
SINGAPORE: Steadily, almost warily, the two leaders approached
each other on a colonnaded verandah, their hands outstretched as
a gaggle of media watched from a platform and the rest of the
world looked on. Weeks in the making after decades of war,
antagonism and venom, the first encounter between North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un and Donald Trump was a crucial moment.
Within the first minute in Singapore, the US president had pro-
claimed, he would know whether a deal over the North’s nuclear
arsenal was possible.

The drive to the venue took both men through the tourist
enclave of Sentosa island and past the towers of Shrek’s castle at
a Universal Studios theme park. But they emerged from their lim-
ousines grim and unsmiling, and the first few moments of their
meeting appeared uneasy. As the two shook hands for around 13
seconds, Trump reached out to touch Kim’s shoulder, looking
down at the shorter man as he spoke. The two turned to face the
cameras in front of a dozen American and North Korean flags,
upright and unsmiling.

But as Trump ushered the North Korean towards their meeting
room, Kim’s lips creased into the beginnings of a smile, and the
two men visibly relaxed the moment they turned off the stage at
the Capella Hotel. They chatted and smiled as they went into the
first-ever one-on-one encounter between a leader of the North
and a sitting US president. The first minute of the meeting, Trump
said, had felt “really great”. “I think it’s going to be really success-
ful and I think we will have a terrific relationship, I have no doubt.”

‘Not easy’ 
Held on a former British military base, the summit came 65

years after Pyongyang’s Chinese-backed forces fought the US-led
UN coalition to a standstill in the Korean War, and followed years
of increasing tensions over the North’s banned nuclear and ballis-
tic weapons programs. According to the South Korean news

agency Yonhap, it was the first time the US and North Korean
emblems had been officially displayed side-by-side since the New
York Philharmonic played a concert in Pyongyang in 2008.

In Seoul, South Korean President Moon Jae-in - whose country
remains technically at war with the North - watched live ahead of a
cabinet meeting. “I, too, could hardly sleep last night,” he told his
ministers, hoping for a “new era
among the two Koreas and the
United States”. Sitting across from
Trump at a small side table, Kim told
the US president through a transla-
tor: “It was not easy to get here. The
past worked as fetters on our limbs
and the old prejudices and practices
worked as obstacles on our way for-
ward,” he went on, his listener look-
ing him in the eye and nodding. “But
we overcame all of them and we are
here today.” Trump responded
“That’s true,” before another hand-
shake - smiling this time - and a thumbs-up from the US president.

The clasps represented an agreement to overcome decades
of hostile relations, said Koh Yu-hwan, professor at Dongguk
University. It was more formal than Kim’s encounters with his
neighbors - the North Korean leader used both hands when he
met Chinese President Xi Jinping, and embraced the South’s
President Moon Jae-in at  their  second summit in the
Demilitarized Zone last month. But Koh told AFP: “Right now,
it’s the first meeting between the heads of two enemy states so
they can’t exchange friendly hugs. “Technically, we are still in a
state of war,” he added. “But if the talks go well, they could
end it with a hug.” 

In their first moments of meeting each other, Trump and Kim

both sought to project a sense of command but displayed some
anxiety at the start of their high-stakes summit. Body language
experts said that in the 13 seconds or so the US president held on
to the hand of Kim for the first time, he projected his usual domi-
nance by reaching out first, and patting the North Korean leader’s
shoulder. Not to be outdone, Kim firmly pumped Trump’s hand,

looking him straight in the eye for
the duration, before breaking off to
face the media. “It wasn’t a straight-
out handshake,” said Allan Pease, an
Australian body language expert
and author of several books on the
topic, including “The Definitive
Guide to Body Language”. “It was
up and down, there was an argy-
bargy, each one was pulling the
other closer. Each guy wasn’t letting
the other get a dominant grip,” he
told Reuters by telephone from
Melbourne.

Ahead of the meeting, Trump had said he would be able to
work out within the first minute whether his North Korean coun-
terpart was serious about making peace. Projecting authority
comes easily to Trump, who as a global leader, businessman and
former television personality is well-versed in using body lan-
guage effectively. He also has a height advantage over Kim. While
both men walked to the library where they held their first face-to-
face meeting, Trump sought to ease any tension in the air by chat-
ting to Kim, and letting him walk slightly ahead.

Trump, however, maintained control over the chat by patting
Kim, and using his hand to guide him, who is almost half his age,
into the room. Kim also patted Trump, in an attempt to assert con-
trol. He mainly looked down, listening, as Trump spoke, but did

look up at several times during the conversation. “Donald Trump
was talking in conciliatory terms, almost submissive, but his body
language was clearly saying ‘I am in charge here’,” Pease said. “If
you didn’t know who these people were, you’d say the big guy
was the father and the little guy is the son.”

Desire for dominance
Karen Leong, Managing Director of Singapore-headquar-

tered Influence Solutions, said Trump did not display any of the
hostility seen at the G7 summit in Canada last week, during which
the US leader blasted allies including the European Union and
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau over trade. A photograph
showing Trump sitting with his arms folded as German Chancellor
Angela Merkel speaks was seen as defining the acrimonious
nature of those talks.

Still, Trump’s desire for dominance was on display. “Whenever
they’re shaking hands, you can see the whites of their fingertips -
these two guys are alpha males,” Leong said. “They both want to
show dominance and that is why there’s this bone-crushing hand-
shake.” However, Leong said both found it difficult to conceal
their nervousness once they were seated, with Trump displaying
a slanted smile, and fidgeting with his hands and Kim leaning and
staring at the ground. “Trump is a gambler and he’s gambling on
being able to rein in North Korea like a parent does to naughty
child,” Leong said.  

This contrasted with Kim, who had comparatively less to lose,
having already scored a major win through Trump’s agreement to
meet him. Kim’s first major interaction with the international com-
munity also betrayed a sense of awe and wonder as he faced the
rapid fire shutters of photographers in the opulence of the
Singapore luxury hotel where the meeting took place. “Kim
looked a bit like a kid in a theme park: Not intimidating, excited
and a bit nervous,” Pease added. — Agencies 
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SINGAPORE: US President Donald Trump (right) shakes hands with North Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un as they sit down for their historic US-North Korea summit at the Capella Hotel on Sentosa island yesterday. — AFP 

Kim and Trump reach hands across history
‘Alpha male’ handshakes, but body language shows some nerves

Tensions, 
then smiles

Summits fuel 
questions about 
Trump’s embrace 
of autocrats
SINGAPORE: Donald Trump’s warm embrace
of North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un after a
spectacular bust-up with G7 allies is the lat-
est example of what critics say is a worrying
penchant for autocrats. The backslapping,
smiles and handshakes in Singapore yester-
day stood in conspicuous contrast to the fur-
rowed brows and piercing looks of a summit
just days before in Canada. Whereas Trump
looked tired and annoyed in Quebec, where
he was surrounded by leaders of democra-
cies, he could barely have been more relaxed
around the lunch table with Kim - a man who
overseas industrial scale human rights abuses
and is suspected of ordering the assassination
of his own brother last year.

“Getting a good picture everybody?” he
joked with photographers before sitting down
to ice cream with Kim, “so we look nice and
handsome and thin.” At a post-summit press
conference, Trump praised Kim as “very
smart” and a “very good negotiator,” in the
same breath as warning critical statements by
Canada’s prime minister would cost the coun-
try “a lot of money”. Trump’s embrace of
strongmen and autocrats has long been a
point of contention at home. He has repeated-
ly praised Russian leader Vladimir Putin and
has voiced admiration for Philippine President
Rodrigo Duterte, whose drug policies have
resulted in thousands of deaths.

But the juxtaposition of Trump’s treatment
of Kim and his disdain for G7 friends has
pushed criticism to new levels. “The president
disrespects our closest allies and gives a pass
to dictators,” said Democratic congress-
woman Nanette Barragan. “I never thought I
would see the day.” For Trump’s fiercest crit-

ics, it is just more evidence of a dangerous
predilection for authoritarian figures. “How
long will you remain silent as President Trump
lays ruin to our alliances and tears apart the
very fabric of our democracy?” Democrat
Adam Schiff asked his Republican colleagues.
“Patriots do not stand mute when our country
is in jeopardy, no matter what party occupies
the White House.”

Trump’s joint stroll and bonhomie with
Kim was too much even for some of the party
faithful. “If Obama had had the last 24 hours
that Trump has had, the GOP would be
demanding his impeachment,” said prominent
Republican commentator Erick Erickson. The
White House has balked at the notion that
Trump is more comfortable around strong-
men than fellow democrats. When a CNN
reporter put the point to Trump in Canada,
Trump denounced him as “fake news” and his
national security advisor John Bolton laughed
derisively. 

But some observers say there are more
personal, less ideological, reasons for Trump’s
behavior - he likes people who praise him.
The Putins, Kims and Dutertes of the world
have been more than willing to lavish praise
when needed. Putin has variously called
Trump “brave” for meeting Kim and heralded
his business acumen. — AFP

Nobel in the 
offing for 
Trump, Kim?
OSLO: Could their historic Singapore summit earn
Donald Trump and Kim Jong Un a Nobel Peace
Prize? Maybe, but it’s still early days, say experts.
The US president and the North Korean leader yes-
terday signed an agreement which, while short on
details, reaffirmed Pyongyang’s commitment to the
“complete denuclearization of the Korean
Peninsula”. Some commentators and politicians have
suggested the pair be awarded a Nobel for their
efforts. But experts say the prestigious prize - at
least for now - may remain elusive for the duo.

Timing and personalities count against both
leaders, they say. Trump has given a seismic shock
to international diplomacy by, among other things,
pulling the US out of a landmark nuclear deal with
Iran, while Kim is guilty of numerous human rights
violations. And then there is the question of whether
their process bears fruit. The diplomacy of disarma-
ment is invariably risk-laden, complex and long. 

“It’s too early,” Asle Sveen, a historian who spe-
cializes in the Nobel prize, said of the prospects for
a Kim-Trump award. “But if (the agreement) were to
lead to real disarmament on the Korean peninsula, it
would be very difficult to not award them the prize.
It would be a bizarre situation, but that’s happened
in the past, that people with a pretty violent past
have received the Nobel Peace Prize,” he said.

Even before the Singapore summit, several peo-
ple, including South Korean President Moon Jae-in,
former US president Jimmy Carter and British
Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson, suggested Trump
could deserve the Nobel. One fake Nobel Peace
Prize nomination for Trump has already been invali-
dated after a case of identity fraud was uncovered
earlier this year. But 18 Republicans have nominated
him for 2019 in recognition of “his tireless work to
bring peace to our world.”

Ten years after it awarded the Peace Prize to the
newly-elected Barack Obama in a move that was
widely mocked as being premature, the Nobel com-
mittee does not want to repeat past mistakes. And in
2000, the Nobel was awarded to then South
Korean president Kim Dae-jung for his reconcilia-
tion efforts with the North, which turned out to be
little more than “a public relations campaign,” said

Henrik Urdal, the head of the Peace Research
Institute of Oslo (Prio). “I think they’ll probably wait
to see some pretty significant results before giving
another prize in that direction,” Urdal told AFP.

Dan Smith, the head of Stockholm peace
research institute SIPRI, agreed the Nobel would
be premature. “Today’s agreement is a good first
step but the journey is long and complicated. Other
things President Trump has done - most notably
withdrawing from the Paris Climate Agreement,
which is crucial for global security, and destabiliz-
ing the Iran nuclear deal, which is crucial for
Middle East regional stability - are much less posi-
tive for peace.” 

‘Blood on their hands’ 
If real progress were to be made on the Korean

peninsula, the Nobel committee would find itself in a
bit of a dilemma, given the track record of the two
main actors. “Many of those who have received the
Peace Prize have had quite a bit of blood on their
hands,” noted Urdal. “The question is whether they
did enough good that it washes out the blood.
Neither Trump nor Kim Jong Un have done enough
this year to win the prize.” 

Geir Lundestad, who served as the influential

secretary of the Nobel committee between 1990
and 2014, used to say that the “Nobel is not a prize
for saints”. 

“But you don’t have to push this logic to the
extreme either,” he told AFP yesterday. He hailed
the Singapore summit but expressed skepticism
about the possibility of a Nobel at this stage.
“These two people have a lot of baggage: Kim is
one of the worst dictators in the world and Donald
Trump is in the process of tearing down the political
and economic structures that the US set up after
1945 and that have benefitted everyone,” he said.

Urdal meanwhile pointed to the paradoxes in
Trump’s diplomacy. “The thing that damages
Trump’s chances the most is that he pulled the US
out of the Iran nuclear deal,” Urdal said. “At the
same that he’s choosing the path of peace on the
Korean peninsula, he’s stoking a conflict in the
Middle East and is putting an entire region in dan-
ger.” Peter Wallensteen, a Swedish professor spe-
cialized in international relations, said South
Korean President Moon Jae-in deserved to be
included if ever a prize were awarded for peace in
Korea. “Actually, Moon might be the one that
deserves this the most, but that would be a slap
against Trump!” — AFP 

North Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un walks with US President Donald Trump during a break in
talks yesterday. — AFP 

SINGAPORE: US President Donald Trump
holds up a document signed by him and
North Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un follow-
ing a signing ceremony yesterday. — AFP 


