
US President Donald Trump pulled his punches. On the
home turf of the rising superpower he once declared was
“raping” the United States on trade, Trump on Thursday
abandoned his often-pugnacious posture. He opted instead
for public flattery and deference and chose to denounce
past US presidents for the economic imbalance. And while
he urged China to do more to pressure North Korea to
abandon its burgeoning nuclear weapons program, the vibe
was more conciliatory than confrontational.

Trump, who made China’s growing economic might a
bogeymen during his presidential campaign, appeared set
to deliver a face-to-face scolding of President Xi Jinping
following an announcement of new business deals between
US and Chinese companies. Standing just a few feet away
from the Chinese president, Trump declared that the two
nations “must immediately address the unfair trade prac-
tices” that drive the trade deficit, along with barriers to
market access, forced technology transfers and intellectual
property theft. 

“But I don’t blame China,” Trump said to audible gasps
from some of the business leaders and journalists from both
countries in The Great Hall of the People. “After all, who can
blame a country for being able to take advantage of another
country for the benefit of its citizens?” he asked, to cheers
from some of the Chinese contingent. “I give China great
credit.” Secretary of State Rex Tillerson said later that
Trump’s comment had been “a little bit tongue-in-cheek”
but that it nonetheless carried “a lot of truth”.

Either way, it was a far cry from Trump’s inflammatory
campaign rhetoric on China. Night after night at rallies
across the country, he portrayed himself as a hard-nosed
negotiator who would hold other countries accountable for
disadvantaging American workers. “We can’t continue to
allow China to rape our country and that’s what they’re
doing,” he said in Indiana in May 2016. “It’s the greatest
theft in the history of the world.”

While Trump made clear that he wanted a more equi-
table trade relationship, he made no mention of previous
campaign threats to label China a currency manipulator,
impose double-digit tariffs or authorize draconian trade
measures. Trump took a similarly softer tack on rising ten-

sions with North Korea, whose nuclear capability he has
labeled “a threat to civilization”. Before arriving in Beijing,
Trump had delivered a stern message to Xi, using an
address in South Korea to call on China, North Korea’s
biggest trade partner, to do more to confront and isolate
the renegade nation.

But Trump took a gentler tone here, thanking Xi for his
efforts and saying he’d been encouraged by his conversa-
tions. “China can fix this problem easily. And quickly. And I
am calling on China and your great president to hopefully
work on it very hard,” he said. Tillerson said that while the
US and China agreed on the objective in North Korea, the
leaders’ private talks explored questions over “tactics and
the timing and how far to go with pressure.”

While China is increasingly disenchanted with North
Korea’s nuclear weapons development, it remains wary of
using its full economic leverage over its traditional ally. China
fears triggering a collapse of the North’s totalitarian regime
that could cause an influx of refugees into northeastern
China and culminate in a US-allied unified Korea on its bor-
der. Trump’s softer approach can be read as a good strategy
to coax more cooperation from the Chinese - or the absence
of a coherent strategy. “One of Trump’s most successful cam-
paign arguments was that China was taking our jobs and eat-
ing our lunch,” said Andrew Nathan, political science profes-
sor at Columbia University. “But we’re seeing that Trump
doesn’t really have a strategy when dealing with China.”

Smart approach 
Dennis Wilder, formerly the CIA’s deputy assistant

director for East Asia and the Pacific, said it could be a
smart approach. “I’m certain the president was far more
candid and direct in private on trade and Korea.
Establishing the personal ties has been important in U.S.-
China relations ever since Mao (Zedong) and (Richard)
Nixon,” he said, referring to the landmark 1972 meeting in
China that paved the way for normalization of relations
between Washington and Beijing.

Bonnie Glaser, a China expert at the Center for
Strategic and International Studies, said Trump’s apparent
strategy “is to flatter Xi and praise the Chinese people,
hoping to build enough good will to produce positive out-
comes down the road”. She was skeptical it would work,
saying China would comply more fully with UN sanctions
on North Korea, but is unlikely to cut crude oil supplies.
Glaser was even less optimistic that China would address
US concerns on “predatory” trade practices. She predict-
ed more US cases against China at the World Trade
Organization in the coming months, and revision of rules
for national security screening of foreign investment by
China and other nations in the US.

This is not the first time that Trump, the tough-talking
dealmaker, shied away from confrontation in a foreign
capital. In Saudi Arabia in May, he made no mention of the
country’s history of human rights abuses and declined to
utter the phrase “radical Islamic terror”, the use of which
he had previously declared a necessity, during a speech to
Arab leaders. He has offered muted criticism of Russian
President Vladimir Putin for the country’s interference in
the 2016 elections. And the White House has indicated that
Trump, when in the Philippines later this trip, was unlikely
to publicly chide its president, Rodrigo Duterte, for over-
seeing a drug war with extrajudicial killings.

One time Trump did publicly upbraid his hosts was his
spring visit to the gleaming new NATO headquarters in
Brussels. Trump rebuked heads of state, who represent
some of the United States’ oldest European allies, for not
paying enough for defense and he refused to explicitly
endorse the organization’s mutual defense pact. —AP
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Trump wasn’t 
on the ballot. 
But he lost. 
By Dr James J Zogby 

With all due respect to the gubernatorial candidates
who won their elections on Nov 7, there can be no
doubt that their road to victory was paved, in part, by
voter’s rejection of Donald Trump and Trumpism. The
president wasn’t on the ballot, but his presence was
felt by an energized electorate intent on sending him a
message of rejection.  

Much attention, of course, was focused on
Democratic wins in the high-profile contests for gov-
ernor in Virginia and New Jersey. The margins of
these victories were larger than expected and were
correctly attributed to the striking unpopularity of
President Trump in both states. In both, polls showed
that twice as many voters said that they cast their
vote as a message “against Trump” as did those who
said their vote was a message in support of the presi-
dent.  

Exit polls in Virginia also showed that 47 percent
of voters “strongly disapproved” of Trump, with one-
half of those who voted for the Democratic candidate
for governor, Ralph Northam, saying that opposition
to the president was what motivated their vote. Much
the same was true in New Jersey where opposition to
the president was even stronger with 54 percent say-
ing they “strongly disapproved” of Trump.
Compounding the Republican’s problem in that state
was the fact that the current GOP governor was even
more unpopular than the president.

Dealing with Trump’s strong negative ratings
proved to be a dilemma for the Republican guberna-
torial candidates as they attempted to keep their dis-
tance from the White House while at the same time
trying not to alienate the president’s shrinking, but
still fervid, support base. For example, Virginia’s
Republican candidate, Ed Gillespie, did not invite
Trump to campaign with him. Nevertheless, his TV
ads echoed the president’s themes of white suprema-
cy and fear of immigrants. In one ad, Gillespie attacks
Northam for supporting the effort to remove the
state’s confederate monuments, using the line “Ralph
Northam wants to tear down history while making life
easier for illegal immigrants”. This appeal to fear and
xenophobia was rejected by Virginia’s voters. 

Real story 
As important as the governor contests might have

been, even more significant were the down ballot con-
tests won by Democrats. They tell the real story of
this year’s election. In states and cities across the US,
important victories were won by a remarkably diverse
group of candidates who, each in their own way, had
to overcome their opponents’ appeals to fear or big-
otry. Their victories not only deal a blow to the appeal
of Trumpism, they will help to redefine the American
political landscape for years to come.  

Across Virginia, at least 14 Democrats unseated
incumbent Republican state legislators. Because the
results in five additional contests are so close that bal-
lots must be recounted, Democrats are close to retak-
ing control of the legislature for the first time in many
years. The stories of the 14 victors are impressive. Two
are Latina women, one of whom is half Arab American.
They are the first Latina women to win in Virginia. 

They and several others among their victorious
colleagues won despite being targeted for their sup-
port for immigrant rights. Another of the women who
won is remarkable not only because she is the first
transgender person to win in Virginia, but because
she defeated the number two ranking Republican in
the state - a man who was the leading opponent of
transgender rights and an Islamophobe, as well. It
should be noted that two other Arab Americans also
won in Virginia. 

In northern New Jersey a Sikh won as mayor of
Hoboken - the first of his faith to hold an office in
New Jersey. An Asian American and Indian American
won elections in Edison, New Jersey despite ads that
threatened to deport “foreigners” like them. Across
the country, Arab Americans, both Christian and
Muslim, fared quite well. In an era where Arab-baiting
and Muslim-baiting have become worrisome phenom-
ena, every Arab American victory represents another
nail in the coffin of bigotry and intolerance.  

In Michigan, Arab Americans retained control of
Dearborn’s City Council and gained a seat in nearby
Dearborn Heights. Arab Americans also won in
Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, Georgia, Ohio,
Iowa, and Minnesota (where Somali Americans are
making rapid progress entering the political main-
stream). In many instances, these Arab Americans, like
the Asian and Latino candidates had to overcome neg-
ative advertising campaign that targeted them for their
ethnicity (or religion) or for being “soft on immigration
or terrorism”. And yet, even with this, they won. 

The bottom line is that the American electorate
appears to have turned a corner in 2017. A decisive
majority sent a message that not only have they turned
away from the president, but they also reject the fear
and division he exploited in order to win last year. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute
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Mugabe grip on 
power tested by 
sacking of VP
President Robert Mugabe has exerted
almost total authority over Zimbabwean pol-
itics for decades - but the sacking of his
most senior long-time confidante could
spark repercussions beyond his control. Vice
President Emmerson Mnangagwa was dis-
missed and humiliated on Monday after
clashing with Mugabe’s wife Grace, who is
now in prime position to succeed her hus-
band. The removal of Mnangagwa, who has
powerful military connections, has laid bare
the rivalries inside Zimbabwe’s political
establishment as Mugabe, 93, shows increas-
ing signs of old age.

“The situation reflects an enormous
amount of unpredictability,” said Piers Pigou
of the International Crisis Group. “We are
moving into unchartered territories. It
appears Mugabe is prepared to surgically
remove significant sections of the party’s
historical support base... to try to consoli-
date his own position and the future leader-
ship.”

Mnangagwa, 75, quickly fled into exile,
but he vowed to return and launched a direct
challenge to Mugabe by calling for members
of the ruling ZANU-PF party to desert the
president. Mugabe reacted by expelling him
from the party, which will hold its annual
congress next month when Grace - a hugely
divisive figure - could be appointed as one
of the country’s two vice presidents.

Party problems 
“The ball is in Mnagnagwa’s court, but

what are you going to do outside the par-
ty?” Pigou said. “The biggest question is
what kind of elevation do we see for Grace
Mugabe.” The potential leadership role for
Grace, who has many opponents within the
party and government, could even threaten
the future of ZANU-PF. “This is the begin-
ning of the end of ZANU-PF, it is a total
destruction of Mugabe’s legacy,” independ-
ent analyst Dewa Mavhinga told AFP. “If
Grace ascends to the top, she will  fall
because she has created so many enemies.
She has been reckless. ZANU could be
destroyed from within.”

Mnangagwa’s next move is uncertain, but
any path back to high office seems beset
with obstacles. “It will be very difficult for
him reinvent himself as a democrat because
he is cut from the same cloth as Mugabe,”
said Mavhinga. Mnangagwa was instrumen-
tal in much past election violence, including
the 2008 presidential runoff when opposi-
tion leader Morgan Tsvangirai pulled out due
to a wave of killings and beatings. And as
security minister in the 1980s, Mnangagwa
played a leading role in the Gukurahundi
massacres that claimed the lives of around
20,000 perceived dissidents in the south-
west of the country.

Street protests? 
Mnangagwa issued a defiant statement on

Wednesday, telling Mugabe that ZANU-PF
was “not personal property for you and your
wife to do as you please”. The next flash-
point could be next week when Mnangagwa
supporters plan to stage protests against
Mugabe in Harare. Zimbabwe’s ruthless
security forces have often violently broken
up street demonstrations against the author-
itarian president. But some experts believe
the turmoil may actually allow Mugabe - the
world’s oldest national leader - to strengthen
the extraordinary hold on power he has
maintained since 1980. —AFP

Mafia-by-the-sea 
where silence is 
safe: Italy’s Ostia
The resort town of Ostia, on Italy’s west coast,
is a magnet for tourists in the summer but is
also mafia territory where clans carve up the
drugs and extortion business. “If you don’t see
anything, hear anything or say anything, then
you can live to be 100 here,” a sexagenarian
resident of Ostia, near Rome, told AFP, declin-
ing to give his name. “But if you want to change
things, then you are going to have some major
problems ahead,” he added. “That should have
happened a lot earlier. These problems are
enrooted and now it’s no good lopping off a
branch because another will grow and the tree
will be just the same.”

Ostia, a town with a population of 85,000,
where many live on impoverished estates, has
been in the media spotlight since Tuesday when
the brother of a mafia boss violently assaulted a
journalist. Roberto Spada was filmed headbut-
ting TV reporter Daniele Piervincenzi, before
attacking him with a baton. Piervincenzi had
been investigating Spada’s alleged links to the
far-right CasaPound movement and his nose
was fractured in the attack. In Ostia on Friday
dozens of Italian journalists protested in
defence of freedom of speech after the attack
on their colleague.

Piervincenzi was questioning Spada for a
report for national broadcaster Rai about
municipal elections, two years after the local
council was dissolved due to mafia infiltration.
CasaPound, suspected of links to organised
crime in the area, won eight percent of the first
round votes. Italian police arrested Spada on
Thursday for assault, with prosecutors saying
his behaviour was typical of methods used by

organised crime groups to control territory.
While no one in the town openly talks about

the mafia, its influence is all pervasive. “Look at
that beach. Not long ago the beach huts, towels,
life guards were all abusively managed by the
clan,” one resident said. “But since last summer,
nothing. The municipality decided to seek ten-
ders for the management, but no one has bid,”
he added, smiling knowingly.

‘Digging a bit too deep’ 
The attack on Piervincenzi didn’t just upset

fellow journalists. Ostia residents also turned
out to defend freedom of expression. “Let’s just
say that the presence of the press has forced
law enforcement to lift the lid on the issue,”
Silvia Frau, a resident, told AFP. “I hope they
stay once the media rush is over,” she added.
However another local passing by said that the
reporter “was looking for it and he got it”. “He
should have known when to stop. He was too
insistent, he wanted to dig a little too deep”.

Rome Mayor Virginia Raggi, of the populist
Five Star Movement, was one of the first politi-
cians to react to the attack, calling the violence
unacceptable and pledging a crackdown on
crime. “Spada’s arrest is proof that there are no
lawless areas in Italy,” the interior ministry said
in a statement. CasaPound came fourth in
Sunday’s first round voting in the municipal
elections and is hoping to do better in the sec-
ond round on November 19.

It is calling on voters to kick out Raggi who
it claims “hasn’t even managed to move an
abandoned mattress in 18 months”. The Spada
clan is notoriously violent. Seven members of
the family were sentenced to a combined 56
years in jail in October, and Roberto’s brother
Carmine was ordered to serve 10 years last
year for extortion and mafia association.
CasaPound insists that is all part of a campaign
to discredit the movement. “What CasaPound
has done on the ground is anti-mafia work,
anti-organized crime,” the group’s vice presi-
dent Simone Di Stefano said Thursday. —AFP 
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