
W
hy doesn’t US President Donald Trump just unequivocal-
ly condemn white supremacists? It’s a jarring question to
ask about an American president. But it’s also one made

unavoidable by Trump’s delayed, blame-both-sides response to
the violence that erupted Saturday when neo-Nazis, skinheads
and members of the Ku Klux Klan protested in Charlottesville,
Virginia. Trump has faced such a moment before - one that would
have certainly drawn swift, almost predictable condemnations
from his recent predecessors, regardless of party. As a candidate
and now as president, when racial tensions flared or fringe groups
rallied around his message, Trump has shown uncharacteristic
caution and a reluctance to distance himself from the hate.

At times, his approach has seemingly inflamed racial tensions
in a deeply divided country while emboldening groups long in
the shadows. On Saturday, as Trump read slowly through a state-
ment about the clashes that left dozens injured and one woman
dead, he condemned hatred, bigotry and violence “on many
sides.” The president was silent when journalists asked whether he
rejected the support of nationalist groups. That silence was
cheered by the white supremacist website Daily Stormer: “When
asked to condemn, he just walked out of the room. Really, really
good. God bless him.”

Trump denies that he’s racist or sympathetic to such groups.
Son-in-law Jared Kushner, the grandson of Holocaust survivors,
and daughter Ivanka, who converted to Judaism, are among
those who have defended the president against those charges.
Still, he has a history of engaging in high-profile, racially fraught
battles. Early in his career as a developer, Trump fought charges of
bias against blacks seeking to rent at his family-owned apartment
complexes. He long promoted the lie that the nation’s first black
president, Barack Obama, was not born in the United States. As a
candidate, he proposed temporarily banning Muslims from the
United States. He retweeted a post from accounts that appeared
to have ties to white nationalist groups. And he was slow to reject
the endorsement of former KKK leader David Duke.

Some of the president’s friends and advisers have argued that
Trump is simply refusing to bend to liberals’ desire for political cor-
rectness. A boastful, proudly disruptive politician, Trump often has
been rewarded for saying impolite and impolitic things. Some
supporters cheered him for being someone who said what they
could not. Democrats frequently assert that Trump sees a political
advantage in courting the support of the far right. Indeed, he has
benefited politically from the backing of media outlets such as
Breitbart or InfoWars. They have consistently promoted Trump
and torn down his opponents, sometimes with biased or inaccu-
rate reports.

Charlottesville’s mayor, Democrat Mike Signer, said Sunday
that Trump made a choice during his campaign to “go right to the
gutter, to play on our worst prejudices”. “I think you are seeing a
direct line from what happened here this weekend to those choic-
es,” Signer said on CBS’ “Face the Nation”. White House senior
adviser Steve Bannon ran Breitbart before joining Trump’s cam-
paign, and several of the president’s other aides believe Bannon
continues to have influence over the website. In “Devil’s Bargain,” a
new book about his role in the Trump campaign, Bannon is quot-
ed as saying that attempts by Democratic presidential nominee

Hillary Clinton to tie Trump to the alt-right and nationalists did not
move voters. “We polled the race stuff and it doesn’t matter,”
Bannon said, according to the book. But there is no reliable public
polling on the scope of Trump’s support among those with white
nationalist leanings or the percentage of the electorate they com-
prise. The reaction from Republicans following Trump’s statement
Saturday suggests there may be greater political risks for the pres-
ident in aligning himself with bigoted groups.

“The president needs to step up today and say what it is,” said
Sen Cory Gardner, who was one of several GOP lawmakers urging
Trump to be more strident in calling out the nationalists and neo-
Nazis that gathered in Charlottesville. Gardner said plainly: “It’s

evil. It’s white nationalism.” By Sunday, the White House was
scrambling to try to clean up the president’s statement. The White
House issued a statement saying the president does condemn
“white supremacists, KKK, neo-Nazi and all extremist groups”.

The spokeswoman who issued the statement refused to be
named. And the president himself remained silent. That left Vice
President Mike Pence, traveling in South America, to offer the kind
of comment Trump’s critics sought from the White House: “We
have no tolerance for hate and violence, white supremacists or
neo-Nazis or the KKK,” he said. “These dangerous fringe groups
have no place in American public life and in the American debate,
and we condemn them in the strongest possible terms”. —AP

U
S President Donald Trump’s talk of a
“military option” in Venezuela risks
alienating Latin American nations that

overcame their reluctance to work with the
Republican leader and had adopted a com-
mon, confrontational approach aimed at iso-
lating President Nicolas Maduro’s embattled
government. Well before Maduro himself
responded, governments in Latin America
with a long memory of US interventions were
quick to express alarm over what sounded to
them like saber-rattling. Even Colombia -
Washington’s staunchest ally in the region -
condemned any “military measures and the
use of force” that encroach on Venezuela’s
sovereignty.

Maduro has long accused Washington of
having military designs on Venezuela and
specifically its vast oil reserves, the world’s
largest. But those claims were dismissed by
many as an attempt to distract from his gov-
ernment’s failures to curb problems such as
widespread shortages, spiraling inflation and
one of the world’s worst homicide rates. “For
years he’s been saying the US is preparing an
invasion, and everyone laughed. But now the
claim has been validated,” said Mark
Feierstein, who served as President Barack
Obama’s top national security adviser on
Latin America. “It’s hard to imagine a more
damaging thing for Trump to say.”

The timing of Trump’s remarks could not

be worse, coming on the eve of a four-nation
Latin America trip by Vice President Mike
Pence intended to showcase how
Washington and regional partners can work
together to promote democracy in the hemi-
sphere. This week in Peru, foreign ministers
from 12 Western Hemisphere nations con-
demned the breakdown of democracy in
Venezuela and refused to recognize a new,
pro-government assembly created by
Maduro that is charged with rewriting the
constitution but is seen by many as an illegiti-
mate power grab.

The United States did not take part in the
meeting, a show of deference to countries
historically mistrustful of heavy-handed poli-
cies out of Washington. Suspicion and resent-
ment linger in many corners of the region, a
reflection of years past when US troops did in
fact invade parts of Latin America to oust left-
ist leaders or collect unpaid debts. Yet a num-
ber of leaders, amid prodding from the
Trump administration, have lately been over-
coming their reluctance to intervene in a
neighbor’s internal political affairs after look-
ing the other ways for years on Venezuela.

Dictatorship  
For the first time, leaders have started

using the D-word - dictatorship - to describe
Venezuela’s government and have recalled
their ambassadors from Caracas in protest.

Peru on Friday went so far as to expel
Venezuela’s ambassador, and last week the
South American trade bloc Mercosur sus-
pended Venezuela for violating the group’s
democratic norms. Even more surprising,
with the exception of close ideological allies
such as Cuba and Bolivia, no country spoke
out against Trump’s decision to slap sanc-
tions on more than 30 Venezuelan officials,
including Maduro himself, despite past criti-
cism of similar unilateral actions.

Not even the frustration over Trump’s
decision to partially roll back Obama’s open-
ing to Cuba - a diplomatic thaw that was
applauded across the region’s political spec-
trum - or his constant talk of building a bor-
der wall to keep out immigrants got in the
way of presenting a united front toward
Maduro. But the swift reaction to Trump’s
“military” remarks shows there is no appetite
in the region for US troops to get involved.

On Saturday the nations of Mercosur, which
includes Brazil and Argentina, issued a state-
ment saying “the only acceptable means of
promoting democracy are dialogue and diplo-
macy” and repudiating “violence and any
option that implies the use of force”. US
engagement with other countries has not
been constant and may have benefited more
from the deteriorating situation in Venezuela
than any concerted diplomatic outreach. US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson skipped a key

meeting of the Organization of American
States in June, depriving some Caribbean
countries that depend on Venezuelan oil ship-
ments of the political cover they were looking
for to abandon their support for Maduro.

Under the advice of Pence and Florida
Republican Sen Marco Rubio, Trump
appears to have taken a personal interest in
Venezuela and even met at the White House
with the wife of a prominent jailed opposi-
tion leader. That in turn has emboldened
Maduro opponents who have been protest-
ing for four months demanding he give up
power. Their efforts could be undermined if
Maduro expands his crackdown on dissent,
arguing as he has in the past that their tac-
tics are a prelude to a US-backed coup. Only
this time he can point to Trump’s words as
evidence.

Pence arrives in Colombia on Sunday to
begin his Latin America tour, during which
discussions on how to deal with Venezuela
were expected to feature prominently.
Instead he may now be forced to do damage
control, said Christopher Sabatini, executive
director of Global Americans, a website
focused on US policy in the region. “He’s
about to get an earful,” Sabatini said. “The
eagerness of Trump and some people
around him to mouth off without any idea of
context is really damaging not only to US
policy but also regional stability. —AP
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Trump ‘military’ talk unnerves LatAm

F
rom barbed grins in a carefully synchronized
daily flag ceremony to murderous exchanges
across barbed wire in Kashmir, the India-

Pakistan border is a 70-year-old scar that will not
heal. Thousands cheered at the Wagah border
crossing this week as the two countries celebrate
the anniversaries of their independence, when
British India was carved into two nations.

The upheaval that followed left at least one mil-
lion dead in a brutal migration that took millions of
Muslims to Pakistan and millions of Hindus to India.
But all these years after the trauma of Partition,
they have not agreed a border, nor their history -
Pakistan marks independence on August 14 each
year, India one day later. And the killing goes on.

Wagah, near Amritsar, is the only functioning
border post between the rivals. The flag ceremony
there draws crowds of up to 20,000 each day. There
is wild applause as pumped-up troops, their eyes
bulging, perform a stamping march toward the
border gates at sundown. The flags are lowered, a
soldier from each side shakes hands with a forced
smile and the gates close.

Fists  occasional ly  f ly  between Indian and
Pakistani soldiers during the ceremony, but there is
worse along the border. Kashmir, divided between
the rivals and claimed by both, is on a permanent
conflict alert with near daily clashes and shelling
across the Line of Control (LoC), the official name
of the disputed frontier. A woman relative of 28-
year-old Muhammad Haseeb was killed as she
worked in a f ield in the Nakyal sector on the
Pak istani  s ide just  days before the par t it ion
anniversary. “We don’t know when we will become
the victim of a bullet,” he said.

Tens of thousands, mainly civilians, have died in
Muslim-majority Indian Kashmir in the past 30
years. India says about 40 militants have been
killed this year trying to sneak across the border.
Nine Indian soldiers have been killed on the LoC.
Prospects for improvement look slim.

Entente needed 
Cricket is the national game for both countries,

but they have not played a five-day Test match
against each other in either country since 2007.
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi went to
Pakistan in 2015. But ties are in deep freeze again
since Pakistan detained and sentenced to death
Kulbushan Jadhav, a former Indian naval officer it
accuses of  espionage.  For most pol it ic ians,
observers and activists, India and Pakistan just can-
not get over its split.

Pakistan has been in new political chaos with
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif ousted over corrup-
tion allegations. But some on both sides blame
Modi’s hardline stance. “So long as there is a Hindu
India that acts like a mirror to a Muslim Pakistan I
don’t see any chance of a reconciliation,” said Mani
Shankar Aiyar, an outspoken former Indian minister
who as a diplomat was his country’s first consul
general in the Pakistani city of Lahore. Aiyar says
that India and Pakistan need an Anglo-French style
“Entente Cordiale” and then to get down to serious
talks. Prominent Pakistani political analyst Hasan
Askari said both countries have grievances and that
relations can barely get any worse. “The present
tension between India and Pakistan is unnatural.
Therefore I don’t expect this to stay as it is for all
the time to come,” he told AFP. “As no dialogue is
taking place, this relationship is really bad,” he
added. “India has truly reduced this relationship to
a single issue - terrorism - whereas the Pakistani
argument is that we can talk about all contentious
issues. They can be put on the table and discussed.”

Askari said there could be no talks while India
obsesses about militant activity.  “ This means
there’s hardly any possibility of a dialogue in the
near future because the government of Pakistan
can’t even commit to its own people that there’ll be
no terrorist activity, not to speak of any commit-
ment to India.”

Away from the politics and military posturing,
Guneeta Singh Ballah, founder of the 1947 Partition
Archive that has interviewed thousands of sur-
vivors of the partition, sees hope in the new gener-
ation on either side of the frontier. “The generation
who did not go through the death and destruction
had more hatred for the other side than their par-
ents,” she said. “I think that the new generation is
more engaged in wanting to get over the past,” she
said. If millions of expatriate Pakistanis and Indians
can get along in the United States, Australia, Britain
and the Middle East “why can’t they make it work at
home?” she asked. —AFP
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70 yrs of pain on
India-Pak border

Why won’t Trump condemn white nationalism?

I
n many ways the two leaders on either side of North
Korea-United States missile stand-off could not be
more different. In others they are startlingly similar.

North Korea’s Kim Jong-Un has just overseen his second
test of an intercontinental ballistic missile, bringing
much of the US mainland within reach and presenting US
President Donald Trump with a cr is is.  But while
Pyongyang has long issued bellicose threats of nuclear
war, this time it is the leader of the United States of
America who is declaring that his weapons are “locked
and loaded” and promising “fire and fury like the world
has never seen”.

“Donald Trump is probably the unlikeliest president of
the United States you could possibly imagine, whereas
Kim Jong-Un was the chosen heir,” says John Delury, an
associate professor at Yonsei University in Seoul. Kim’s
father and predecessor Kim Jong-Il had groomed his son
to take his place at the top of Pyongyang’s political pyra-
mid for years before his death in 2011.

For his part Trump reached the White House via a
career in property development and reality television,
followed by an unprecedentedly populist election cam-
paign that upended the US political establishment. While
Kim was a youthful ingenue when he came to power -
and remains among the world’s youngest leaders - he
has now held office for several years, while Trump, a
grandfather in his 70s, is in his first political post. “It’s a
weird situation where he is much more experienced than
Donald Trump, who is twice as old as him,” says Delury.

Kim “probably thinks he’s going to be around after
Trump is gone”, he points out. “Because he’s the heir of
what appears to be a pretty stable, dynastic state means
he has a longer time horizon than most people.” And
with a universally loyal media in the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea, as the North is officially known, and
no social media, Kim has no need to concern himself
about tomorrow’s headlines - or respond to them on
Twitter.

Family values 
Both men “prize loyalty”, says Delury, and are willing to

employ “a high level of flux in personnel to ensure that it’s
their people who are running the system. That’s a com-
monality between Kim and Trump.” They also both deploy
relatives in government. Dynastic descent from the North’s
founder Kim Il-Sung is the basis of Kim’s personal legitima-
cy - Pyongyang’s propaganda promotes the similarities
between them in looks, mannerisms and even handwriting
- and several members of the Kim family hold influential
positions.

In Washington, Trump’s daughter Ivanka is an assistant to
the president, her husband Jared Kushner is a close advisor,
and Trump’s son Donald Jr has been embroiled in the inves-
tigation into alleged Russian influence in last year’s election.
Family politics are “formalized in the North Korean system
but it’s been introduced through the Trump family in a way
that’s unnerving to some Americans”, says Delury. “There’s
another analogy there.”

Now the two sides are locked in a cycle of threat and
counter-threat, with Pyongyang revealing a plan to send a
salvo of missiles towards the US Pacific territory of Guam.
North Korea has been issuing hyperbolic threats for decades,
such as turning Seoul into a “sea of fire” - one recent academ-
ic analysis of its language was titled “Turning it up to Eleven”.

Pyongyang sees itself as defiantly facing down the men-
ace from Washington, and anything fitting into that narra-
tive bolsters the regime’s claim to legitimacy. At the same
time Trump has theatrical instincts. “This is the WWF part of
Trump, reality TV, where each day is like a mini-show, and
you need a foil, you need an enemy, you need a sense of dra-
ma and a good guy and bad guy, all these classic elements
of popular entertainment,” says Delury.

“While North Korea is a horrifically stupid choice as a
place to fight a real war, it’s a great place to fight a fake war.
They will do this for four years, happily, keeping it at rhetori-
cal Defcon 10. “It looks to me like they both really want this,”
he added. “I think they are thriving on it.” —AFP

Kim and Trump: A tale of 2 leaders


