our best.”

Suu Kyi took power in 2016
after a landslide election win, vowing
to continue democratic reforms and
end the country’s long-running civil
wars. Since then, the administration has
come under pressure over its response
to a military crackdown against the
Rohingya minority that the United Nations
has described as “ethnic cleansing” with
“genocidal intent”, as well as faltering peace talks
with ethnic armed groups and a stagnating
economy.

Free speech
Activists say the civilian government has

also become increasingly authoritarian, failing to use its
overwhelming parliamentary majority to scrap colonial-
era laws used to stifle dissent, while tightening restric-
tions on civil society. In recent months, they have staged
several protests, including an anti-war march in the com-
mercial capital of Yangon in May that ended in scuffles.
A total of 17 people were charged with unlawful protest,
including Thinzar Shun Lei Yi. Their trial is ongoing.
“Sensitive issues are banned, and protesters arrested
and beaten,” she said. “The National League of
Democracy, the party using the name of democracy,
must respect democracy and human rights.”

According to free speech organization Athan, which
means ‘Voice’ in Burmese, 44 journalists and 142 activists
have faced trial since the Suu Kyi government took power.
The group’s founder, poet and activist Maung Saung Kha,
is one of them. He was also among the protesters charged
alongside Thinzar Shun Lei Yi in May. Four months later,
in September, they both helped organize another demon-
stration, this time for free speech.

Facing the crowd, Maung Saung Kha - who is still an
NLD member - donned the orange shirt traditionally worn
by his party’s lawmakers and draped a green jacket resem-
bling military garb over it. Armed with a copy of the state-
run daily newspaper The Mirror, he began beating journal-
ists gathered nearby. “The government has failed to use its
power to protect people’s rights,” he told Reuters. Myo
Nyunt, the party spokesman, said the government was
cooperating with non-governmental organizations, but
their activities needed to be examined case-by-case. “If it
is not related to security or not a divisive issue among eth-
nics, we accept them,” he said. “We are going forward to
democracy so we acknowledge the role of NGOs, but we
have concerns that NGOs are being influenced by spon-

sors instead of being independent.”

‘Acknowledge Rohingya’
While she has no control over the mili-

tary, Suu Kyi has faced international criti-
cism for failing to defend the Rohingya,
more than 730,000 of whom fled a
sweeping army cracking in western
Rakhine state in 2017, according to UN
agencies. The crackdown was launched in

response to insurgent Rohingya
attacks on security forces.
Myanmar denies almost all the

allegations of atrocities made by
refugees, saying the army was carry-
ing out a legitimate campaign against
terrorists.

While many among Myanmar’s
Buddhist majority revile the Rohingya,

the young activists offer a rare sympa-
thetic voice. “We acknowledge Rohingya.
We totally denounce the fact that they are
referred to as ‘Bengali’,” said Maung Saung

Kha, referring to a term commonly used in
Myanmar to imply the Rohingya are interlop-

ers from Bangladesh, despite a long history in
the country. “We haven’t seen any acknowl-

edgement or punishment for the things that hap-
pened,” he said. “The refugees will not come back as

long as these people think of them as less than humans,
and that it is not a crime to kill them.” Khin Sandar,
another young activist facing unlawful protest charges,

spent months campaigning for the NLD ahead of the
2015 election but lost faith in Suu Kyi over her han-
dling of the Rakhine crisis. — Reuters


