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America’s traditional allies are desperately
seeking new friends as Donald Trump hails
the leaders of North Korea and China

instead, but may have to rely on themselves to
ride out the storm, analysts said. In the latest
blow from the country that is supposed to be
their closest friend, the EU, Canada and Mexico
found themselves hit Friday by punishing US tar-
iffs on steel aluminum imports. Recent months
have also seen Trump pull out of the Iran nuclear
deal, open a US embassy in Jerusalem, leave the
Paris climate pact and lambast NATO allies for
not paying their way.

European Commission chief Jean-Claude
Juncker said Thursday that “each time I think of
Trump, I am lost,” while EU trade commissioner
Cecilia Malmstrom said Friday that the tariffs
would further harm transatlantic ties. “The
Europeans and Canadians are on their own when
it comes to the US, at least until the next elec-
tion,” Judy Dempsey, editor in chief of Strategic
Europe, the blog of the Carnegie Europe think-
tank, told AFP. “The Europeans are competitors
for Trump in trade, on values and human rights.
With the authoritarian regimes he does not face
that and he seems much more comfortable with
the Russians, with North Korea, with the
Chinese,” Dempsey added.

‘Full-frontal assault’   
Trump’s onslaught on Washington’s allies has

been all the more disorientating as he turns on
the charm with a string of authoritarian states
long seen as US rivals. When not coaxing North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un into a landmark
nuclear disarmament summit, Trump has admir-
ingly called Chinese leader Xi Jinping a “world
class poker player” amid their own trade dispute. 

Trump has also defended his efforts to have a
“good relationship” with Russian President
Vladimir Putin, despite the assessment of US
intelligence agencies that Moscow meddled in
the 2016 US presidential election. “Trump’s full-
frontal assault against his allies has blurred lines
and caused incomprehension,” Elvire Fabry, sen-
ior research fellow at the Jacques Delors Institute
think-tank in Brussels, told AFP. The question for
Europe now is how to counter a president who
has called the EU a “vehicle for Germany”,
praised Britain’s Brexit vote, and lashed out at
NATO for freeloading.

Fabry said the Europeans were now pushing a
“new narrative” in which, as the world’s biggest
market of 500 million people, they will lead a
push to preserve the “regulated globalization”
that Trump is trying to overturn, Fabry said. For
that, they have tried to enlist the same country as
Trump has: China. In a symbolic step, EU diplo-
matic chief Federica Mogherini appeared along-
side the Chinese foreign minister in Brussels on
Friday just hours after the US tariffs took effect
to call for a “rules-based global order”. She also
cited trade deals that the EU is negotiating with
several countries including Mexico-which was
also hit by the new tariffs.

‘Pull together’   
But Dempsey warned that Europe had to rely

on itself. “They can build on those trade relation-
ships, but they are not a substitute for Europe’s
future direction,” Dempsey said. Just what that
direction is, however, remains unclear. Europe is
already under strain from internal crisis, with the
rise of a populist government in Italy sparking
fears of fresh turmoil in the eurozone and Spain
shaken by the ousting of its prime minister on
Friday. 

Dempsey said that Europe was badly lacking
the strong leadership of German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, whose power seemed to have
been sapped by her struggle to form a coalition
government and by her frosty relationship with
Trump. “Europe needs to pull together and show
unity,” Dempsey said, urging Merkel to get
behind the EU reform program of French
President Emmanuel Macron.

Europe is putting its credibility on the line
with its confrontation with Trump, said EU ener-
gy commissioner Miguel Arias Canete, who
became the first western official to visit Tehran
after Trump pulled out of the nuclear deal. The
EU has joined Russia and China in trying to keep
the deal alive despite heavy US sanctions on Iran.
“Can Europe stand strong in the face of US inter-
ests? The Iranians have their doubts. I think this
subject is crucial and will determine the role of
the EU,” Canete told AFP. 

The tensions threaten to come to a head when
Trump meets NATO leaders at a summit in
Brussels on July 11 and 12. “The very concept of
an ‘ally’ risks being called into question” at the
summit, said Fabry.—AFP 

Stunned US allies 
seek new friends;
tensions mount

On the path to authoritarianism
Dr James J Zogby 
President Arab American Institute

When Donald Trump was elected, I, like many oth-
ers feared what his presidency might do to the
country. A year and a half into his term in office,

our concerns have been justified. He and his team are dis-
mantling health care reform, erasing needed environmental
protections, casting aside international treaties and agree-
ments, exacerbating income inequality, and putting vulner-
able communities at risk. What I find as troubling as these
policies, however, is the profound damage he has done to
civil discourse and our political culture, and the danger
he poses to our democracy. There are warning signs that
he is taking us down the path to authoritarian rule from
which it will be difficult to recover. 

What are those signs? An aggrieved and angry con-
stituency, and a charismatic leader who is able to prey on
their discontent by creating a breakdown of trust in
democratic institutions and a fraying of social cohesion.
These are the guideposts on the path to authoritarianism
and they describe the trajectory of the Trump presiden-
cy.  A new president and Congress can undo some of
Trump’s destructive policies as quickly as they were
implemented. But the damage inflicted on our culture
and institutions will take generations to repair.  

There was a time when I would caution folks not to
pay attention to Trump’s tweets or to listen to his night-
club-style stand-up comedy routines. They were, I would
argue, distractions. He was making outrageous and obvi-
ously false statements only to take press attention away
from the destructive policies he was pursuing. In this, I
was only partially right. He was, to be sure, engaging in
classic misdirection. But, as we have come to see, the
tweets and rally speeches carry their own poison. 

As a case in point, in just the past week Trump has
launched a number of “twitter rants” in which he repeat-
edly attacked a variety of “enemies”. There were 75
tweets, in all, with one-half of them targeting his foes: the

media, the Department of Justice, the FBI, the courts,
Democrats, and, of course, Hillary Clinton. 

There were 10 tweets accusing the FBI of planting a
“highly paid spy” in his campaign, calling the law
enforcement agency “corrupt” and “dishonest”; 18 tweets
denouncing the “Fake witch hunt” against him; another 10
attacking the media as “corrupt”, “dishonest”, having a
“double standard”; and finally another dozen mentions of
Democrats, whom he accused of planting a “highly paid”
spy to infiltrate his campaign (which he termed
#Spygate) and coddling MS-13 killers. In the end, he says
those who were guilty of collusion were the Department
of Justice, the FBI, the Democrats, and Russia.  

While all of this might be described as political games-
manship or dismissed as the idle ranting or mere frustrat-
ed and disgruntled chatter, it is in fact quite dangerous.
Trump is, after all, the president and his tweets are read
by millions. They are given an even larger audience when
repeated by the well-established right-wing echo cham-
ber of Fox News and a host of websites and talk radio
programs. All of this has enabled him to spin a narrative of
distrust and discontent that has taken hold among his
aggrieved supporters. Central to his narrative is an
intensely divisive “us versus them” mindset, a complete
disregard of civility, and a dangerous erosion of confi-
dence in some of the basic institutions of our society.  

In an especially revealing interview a few months ago,
Trump explained to the interviewer that the reason he
focused on discrediting and demeaning the media and
other institutions was so that when they came after him,
his supporters would be inclined to disbelieve what was
being reported. And this is what has come to pass. Not
only has Trump used his tweets and speeches to foster
mistrust of the courts, the DOJ, and FBI, he has also
preyed on his supporters’ social, political, economic, and
cultural discontent by targeting for blame a number of
minority racial and ethnic communities. This has con-
tributed to fueling xenophobia and racism, legitimating
displays of unconscionable bigotry.    One example of the

impact of this world to which Trump has given birth was
on display this week when a Trump-supporter, TV star
Roseanne Barr launched an offensive and racist twitter
rant late one night. In one particularly egregious tweet
she described former Obama aide Valerie Jarrett as
being the offspring of the “Muslim Brotherhood and the
Planet of the Apes”. The ABC television network, that
carried her show, promptly responded by denouncing
her comments and canceling her contract.  Barr quickly
apologized in a tweet, but her supporters flooded her
twitter account with protests supporting her and ampli-
fying her racism. At first, Barr pleaded with them to stop
defending her, saying that her tweet was wrong and
inexcusable. Then, true to form, Barr shifted gears
assuming the role of the victim of unfair elites.   

Since Barr is known to be a supporter of Trump (and
he is a supporter of hers), all eyes were on the presi-
dent to see how he would respond. Here’s what he
wrote: “Bob Iger of ABC called Valerie Jarrett to let her
know that ‘ABC does not tolerate comments like those’
made by Roseanne Barr Gee, he never called President
Donald J Trump to apologize for the HORRIBLE state-
ments made about me on ABC. Maybe I just didn’t get
the call.” The net effect of Trump’s tweet was to dismiss
the uproar over Barr’s racism, to turn the tables by
accusing the network of a double standard, and to vali-
date his (and Barr’s) supporters sense of being victims
of a hostile media. 

It took America two generations to put the lid on the
type of overt displays of racism Barr exhibited in her tweet.
To be sure, racism didn’t go away but people learned to be
ashamed enough not to be public about it. In just a few
years, Trump has blown the lid away giving comfort to big-
ots of all stripes. He has used this and his other rhetoric to
build his movement of discontent, all the while discrediting
his opponents whether they be from the “other party”, law
enforcement, or the media. This is how democracies are
wounded and the path to authoritarianism is paved. There is
danger ahead.      

Governing Spain,
a headache for
new PM Pedro
Sanchez

Spanish Socialist leader Pedro Sanchez
heads a minority government sup-
ported by a hodgepodge of disparate

parties, including far-left Podemos, Catalan
separatists and Basque nationalists, which
will struggle to govern. Here are the main
challenges facing Sanchez, who became
prime minister Friday after a no-confidence
vote in parliament ousted Mariano Rajoy,
who has governed since 2011:

Pleasing Brussels and Podemos
With just 84 deputies in the 350-seat

parliament, the Socialists are also a
“minority within its coalition” of parties
that toppled Rajoy in parliament with 180
votes in favour of the no-confidence
motion, top-selling newspaper El Pais
observed. “Governing...with so little sup-
port will inevitably generate instability
and contribute to deteriorating confi-
dence in institutions,” the centre-left daily
wrote Friday in an editorial. Several ana-
lysts predict Spain will face early elec-
tions within a year. 

Sanchez will only be able to implement
policy initiatives “that allow him to obtain
an easy majority” in parliament, such as a
reform of an unpopular security law, said
Fernando Vallespin, political scientist at the
Autonomous University of Madrid. The
Socialist leader promised his “main priori-

ty” would be to respect Madrid’s deficit
reduction commitments to the European
Union and to implement the 2018 budget
designed by Rajoy’s conservative Popular
Party government. 

This puts him on a collision course with
Podemos, whose pony-tailed leader Pablo
Iglesias has repeatedly called for greater
social spending. Iglesias wants Sanchez’s
government to include members of his par-
ty, which was born in 2014 out of fatigue
with Rajoy’s harsh austerity measures
imposed during Spain’s financial crisis. To
please his ally, Sanchez could reverse a
labor marker reform designed  by Rajoy in
2012 that makes it easier and less expen-
sive for companies to fire workers, said
Vallespin.

Managing Basques and Catalans
Sanchez’s decision to respect the 2018

budget-which his Socialists had voted
against-was aimed in large part at wooing
the Basque Nationalist Party (PNV). Its
support had been crucial for the success of
the no-confidence vote against Rajoy. But
even with this concession, PNV lawmaker
Aitor Esteban warned Sanchez’s minority
government would be “weak and difficult,
complicated.”

“This is going to be a constant bing,
bang, boom,” he added. Esteban said he
hopes Sanchez will maintain its policies
towards the “Basque and Catalan nations”.
The Socialists have traditionally been more
open to dialogue than Rajoy’s PP to
resolve tensions over separatist pushes in
Catalonia and the Basque Country.

This stance could prove unpopular for
Sanchez, already accused by the right of
coming to power with the help of “friends”
of recently disbanded Basque separatist
group ETA. When it comes to Catalonia,
Sanchez has said he wants to “build

bridges” with the region’s new separatist
government. “The right-wing opposition
will certainly focus its attacks on this
point... The Sanchez government will need
to be very careful,” said political scientist
Joan Botella of the Autonomous University
of Barcelona. The hard line adopted by the
Socialists in recent months against
Catalonia’s separatist push should protect
them from criticism, he added.

Nonstop election campaign 
With the prospect of early elections

high, there is a risk that a Sanchez govern-
ment will be seen as running a permanent

election campaign, said Vallespin. “What
the Socialist party wants is to lead news-
casts every day,” he said. Sanchez will have
to be careful not to “lose too much voice in
the centre” of the political spectrum. His
success will “depend a great deal on his
ability not to fell into the radicalism which
Podemos will try to impose on him,”
Vallespin added. A Socialist-led govern-
ment will be “marginally negative for eco-
nomic policy”, said Eurasia Group analyst
Federico Santi. “It would likely result in a
slow-down in the fiscal adjustment, intro-
duce the risk of fiscal slippage, put earlier
reforms at risk,” he added.— AFP 

MADRID: Spain’s new Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez (left) shakes hands with outgoing
premier Mariano Rajoy next to Spain’s King Felipe VI during a swearing-in ceremony
at the Zarzuela Palace near Madrid yesterday.— AFP 


