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Washington Watch

Republicans play
‘Israel Card’ and fail
By Dr James J Zogby

As this past week began, with the shutdown of
parts of the US government entering its third
week, Republicans, desperate to force the

Democrat’s hand, decided to play the “Israel card.”
The effort failed.  The standoff between the White
House and the Democrats that caused the shutdown is
the result of President Trump’s insistence that any new
congressionally approved budgets for this year must
include over $5 billion to cover the cost of the “wall”
he has promised to build on the US border with
Mexico. This is the third such standoff over this very
same issue in Trump’s two years in office. 

Exactly one year ago, Democrats offered the
Administration a compromise in the form of trade-offs.
They agree to support wall-funding in exchange for
White House concessions on the status of undocu-
mented minors. At first Trump agreed, but after blow-
back from hardline conservatives, he backed away
from the compromise and upped the ante by insulting
immigrants from African countries and calling for an
end to “family unification” visas. 

Now, with Democrats in control of Congress, the
President and the Republicans in Congress have hard-
ened their stance, in effect saying, “no wall, no budg-
et”. Recognizing that their position is increasingly
untenable, since a majority of the public don’t want
or see any need for a wall, they have tried a two-
pronged approach. On the one hand, Congressional
Republicans have attempted to shift the discussion
from a “wall” to the more general need for more bor-
der security. For his part, Trump and his White House
spokespersons, while continuing to insist on a wall,
have tried to use fear tactics warning of thousands
of terrorists and drugs “flowing unimpeded across
the border.”

Into the second week of the standoff, following the
swearing-in of the new Congress, Democrats declared
that the first priority of this Congress should be pass-
ing the budget and reopening the government. As their
first act, the House of Representatives passed a com-
promise budget bill that the Republican Senate had
endorsed just one month ago. That bill didn’t pass the
Republican-controlled House and so never went any
further. After passing this budget bill , the new
Democratic-controlled House sent it to the Senate for
approval. Because Trump now doesn’t approve of this
compromise, the Republican leader of the Senate
refuses to bring this bill, which just weeks ago he had
supported, to a vote. Until he does, Democrats in the
Senate have said that they feel it inappropriate to con-
duct any other Senate business. 

It was at this point, Republican Senator Mario
Rubio, with the blessing of the Senate Majority
Leader, tried to “pull a fast one” on the Democrats by
introducing Senate Bill 1 (SB1) “Strengthening
America’s Security in the Middle East.” SB1 has four
parts.  The first is a wide ranging and significant
upgrade of US security assistance to Israel. Next is a
reauthorization of US-Jordan defense cooperation.
Then comes a number of provisions that deal with
sanctions against Syria and assistance to Syrian peo-
ple. The final portion of the bill is called the
“Combating BDS Act of 2019” - an effort to support
state and local governments that criminalize or punish
those who engage in boycotts, divestment, or sanc-
tions against “Israel or areas under Israeli control.”

Despite disclaimers that SB1 doesn’t predetermine
Israel’s borders or violate US citizen’s Constitutionally
protected rights, it actually does both. By including
“areas under Israel’s control” for “protection” against
BDS, the bill clearly accepts Israel’s occupation of
much of the West Bank. And by its very nature, SB1 is
a violation of US citizen’s rights to engage in free
speech and freedom of choice - which is why the bill
has been opposed by the American Civil Liberties
Union and a host of liberal and conservative rights
organizations. It was precisely because of the concern
with the violation of free speech that this anti-BDS bill
has not passed in earlier congresses. 

By putting these anti-BDS provisions in the bill and
including another Israel-related related section,
Republicans hoped to accomplish two objectives:
break the resolve of the Democrats who object to con-
ducting “business as usual” until a budget is passed
and use “support for Israel” as a wedge issue to try to
peel American Jewish support away from the
Democratic party. As clever as they thought their crass
exploitation of Israel may have been, it didn’t work. 

The first Democrat to publicly object to Rubio’s ploy
was Senator Bernie Sanders who tweeted: “It’s absurd
that the first bill during the shutdown is legislation which
punishes Americans who exercise their constitutional
right to engage in political activity. Democrats must
block consideration of any bills that don’t reopen the
government. Let’s get our priorities right.” In response,
newly sworn-in Representative Rashida Tlaib tweeted:
“They forgot what country they represent. This is the US
where boycotting is a right & part of our historical fight
for freedom and equality. Maybe a refresher on our US
Constitution is in order, then get back to opening up our
government instead of taking our rights away.”  Rubio
and a host of American Jewish groups and advocates
jumped on this bizarrely charging that Tlaib was sug-
gesting that Jews have “dual-loyalty.” 

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

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s much-marketed
speech in Cairo was rich in straw man fallacies while
short on substantive specifics, a speech bursting with

contradictions that reminded me just how hard it must be
to speak for a president who has, at best, an incoherent
foreign policy. Pompeo’s speech appeared to have three
intended audiences, none of which was actually present in
the American University in Cairo auditorium: The Oval
Office; the Saudi royal court; and President Trump’s politi-
cal base, which hungers for ABO (“Anything but Obama”),
however inaccurate.

The strange revisionism of Pompeo’s Cairo speech was
hard to miss. He began by excoriating Barack Obama for
words the former president never spoke. Referring to
Obama’s 2009 Cairo speech, Pompeo said that Obama had
told Egypt that “radical Islamist terrorism does not stem
from an ideology” and that “9/11 led my country to aban-
don its ideals”. Pompeo argued that Obama was guilty of
seeing the United States “as a force for what ails the
Middle East,” and that “the results of these misjudgments
have been dire.”

Of course, Obama never said any of that. As his presi-
dency began, in a Middle East still roiled by the American
invasion of Iraq - a blunder opposed by most of the Arab
world - Obama defended the United States: “America is
not the crude stereotype of a self-interested empire. The
United States has been one of the greatest sources of
progress that the world has ever known.” He did make it
clear that “I have unequivocally prohibited the use of tor-
ture by the United States,” and for good reason: 

President George W Bush’s own administration had
come to believe that Guantanamo and the fallout of the
Abu Ghraib torture scandal had badly damaged America’s
image, aided terrorist recruitment, and made it harder for
the United States to bring Arab allies to its side. Obama
never said that radical terrorism was devoid of ideology; in
fact, like his predecessor, he argued that “America is not -
and never will be - at war with Islam.” He separated the

terrorists from the religion, in order to pull the Muslim
world closer in isolating and fighting those very extremists
who were bastardizing a religion.

It’s not a new phenomenon for the Trump administra-
tion to rewrite the history of the Obama administration.
But this time it was particularly brazen. Pompeo argued
that, after Syria’s 2013 poison gas attacks, “in our hesita-
tion to wield power, we did nothing”; he neglected to men-
tion that it was Republican Senate Leader Mitch
McConnell who opposed granting Obama the authority
he’d asked for to conduct airstrikes, or that then-private
citizen Trump opposed US intervention of any kind in
Syria. But the big question is why an American secretary
of state would travel to the heart of the Arab world to
deliver a speech largely intended for partisan political
consumption at home?

One might argue that Pompeo had little choice but to
engage in rhetorical broadsides, given the difficulty of
explaining Trump’s vision. The secretary argued that “the
age of self-inflicted American shame is over”; he might
want to check with his commander in chief, who has
famously defended autocrats who kill journalists and inno-
cents and said, “our country does plenty of killing too”. It
requires extraordinary rhetorical dexterity to attack his
predecessors for “abandoning” the Middle East less than a
month after Trump, without warning, announced a unilater-
al, precipitous withdrawal of US special forces from Syria,
prompting the resignation of Defense Secretary Jim Mattis
in protest.

But my lasting worry about Pompeo’s speech is more
than its contradictions; it’s the willful misunderstanding of
what Obama sought to achieve in the region. Pompeo
doesn’t need to agree with Obama’s policies to understand
and be informed by their motivation. Obama in 2009
sought a “reset” with the populations of the Middle East
because he diagnosed the danger of America’s image
being defined in the region to serve our adversaries’ agen-
das; the Arab Spring which followed two years later con-

firmed why the United States needs to tend to its image on
Arab streets, not just with autocratic allies: there’s no
guarantee their reigns will endure.

Pompeo should worry now that Trump, in mismanaging
America’s image, has once again handed Iran and others a
convenient weapon of mass distraction. He should certain-
ly worry that Trump’s decision to put all his eggs in the
basket of personal relationships with two or three leaders
in the volatile region could prove short-sighted.

Pompeo should also remember that the Obama adminis-
tration performed a delicate diplomatic dance: rather than
plunge into a unilateral war with Iran, Obama won even
grudging Gulf Arab support for an Iran nuclear weapons
agreement that is still working in spite of the absence of the
United States. By seemingly taking sides on ancient Sunni-
Shiite sectarian divisions between Riyadh and Tehran,
Trump is exacerbating tensions instead of seeking an
uneasy equilibrium that serves America’s interests.

And, of course, in decrying the Obama approach that
successfully decimated Islamic State (which hasn’t changed
in practice under Trump but has shifted in rhetoric)
Pompeo forgets that Secretary of State John Kerry began
his diplomacy to organize the coalition against Islamic
State in Jeddah. Having the kingdom - home of Makkah and
Madinah - prominent in a coalition against Sunni extremists
was pivotal in mounting an operation that couldn’t be mis-
taken as a war against Islam. It was Saudi Arabia that
appreciated the ways the Obama administration bent over
backwards to demonstrate that we were not at war with
their religion.

Pompeo, like all secretaries of state, will ultimately be
judged on substance, not speeches. But make no mistake,
Thursday in Cairo, he made his own job a little harder. Some
listening is in order - to the Arab Street, and to history. 

NOTE: David Eckels Wade was chief of staff to the
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and
chief of staff to the US Department of State from 2013-
2015. The opinions expressed here are his own. — Reuters

Strange revisionism of Pompeo’s Cairo speech

As US govt 
shutdown drags 
on, where is 
McConnell?

When President Donald Trump
stormed out of a White House
meeting with congressional

leaders last Wednesday, US Senate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell sat
there silently, uttering not a word as the
talks blew up, according to others in the
room. The No. 1 Republican in
Congress, who rose to power on his
reputation as a master of legislative
wrangling, has had little to say in public
or private during a partial federal gov-
ernment shutdown that began on Dec 22
and has no end in sight.

Showing no interest in defying his
president and Trump’s demand that trig-
gered the shutdown for funding for a
US-Mexico border wall opposed by
Democrats, McConnell has kept a low
profile. This posture, allies and oppo-
nents said, is about McConnell protect-
ing himself, vulnerable Republicans and
their control of the Senate ahead of the
2020 elections. At the core of
McConnell’s quiet loyalty to Trump,
despite past friction between them, is a
calculation that Trump’s popularity with
Republican voters makes standing by
him, in the long run, politically wiser than
responding to short-term worries about
the shutdown, aides and experts said.

“The leader is prepared to engage,
but the leader always wants to be able to
look ahead and see the two or three oth-
er moves ahead of the immediate move,”
Republican Senator Thom Tillis told
Reuters, referring to McConnell. The
cost of this long-term focus, Democrats
said, is that McConnell has ceded con-
trol of the Senate to Trump for the dura-

tion of the shutdown fight by pledging to
block any shutdown-ending legislation
the president would not sign.

Democratic Senator Joe Manchin,
who helped negotiate an end to an earli-
er shutdown, said this of McConnell’s
absence from negotiations: “Basically,
that’s what’s holding everything up.”
Nancy Pelosi, speaker of the
Democratic-controlled House of
Representatives, is passing shutdown-
ending spending bills in her chamber,
including one on Friday. If McConnell
would only put those measures on the
Senate floor for a vote, Democrats
argue, senators from both parties would
support them. That would then pressure
Trump, according to the Democrats, to
sign the bills into law and reopen gov-
ernment, even if the measures lacked the
$5.7 billion in wall funding he is
demanding. McConnell has made clear
this will not happen.

Slip out the back
Twice now, House Republican leaders

Kevin McCarthy and Steve Scalise have
emerged from high-level White House
shutdown talks to address reporters,
once with Trump and once with Vice
President Mike Pence. While McCarthy
and Scalise went to the microphones,
McConnell returned unobtrusively to the
Capitol. A senior Democratic aide
described McConnell’s demeanor in
meetings with Democrats about the
shutdown as more “subdued” than when
he helped end previous shutdowns.

One other possible explanation for
this, Democrats said, is that McConnell
was burned by Trump last month when
the president reversed position and
rejected a bipartisan, Senate-passed
spending bill that would have averted
the shutdown. About a quarter of the
government closed after Trump rejected
that bill, unexpectedly demanding that
any measure to restore funding to agen-
cies whose funding expired for unrelated
reasons must include more than $5 bil-
lion for his wall. — Reuters

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo speaks to the press during a tour of the newly-inaugurated Al-Fattah Al-Alim Mosque in Egypt’s New Administrative Capital, 45 km east
of Cairo, on Jan 10. — AFP 

No, Brexit Britain
doesn’t want its
empire back

Britain is moving towards an exit from
the European Union on March 29,
possibly with no agreement, and thus

courting - according to the Bank of
England - an 8 percent drop in GDP and a
7.5 percent rise in unemployment. A drear
prospect, attended by matching drear
commentaries on the stupidity of the 52
percent of the British electorate who voted
for Brexit in 2016.

Some observers have seen the vote as
evidence that imperial urges still dominate.
In March 2017 Washington Post foreign
affairs reporter Ishaan Tharoor wrote of
Brits “harboring delusions of empire
(while)...the fantasy of Britain’s past col-
lides almost farcically against Britain’s
present.” As this year began, he returned to
the imperial theme, solemnly warning that,
for Brits “the old colonial hubris” is
omnipresent, but “along with imperial nos-
talgia comes a fair amount of delusion.”

It’s one of the most common fantasies
presently peddled about the mindset of the
UK - that it is mired, hopelessly, in a mourn-
ing of greatness gone, and a dream to regain
it. The British journalist Paul Mason writes of
“the self-deluded narrative that has guided
the whole Brexit strategy: the idea that ‘our’
former colonies will want to form a new,
white, English-speaking trading area - nick-
named Empire 2.0 - to replace the EU.” The
Irish writer Fintan O’Toole, believes that the
English think that if “England is not an impe-
rial power, it must be the only other thing it
can be: a colony,” seeing himself, with nos-
talgic shivers, threatened once more by a
resurgent Germany.

Yet no body of opinion, no organization,
no individual capable of thought wants an
empire. Government ministers, charged
with carrying out the will of the electorate,
talk up - probably over-optimistically - the
chances of a network of trade agreements,

many with former colonies such as
Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the
United States itself.  One of the biggest
boosters is UK Business Secretary Greg
Clark, who invokes “fantastic opportunities
for the future” for “a country that is
superbly well-positioned in most of the big
transformations that are taking place
across the world today.” He’s routinely
mocked as a fantasist, but he’s doing what
any politician who believes in a course of
action does - he’s talking it up. His rhetoric
isn’t a sign that he believes Britannia can
again rule the waves, or the continents.

The charge of imperial nostalgia which
Brexiteers are supposed to nurse is often
accompanied by grim reports of a country
tearing itself apart. The Spectator com-
mentator Stephen Daisley laments that “the
House of Commons, once respected
around the world as the gold standard of
political debate, has become a source of
national embarrassment, a symbol of a
fractious and directionless nation.”
Parliament, to be sure, has been in several
uproars this past week - both inside the
chamber, where the Speaker was accused
of abusing his neutrality by breaking a rule
to favor those who want to remain in the
EU, and outside, where a mob of largely
young, male pro-Brexiteers screamed
“Nazi!” and “Fascist” at Remainers.

This is what is called democracy and
political debate - if not the gold standard,
certainly an upsetting, but always vivid,
exchange of views. Journalism, which
lamented the blandness of politics, now has
its wish for passion - and appears to hate it.
These deeply consequential arguments, in
both the UK and the US, appear to have
remained - just about - within a non-violent
frame. They have not in France, where at
least nine have died as protests spread
across the country.  This is not bloody revo-
lution - the violence, frightening as it is, has
been largely confined to buildings and cars.
Rather, what comes to the surface are ele-
mental issues of politics: Unemployment,
inequality, marginalization, fear of the future. 

NOTE: John Lloyd co-founded the
Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism
at the University of Oxford. The opinions
expressed here are his own. — Reuters  


