1

Responding to Donald Trump’s Foreign Policies

By Abraham F. Lowenthal

Donald Trump has been president of the United States for more than seven months. Rarely, if ever, has a change in US leadership provoked greater immediate unease throughout the Americas and around the world. 
The most persistent concerns are about his personal qualities, what appear to be his core convictions, his modes of decision-making and communication, and especially his tendencies—by design or inadvertence—to ignore or fabricate evidence and to heighten polarization. In ways familiar to those who have experienced populism, Trump undermines community and tolerance, recruits and responds to passionate adherents and discredits established power centers. These tendencies are toxic and dangerous.
In the sphere of foreign policy, Trump’s bark has up to now been much worse than his bite, however. He has often reversed dubious positions he took as a candidate: on the Iran nuclear deal, China as a “currency manipulator,” NATO as “obsolete,” moving the US embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, and cooperating closely with Putin’s Russia. He has apparently backed away somewhat from several extreme positions: totally rejecting the North American Free Trade Agreement, reversing immigration policies, and insisting that Mexico would pay for the proposed high border wall. He has made menacing statements about launching military might against North Korea, pursuing a “military option” in Venezuela, and unleashing a “trade war” against China, but without providing evidence so far that these are more than bluster.
It is hard to be sure why Trump’s rhetoric is thus far so different from his administration’s implemented policies. How much of this variance is intentional, a method to his madness? How much is due to legal barriers, institutional checks and balances, public and media opinion and international constraints? Is Trump using negotiating tactics that he used successfully in real estate bargaining, but that do not necessarily work in international relations? What can be attributed to deep conflicts among those in Trump’s entourage? How much of the Trump administration’s apparent incoherence will be resolved by personnel changes and clarified lines of authority and communication, or if Mr. Trump learns to curb his impulses and rely on statements prepared by competent officials?
The truth is that no one can answer these questions now. The Trump administration is a pudding that has not yet jelled; its ingredients are still being stirred by multiple cooks in the absence of a chef. 
In this disconcerting context, the best course for all who are troubled by the dangers that Trump’s administration represents may be to reduce our fascination with Trump’s personality, and instead to concentrate strategically on identifying and responding to underlying trends, threats and goals. This is necessary in order to manage and mitigate the dangers and to advance—despite Trump—toward shared goals, taking fundamental tendencies into account. This recommended approach may not be as satisfying as denouncing Trump and those who support him, but rotund condemnation does not change minds and undo decisions. 
It is will not be easy to design and implement damage-control strategies to constrain the Trump administration, for these necessarily involve concerted efforts by many participants with diverse interests and priorities, acting in many fora and venues without central coordination. The first step is to focus on structural challenges that are independent of the Trump presidency. A familiar economic, political and world order is crumbling. Demographic and technological transformations are reshaping the global economy, affecting who gains and who gets hurt. Interconnected technological, demographic, societal, cultural, political and institutional transformations are underway. These changes are reinforced by new constellations and forms of international power. All these disruptive tendencies, more than Donald Trump, require attention. 
One urgent priority should be self-conscious attempts at unilateral and especially multilateral damage control. South American countries, especially Brazil and Argentina, can do much to strengthen the role of regional and global organizations in reducing and resolving violent conflicts, curbing arms races, nurturing peacemaking and managing international financial and migration flows. They can also help design and implement responses to issues of food security, environmental damage, contagious disease and the corrosive narcotics trade. In all these realms they can respond to US reticence and outright irresponsibility by taking a larger role.  

A key challenge for Latin American countries, as for those in the United States who oppose Trump’s approaches, is to develop positive visions and policies that respond to the problems that have provided Trump and other populists with their constituencies. Another is to engage more positive approaches from the US government and from US civil society, separating out issues and making progress where this is possible. Fiinally, Latin American countries should work together to effectively oppose unacceptable US policies in multiple fora—issue by issue and venue by venue. The time is right for major South American countries to become more important shapers of international affairs. 
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