
The resignation of US Defense Secretary James
Mattis stands not only as a radical disassociation
from the actions of the president he served, but

as a foreboding for the future, a warning for 2019 - and
beyond. And, for all the assurances that the world is
getting better, such as Steven Pinker’s “Enlightenment
Now,” there are huge geopolitical challenges to face
and master to make that optimism real.

The key passages of Mattis’ resignation letter
include statements asserting that the United States
cannot protect its interests or effectively serve its role
as “the indispensable nation in the free world” without
maintaining strong alliances and showing respect to its
allies. “We must use all tools of American power to pro-
vide for the common defense, including providing
effective leadership to our alliances,” says Mattis. “It is
clear that China and Russia... want to shape a world
consistent with their authoritarian model.” 

These are implicitly harsh criticisms of Donald
Trump, a president who has denigrated and insulted
allies as close as Canada, Britain and Germany, and
deferred to Russian president Vladimir Putin, often
treating him as a friend. More, Mattis’ remarks are red
flags signaling the prospective collapse of the institu-
tions and common policies of democratic states - now
in increasing peril.

As the United States under Trump retreats to
Fortress America, China under Xi Jinping retreats
behind that version of Marxism which brooks no com-
petitor on the political or ideological levels. The Uighur
Muslims in Xinjiang have over the past year seen many
of their number taken to re-education camps to purge
them of their devotion to Islam; some Chinese authori-
ties have ordered Christmas displays in shopping and
office centers to be taken down. China’s news media
have been squeezed into conformity with the Party line
for the past few years. The internet and social media
provide some space for dissent, but it’s usually quickly
cut off - consistent, as Mattis might say, with Beijing’s
authoritarian model.

Putin both retreats and advances. He publicly
embraces Orthodox Christianity and refers glowingly
to the doctrine of Eurasianism which stresses Russia’s
separation from Europe. At the same time, he advances

- piling pressure on neighboring Ukraine, most recent-
ly in the Sea of Azov which lies between the two coun-
tries, where Russian warships fired on poorly-armed
Ukrainian vessels - part of Moscow’s overall strategy
to, as Orysia Lutsevych writes, “prevent the Ukrainian
state from delivering security, economic prosperity
and closer integration with the EU and NATO for its
citizens.” 

Putin is also ratcheting up pressure on Belarus, the
smallest of the three Slavic states, to integrate more
closely with Russia - a move which the Belarusian pres-
ident, Alexander Lukashenko, has so far resisted. Were
Russia to bring Belarus back under direct Russian con-
trol and engineer a pro-Russian government in

Ukraine’s capital Kiev, Putin’s new Slav empire would
be a reconstruction of much of the Soviet Union.

India, forecast to be the world’s most populous
nation in three years’ time, becomes at one both more
populist and more authoritarian in the fifth year of
Narendra Modi’s rule. The country’s democratic institu-
tions survive and debate is often robust, but a relentless
centralization of authority and a sapping of the strength
of formerly relatively independent institutions - as, this
month, the Central Bank of India - are warnings of
potentially unchecked executive power.

The largest project of a different kind of power, the
European Union, now learns the hard way that the soft
powers of education, culture, democracy, civil society
and common markets - all of which the EU actively
champions - can go only so far without military power

to underpin them. 2019 will be a huge test for the Union
- not just because the UK is due to leave it at the end of
March, but also because the EU parliamentary elec-
tions in May are likely to see a large influx of populist
and Eurosceptic deputies, dedicated to returning cen-
tralized power to national parliaments.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union at the begin-
ning of the 1990s, a new spirit went abroad. Call it the
export of democracy: the certainty that democratic
practices and the institutions of civil society - as non-
governmental pressure groups, independent research
centers, the news media - could, once released from
servitude, rapidly change into free societies on the
Western model. They would do so because their people
wanted freedom - the revolutions in the former Soviet
bloc and elsewhere seemed to prove it.

In the United Nations, steam built up behind a proj-
ect named “genocide prevention and the responsibility
to protect” - the view that all rulers had a duty to pro-
tect their citizens, and to refrain from subjecting them
to “war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against
humanity.” If leaders did descend to attacking their
own people - as did Saddam Hussein of Iraq through-
out much of his 24-year reign - then they would be the
target of sanctions, and even military force. 

The debacle of Iraq, above all else, convinced many
Western publics and leaders that idealistic imperialism
led to disaster, and always would. Those espousing it -
as had Hillary Clinton - faded. Both a liberal like Barack
Obama and a populist like Donald Trump tacitly agreed
that such foreign adventures were, on any large scale, a
thing of the past. Thus, both the “new soft power” of
the European Union and the idealistic imperialism to
which the “responsibility to protect” gave birth have
been seen to have demonstratively failed.

We are left with hard power in the ascendant - powers
at whose summits are men (in every case) who use
nationalism and the projection and growth of military
force to bolster their popularity, and who saw liberal
globalism as having offered a threat to their ruling strate-
gies - but which is now ceasing to do so. And because
large sections of the Western publics experienced mar-
ginalization, a loss of identity and no rises in income, they
too turned against the liberal vision. — Reuters 
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Sabra Purdy is just back from Joshua Tree
National Park in southern California, which
was crammed with tourists. It is high season,

and to prevent chaos from the partial shutdown of
the US federal government, she put on her gloves,
cleaned toilets and picked up trash. The 40-year-
old businesswoman joined other members of the
business community who benefit from park-related
tourism, and together they performed some serious
maintenance in the 790,737-acre park while wait-
ing for politicians in faraway Washington to end
their budget impasse.

The shutdown began on Dec 22, with Congress at
loggerheads over whether to include the $5 billion
sought by Donald Trump to fund a wall on the bor-
der with Mexico, a central pillar of his election cam-
paign and of his presidency. The result: Hundreds of
thousands of federal workers were sent home with-
out pay, including 21,383 employees of the National
Park Service (NPS), responsible for 418 facilities
nationwide, including national parks, monuments,
historic sites and even the White House.

But most parks were left open, and without the
usual entry fee. “In the long run, the rangers who
work here are committed to preserve the area and
just their mere presence probably keeps things
from happening that shouldn’t,” said Sherman Craig,
who was visiting Joshua Tree from New York. A
Park Service statement issued for a shutdown earli-
er in the year laid out a bare-bones plan. “The NPS
will not operate parks during the shutdown - no
visitor services will be provided,” it said.

“NPS will cease providing visitor services,
including restrooms, trash collection, facilities and
roads maintenance (including plowing), camp-
ground reservation and check-in/check-out serv-
ices, backcountry and other permits and public
information.” That is where the community around
Joshua Tree came in, determined to help keep the
magic in the air. The Sonora and Mojave deserts
meet on the park’s west side, amid a spectacular
backdrop of rocky mountains, boulders and a type
of cactus called the Joshua Tree that gives the area
its name.

Disorder but ‘no chaos’ 
Since the shutdown began, dozens of volunteers

have been traveling to the park to clean overused
bathrooms, remove mounting piles of garbage and
carry out other, equally unfragrant work. Purdy,
who eight years ago opened a tour company for
climbing trips with her husband Seth Zaharias, said
that when she arrived at Joshua Tree on Friday she
found disorder but “no chaos”. There were “a lot of
people with dogs where they shouldn’t be, camping
where they shouldn’t be. But it could certainly be
much worse,” she said. “Unfortunately, this isn’t the
first shutdown, and probably not the last.”

Volunteers often take the opportunity to guide
tourists and explain the rules about protecting the
park’s precious and delicate ecosystem - rules often
flouted during the shutdown. Local businesses start-
ed organizing their fairly informal grouping even as
Congress was failing yet again to get its budget deal
done. All supplies for the effort come from the pock-
et of local businessmen, though some donations are
starting to arrive from other park lovers.

Striving for ‘normalcy’ 
“There are about 150 latrines in the park. And I

estimate that we have distributed more than 500
rolls of paper; I do not think we have reached all the
bathrooms, only the most important ones,” said
John Lauretig, executive director of the NGO
Friends of Joshua Tree National Park, which is help-
ing coordinate while also working to protect local
wildlife. “We are trying our best to maintain nor-
malcy, but you know, we don’t really have the
authority or the power or the ability to stop people
from doing really egregious acts: Driving off-road,
or chopping down trees or stealing artifacts. I
haven’t seen any of that. But you know the potential
is there,” he said.

On Twitter, someone posting as “Defend Joshua
Tree” decried an “absolutely ridiculous” breakdown
of conditions in the park - with trash piling up, peo-
ple driving off-road and even stringing Christmas
lights between delicate Joshua Tree cacti. The
poster called for the park to be closed until the
budget showdown ends.

But for Purdy, Lauretig and many others
dependent on tourism, that would be the worst
possible turn of events: The time between
Christmas and New Year’s is among the park’s
busiest. When the park was shuttered for 17 days
in 2013, “it was devastating for us financially,”
Purdy said. Lauretig shared the concern.  “Back in
2013 when the park was closed and people were
not visiting, the local restaurants and the local
community were laying people off. They were
sending people home because there just wasn’t any
money or visitors,” he said. — AFP 
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Expect 2019 to test global stability

Yemen girl’s tragic 
story makes her 
symbol of war 

Buthaina Mansur Al-Rimi’s life has changed drasti-
cally since last year - orphaned in Sanaa, the little
girl controversially ended up in Saudi Arabia for

medical care and has just returned to Yemen’s capital.
Her entire immediate family was wiped out in an air
strike by a Saudi-led coalition that backs Yemen’s gov-
ernment, using an explosive device Amnesty
International says was made in the US. Images of
Buthaina’s rescue and a picture of her swollen and
bruised at a hospital trying to force open one of her
eyes with her fingers were beamed worldwide.

That international fame saw her become something
of a propaganda pawn in the war between Yemen’s
Iran-backed Houthi rebels and Saudi media. In an inter-
view with AFP, Buthaina and her uncle Ali - her legal
guardian - recall the strike that killed her parents, four
sisters, only brother and another uncle.

‘The house fell’ 
“I was in my mother’s room with my father, sisters,

brother and uncle,” Buthaina tells AFP from rebel-held
Sanaa, where she has returned from Saudi Arabia to
live with Ali and her cousins. “The first missile hit, and
my father went to get us sugar to get over the shock,
but then the second missile hit, and then the third,” she
says. “And then the house fell,” adds the little girl, who
says she is eight. It was the night of Aug 25, 2017. The
uncle who died was her “favorite”, she says.

Along with her family, eight other civilians -
including two children - were killed in a house near-
by. A few days later, the picture of Buthaina attempt-

ing to force open her right eye went viral. The Saudi-
led alliance admitted responsibility for the air strike
describing it as a “technical mistake”. But it drew
strong international condemnation. In the week ahead
of that strike, 42 people were killed in other air
strikes, according to the UN. 

A month after her close family was wiped out, pic-
tures of Buthaina appeared in Saudi media showing her
being treated in Riyadh. The circumstances surround-
ing her move from Sanaa to the Saudi capital remain
unclear. The Houthi rebels say Buthaina, her uncle Ali
and his family were “kidnapped” by the coalition and
taken to government-held Aden, before travelling
onwards to Riyadh. Saudi media said she was brought
to the Saudi capital at the request of the international-
ly-recognized Yemeni government.

Although the Saudi government has never comment-
ed officially on Buthaina’s case, pictures of her appar-
ently boarding a private jet from Riyadh to Sanaa were
published by the Al Riyadh newspaper on Dec 19. The
Huthis’ Al-Masirah media outlet has published stories
welcoming them back from the “grasps of Saudi
Arabia”. “Eye of humanity exposes the enemy”, ran one
headline. Mahdi Al-Mshat, head of the rebels’ Higher
Political Council, has ordered Buthaina and her remain-
ing family be offered a home and salary, according to
the rebels’ Saba news agency.

‘She doesn’t forget’ 
Buthaina says she is looking forward to going to

school for the first time. Looking healthy, she sits on the
floor of her uncle’s home in Sanaa. She plays alongside
her cousins with a doll, braiding its hair. “I want to go
to school and become a doctor,” she tells AFP, her own
hair tied in a ponytail. “I want the war to stop and for
us to live in peace... for the children of Yemen to live in
peace,” she says. Her uncle, sitting behind her, nods. 

While the Houthis have been accused of widespread
and indiscriminate use of landmines, the coalition has

come under fire for air raids that have killed civilians in
rebel-held areas. Buthaina’s return to her home city
comes amid a ceasefire agreement in the lifeline port
city of Hodeida - part of a peace push seen as the best
chance yet of ending four years of devastating conflict.
It has been a long journey back home for the little girl,
who became a symbol of Yemen’s war. Ali says that she
still struggles with the loss of her family. 

“She doesn’t forget her mum and dad. She feels sad
when she sees things that remind her of her parents or
siblings... or when she hears the songs her father used
to listen to,” he says.  “We tell her to hold on and that
they are in heaven... and heaven is a beautiful place. Ali
says that Buthaina is his “flesh and blood” and consid-
ers her a daughter. Holding back tears, he says: “When
their house collapsed, I asked God not to deny me from
seeing my brother again, but it’s ok. Thanks to him,
Buthaina stayed with us.” Yemen’s war has killed nearly
10,000 people, including 2,200 children, according to
the World Health Organization, but other groups say
the toll is far higher. —AFP 

This combination of pictures shows Yemeni girl Buthaina
Al-Rimi in a hospital in Sanaa on Aug 28, 2017 (left); and
as she mimics her face then while sitting in her uncle’s
house in Sanaa on Dec 26, 2018 (right). — AFP 


