
International
UN names new 
envoy to Syria

Page 7
Notorious Boston mobster Whitey Bulger found dead Page 8

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 1, 2018

Divider in chief? 
Trump in his own 
abrasive words
WASHINGTON: As calls mount to defuse US political
tensions following a week of violence including the killing
of 11 worshippers at a Pittsburgh synagogue, Donald
Trump continues to throw his rhetorical bombs. The
president did urge Americans to “unify” last week after
authorities intercepted pipe bombs mailed to mainly
Democratic targets of Trump’s rage. But an aggrieved
Trump swiftly reverted to form, accusing the “fake news”
media of stoking fear and anger. Then on Tuesday, Trump
dropped a surprise announcement linked to his anti-
immigration platform: he intends to scrap a constitutional
guarantee to citizenship for anyone born on US soil. Here
is a look back at some of Trump’s most inflammatory past
statements:

‘Birther’ controversy
Trump earned national political prominence by pro-

moting the falsehood that Barack Obama, America’s first
black president, was not born in the United States. As a
leader of the so-called “birther” movement, Trump
repeatedly cast doubt on whether Obama was a natural-
born US citizen-and therefore qualified to be head of
state. “An ‘extremely credible source’ has called my office
and told me that @BarackObama’s birth certificate is a
fraud,” Trump tweeted in 2012. He grudgingly acknowl-
edged late in his 2016 presidential campaign that Obama
was born in the United States.

Mexican ‘rapists’
When the provocative billionaire descended the Trump

Tower escalator to announce his White House bid in June
2015, his detractors argue he brought the level of national
political discourse down with him. Mexico is “sending
people that have lots of problems... They’re bringing
drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists,” Trump
said. A year later he argued that the Mexican heritage of a
US-born federal judge should disqualify him from presid-
ing over a fraud lawsuit involving Trump University. House
Speaker Paul Ryan, the top Republican in Congress, called
it “the textbook definition of a racist comment.”

‘Lock her up’ 
The Republican National Convention of 2016 will be

remembered in part for the event’s central rallying cry
against Trump’s nemesis Hillary Clinton: “Lock her up!”
Those three words became a chant of reflexive hostility,
not just against the Democratic nominee, but the percep-
tion by aggrieved Trump supporters that liberal forces
were aiming to derail his presidency. The chants persist.
Even on the day last week that pipe bombs arrived in the
mail for Clinton and other prominent Democrats, the
crowd at Trump’s campaign rally in Wisconsin launched
into “Lock her up.” Trump, who proclaims himself proud
to be politically incorrect, continues to malign opponents
with noxious nicknames. He repeatedly tags Senator
Elizabeth Warren, a potential 2020 presidential con-
tender, with the ethnic slur “Pocahontas” due to her claim
of distant Native American ancestry, and brands con-
gresswoman Maxine Waters, an African-American
Democrat, “Low IQ.” —AFP

PESHAWAR: Supporters of the Tehreek-e-Labaik Pakistan (TLP), a hardline religious political party, chant slogans during a protest following the Supreme Court decision on Christian woman Asia Bibi, in Peshawar yesterday. —AFP

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s Supreme Court yesterday over-
turned the conviction of Asia Bibi, a Christian mother facing
execution for blasphemy, in a landmark case which has incit-
ed deadly violence and reached as far as the Vatican.
Blasphemy is an incendiary charge in deeply conservative
Muslim Pakistan, where even unproven allegations of insult-
ing Islam and its Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) can provoke
death at the hands of vigilantes-and the acquittal immediate-
ly sparked large protests from hardliners.  

Bibi appeared to be in state of disbelief after hearing that
Pakistan’s Chief Justice Saqib Nisar had quashed her convic-
tion nearly eight years after she was first sentenced to death.
“I can’t believe what I am hearing, will I go out now? Will
they let me out, really?” Bibi said by phone from prison after
the ruling. “I just don’t know what to say, I am very happy, I
can’t believe it.” Demonstrations broke out in major cities
across the country following the verdict, with approximately
a thousand club-wielding demonstrators blocking
Islamabad’s main highway as several roads in the port city of
Karachi were barricaded by protesters sparking chaotic
traffic jams. 

One of the most vocal groups leading the protests-the
Tehreek-e-Labaik Pakistan (TLP) - called for “mutiny”
against the army’s top brass following the verdict. “The
Muslim generals of the army, it is their responsibility that
they should launch a rebellion against these generals,” Afzal
Qadri-a TLP leader-told supporters in Lahore. But the
acquittal was met with near silence on the country’s airwaves
as broadcasters appeared to be steer clear of covering the
controversial topic.

Protection detail? 
Bibi was set to be released immediately according to the

court, although there was no word if any security arrange-
ments were being made for her protection. Her legal team
celebrated the court’s decision amid beefed-up security in

Islamabad. “The verdict has shown that the poor, the minori-
ties and the lowest segments of society can get justice in this
country despite its shortcomings,” Bibi’s lawyer Saif-ul-
Mulook said. “This is the biggest and happiest day of my
life.” Her case drew the attention of international rights
groups and swiftly became the most high-profile in the
country. Pope Benedict XVI called for her release in 2010,
while in 2015 her daughter met his successor and the current
head of the Catholic Church, Pope Francis.

Blasphemy weaponized
Freedom for Bibi in Pakistan, where university students

have been lynched and Christians burnt in ovens over blas-
phemy claims, means a life under threat by hardliners, who
regularly hold demonstrations calling for her execution. The
allegations against Bibi date back to 2009, when Muslim
women she was laboring with in a field objected to sharing
water with her because she was Christian. After an argu-
ment, the women went to a local cleric and accused Bibi of
blasphemy against the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH), a
charge punishable by death under colonial-era legislation.

During the appeal hearing on October 8, a three-mem-
ber panel of Supreme Court justices appeared to question

the case against her, with
Justice Asif Saeed Khan
Khosa, considered Pakistan’s
top expert in criminal law,
listing flaws in the proceed-
ings. “I don’t see any deroga-
tory remarks vis-a-vis the
holy Koran as per the FIR,”
added Chief Justice Saqib
Nisar, referring to the initial
complaint filed in the case.

Approximately 40 people
are believed to be on death
row or serving a life sentence
in Pakistan for blasphemy,
according to a 2018 report
by the United States
Commission on International Religious Freedom. Leading
rights groups have long criticized the legislation, saying it is
routinely abused to justify censorship, persecution, and
even murder of minorities. In recent years, it has also been
weaponries to smear dissenters and politicians. Mere calls
to reform the law have provoked violence, most notably the
assassination of Salmaan Taseer, the governor of Pakistan’s
most populous province Punjab, by his own bodyguard in
broad daylight in Islamabad in 2011.

Taseer had also called for Bibi’s release. His assassin,
Mumtaz Qadri, was executed in 2016 and has been feted as
a hero by hardliners, with a shrine to him built by Islamists
just outside the capital. Taseer’s son Shahbaz tweeted
“Pakistan Zindabad”, meaning “Long live Pakistan”, follow-
ing the ruling. Politicians including new Prime Minister
Imran Khan invoked blasphemy during a general election
this summer, vowing to defend the laws. Analysts have
warned the tactic could deepen sectarian fractures and
potentially spill into violence. —AFP

Pakistan overturns blasphemy death sentence
Club-wielding demonstrators block Islamabad highway

Diplomacy without 
Merkel: Europe’s 
broker bows out
PARIS: For 13 years Angela Merkel has been a cool
head at summits and a powerful broker in troubled
Europe, but analysts say the countdown until her
announced departure could leave her an international
lame duck. When Donald Trump became US president,
liberal commentators turned to the German chancellor
as a potential new “leader of the free world” - a label
she swiftly dismissed as “absurd”. Her moderate, con-
sensus-seeking approach and staunch defense of the
multilateral world order have made Merkel a counter-
point to Trump’s “America First” isolationism at interna-
tional meetings.

But political analysts say it’s hard to predict what
impact the exit of the world’s most powerful woman,
now down in the calendar for 2021, will have on global
affairs. Cas Mudde, a politics professor at the University
of Georgia in the United States, said that whoever takes
over at the head of Europe’s biggest economy will
struggle to wield the same international clout. “That is
the hole she leaves - that of senior political leader within
Western democracies,” he told AFP. Already weakened
in domestic politics, he predicted that setting a clock
will “further erode her national and international power,
which remains, however, significant.”

Farewell, queen of Europe 
Germany has trod cautiously on the global stage

since World War II, wary of throwing its might
around for fear of spooking neighbors. But within
Europe Merkel has carved out an influential role as a
broker, not least in the 2010-2015 Greek economic
crisis and in leading the bloc’s response to Russia’s
annexation of Crimea in 2014. With Europe already
badly divided by Brexit and a wave of migrant
arrivals, officials and analysts in Brussels fear her
announcement spells yet more uncertainty for the EU. 

The Capital Economics consultancy said her
announcement was bad timing given the major row
that has just broken out over Italy’s big-spending
budget. “The eurozone needs a safe pair of hands more
than ever and Mrs Merkel has been key to brokering
compromises in the past,” it said in a briefing note.
“Her weakened position may mean that an agreement
over Italy’s budget will take longer to reach, raising the
threat of contagion to other markets.”

French President Emmanuel Macron has mean-
while worked hard to win Merkel’s support for a pro-
found shake-up of the EU. “Lots of the president’s
initiatives would not have seen the light of day of if it
wasn’t for strong German support,” France’s Europe
Minister Nathal ie Loiseau said, naming closer
defense ties as an example. But Merkel’s support for
Macron’s ambitious institutional change was already
lukewarm and is now in further doubt, with pro-EU
commentator Gideon Rachman writ ing in the
Financial Times that her announcement was “bad
news” for the reforms.

Some analysts suggest Merkel’s clout in general in
Europe, where she has notably pushed for close ties
with post-Brexit Britain, will take an immediate hit.
“Nobody is going to listen to her anymore in Europe.
She has taken herself immediately out of the game,”
said Sebastien Maillard, director of the Jacques
Delors Institute think-tank. Yet Nils Diederich, a
political scientist at the Free University of Berlin,
predicted she will continue to act as a moderator in
tense EU disputes, like those it faces with Italy and
Hungary. “In recent months it’s become obvious that
(European affairs) represent her primary interests.
She is Germany’s real foreign minister,” he said.

Step forward, Macron?
Coming a day after Brazil elected a far-right pres-

ident and with populists on the march across Europe
and beyond, Merkel’s announcement also signals the
decline of a leading voice against nationalism. Some
predict her successor at the helm of the conservative
CDU party will shift further right in response to the
rising far-right AfD party in Germany - a phenome-
non spurred in large part by Merkel’s 2015 welcome
of more than a million refugees. 

Mudde, who studies populism on both sides of the
Atlantic, said however that Macron and Canada’s
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau had long since taken
over as the world’s leading defenders of liberal val-
ues. “Merkel has been on her way out for a long
time,” Mudde said. “I think Macron has become a
much more vocal opponent of nationalism than
Merkel,” he added. —AFP
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