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Negative Lessons for the World From the US

ET Editorial

The US political establishment faces the delicate task of balancing the need to move forward from a divisive
election and hold to account those who attacked American democracy. The first step in this dual act of looking
forward and backward will be played out on Capitol Hill. The US Senate is gearing up for US President Donald
Trump’s second impeachment trial and confirmation of the members of the Biden Administration, besides the
incoming administration’s other urgent legislative agenda. We wish them success in this endeavour.

Donald Trump secured his ignominious place in history by being voted out after a single term, losing his party’s
hold over the presidency, the House and the Senate, and being the first American president to be impeached
twice. The push for impeachment by Democrats led by Speaker Nancy Pelosi is an effort to hold him
accountable for his unambiguous efforts to undermine the elections and his encouragement of actions that led to
the insurrection at Capitol Hill. There is little doubt about the part that President Trump played in instigating the
insurrectionists, repeatedly calling on them to stop what he called the stealing of the vote. Yet, impeachment is
a political rather than a juridical punishment. If the Senate votes in favour, it will bar Trump from future
elections. But it could also feed his supporters’ sense of aggrievement. Trump can be punished, but can
impeachment extinguish Trumpism?

There is a lesson here for political leadership in other democracies, as well. There are serious long-term
consequences of undermining democratic political processes and playing up peoples’ insecurities and fears for
the sake of political power. Pursuit of power should not be at the expense of the nation’s unity.
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Building trust

Gyawali’s visit keeps that conversation going, though it is clear that the trust deficit
between the two countries continues.

Editorial
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Last week’s visit by Nepal foreign minister
Pradeep Gyawali was significant for the reason
that it was the first official high-level political
sojourn from Nepal after relations soured last
year when India built a road to Lipulekh Pass
and Kathmandu claimed the pass as well parts of
the area through which the road had been built,
underlining this claim with a new map of its
boundary with India. Since then, India’s foreign
secretary, its Army chief and the head of the
Research and Analysis Wing, have been to and
welcomed by Kathmandu at different times,
signalling that a conversation between the two
countries is important to both and must continue.
Gyawali’s visit keeps that conversation going,
though it is clear that the trust deficit between the two countries continues.

p— \

Ahead of his foreign minister’s visit, Prime Minister Khadga Prasad Sharma Oli declared that his government
was determined to take the 370 sq km of land in the Kalapani-Limpiadhura-Lipulekh area through dialogue, a
sentiment reiterated by Gyawali in Delhi. What this appears to convey is that there can be no fait accompli in
this matter. The boundary row, with its domestic political ramifications for the Oli government, and security
considerations for India — the area is at an India-China-Nepal trijunction — cannot be resolved overnight.
What it needs, as Gyawali rightly said, is a building of mutual trust. This can come only with dialogue. His
assurance that Nepal’s soil cannot be used against another country is timely.

Gyawali arrived in Delhi at a curious time in Nepal’s politics, currently roiled by Oli’s decision to dissolve the
House of Representatives, and call for fresh elections in April. The ruling Nepal Communist Party (NCP) itself
is divided, with former Prime Minister and NCP leader Pushpa Kamal Dahal “Prachanda” opposing Oli’s
decision. The matter is before the Supreme Court. Prachanda has accused Delhi of political motives in
welcoming Gyawali at this point, but it is really China that has openly waded into Nepal’s internal affairs, even
sending a high-level delegation of the Communist Party of China to resolve the internal feuding in the NCP and
making efforts toward a patch up, as it had done last May. Delhi must continue to keep distance as the politics
plays out. Meanwhile, it can script a positive India-Nepal story by making good on External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar’s “iron clad” commitment that India will soon deliver anti-COVID19 vaccines to Nepal. That will do
much more for relations between the two countries at this time than anything else.
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The unravelling of liberal globalism

Donald Trump has been defeated, but not Trumpism and the anti-globalist politics it
has unleashed

Stanly Johny

Few Presidents have tried to alter the fundamentals of American foreign policy since the end of the Second
World War like Donald Trump has done in the past four years. Mr. Trump broke with the Washington
consensus on what western policymakers and strategists call the liberal internationalist order. He put his
‘America First” doctrine in the driving seat of his foreign policy wagon. He decried the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (NATO), the bedrock of the trans-Atlantic military cooperation, pulled the United States out of
international organisations and multilateral treaties, and launched tariff wars with both friends and foes alike.

Barring a series of normalisation agreements between Israel and some Arab countries, Mr. Trump does not have
any major foreign policy achievement to his credit. But he is more of a disruptor than an achiever. And he has
caused disruptions in America’s foreign policy which could outlive his presidency. When Joe Biden assumes
the White House very soon, the biggest foreign policy challenge he faces is whether he could unmake the
Trump legacy and take Washington back to its liberal international consensus.

America and isolationism

America’s isolationism did not start with Mr. Trump. He was rather harping on an old foreign policy doctrine
that shaped and drove American policy before the Second World War when he pulled the U.S. back from the
stage of global leadership. Before the war, the U.S., an emerging economic and military power, was largely an
isolated country that was focused on its own rise and expansion. The economic catastrophe caused by the Great
Depression and the losses it suffered in the First World War prompted the American isolationists, including
progressives and conservatives, to push for a policy of non-involvement in European and Asian conflicts — a
policy Washington had largely followed throughout the 19th century.

The Wilsonian imprint

The roots of the liberal internationalist order can be traced to the ideals of the 28th American President,
Woodrow Wilson. Wilson, who led the U.S. to the First World War, called for a rules-based global order
governed by international institutions in which countries could cooperate and achieve peace (what he called “an
organised common peace”) rather than going to war to meet their goals. The Wilsonian principles on self-
determination, rule of law within and between countries, liberal capitalist economic model and freer trade and
emphasis on human rights would lay the foundations of the liberal global order which the West would
wholeheartedly embrace after the Second World War, but they did not have many takers in the U.S. during the
inter-war period. The U.S. was not even a member of the League of Nations.
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Washington unearthed the values of Wilsonian globalism only after it suited America’s strategic interests during
the Cold War. When the world was divided between the capitalist and communist blocs and when the
communist and socialist parties (under the patronage of the Soviet Union) started making advances into Asian
and European countries, the U.S. turned to liberal globalism and took up the leadership of the western world. It
called itself and its allies the “free world”, claiming moral superiority over the communist and socialist
dictatorships. While this remained the larger narrative, it did not stop them from embracing the dictators who
were opposed to the red bloc. Basically, liberal internationalism embodied the transborder cooperation of
western democracies and their allies in their fight against the socialist internationalism of the rival bloc. When
the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, many pundits and policymakers saw it as a triumphant moment for liberal
internationalism. Some even predicted “the end of history”. The U.S. stepped up its leadership role: It started
wars to protect human rights, export democracy and defeat jihadists. But history did not proceed as the end-of-
history theorists had prophesied.

Structural shifts

From a normative point of view, the geostrategic charm of the liberal moral argument about freedom has
diminished in the post-Cold War world. On the other side, with the rise of religious terrorism, even liberal
democratic governments started arming themselves with more powers that often clashed with civil liberties. The
liberal promise of ‘minimum government’ stayed confined to the economic realm, while the security state kept
expanding its powers. On the global stage, the U.S.’s repeated military adventures have tested its own hard
power superiority. The U.S. effected a regime change in Yugoslavia in 1999, but the campaign eventually led to
the disintegration of the country. In Iraq, the U.S. never won a conclusive victory. In Afghanistan, after 19 years
of war, the U.S. has struck a deal with the Taliban and is badly looking for an exit. In Libya, the country
“liberated by NATO”, there are two governments and two armies and many militias backed by rival regional
powers. When it comes to Iran and North Korea, the U.S. is not as confident as it was with Iraq and Afghanistan
on using force. This inability to win wars and prolonged military campaigns turned foreign interventions
unpopular again.

The biggest blow to the western liberal order, however, came from within. The crisis in capitalism that broke
out in 2008, has weakened the U.S. and western Europe (the guarantors of the post-war order) economically,
and unleashed political changes. The focus shifted away from human rights and civil liberties to fighting
terrorism and stopping immigration in many of these countries. Illiberal, far-right and anti-immigrant
Islamophobic parties started rising. They challenged post-war internationalism, mobilised the public based on
cultural nationalism and vilified immigration and the flow of refugees (which was in part triggered by the wars
the globalists fought in poorer countries).

From Trump to Biden

The rise of Mr. Trump to power in the U.S., the leader of the western liberal order (and the Brexit vote in the
United Kingdom) was the sharpest manifestation of this tectonic shift that has been under way. Unsurprisingly,
Mr. Trump, a product of the crisis in globalised capitalism, took the U.S. back to pre-war isolationism. It may
not be a coincidence that Mr. Trump is the first American President since Jimmy Carter who has not launched a
new war.

Mr. Biden’s foreign policy would be different from Mr. Trump’s. He would seek to strengthen alliances and
build a more consistent foreign policy approach to the myriad problems America is facing. He could undo some
of the policy decisions of Mr. Trump’s such as the U.S.’s withdrawal from the Paris Climate Accord or its exit
from the World Health Organization. But could Mr. Biden, a liberal internationalist himself, revive the western
liberal international order? Could he revert to liberal trade, embrace globalisation like, say, Bill Clinton did, or
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launch wars in the name of protecting human rights or exporting democracy? Could he establish the U.S.
hegemony over a fast-diversifying international system? The forces of history are against him.

After the Second World War, there was a trans-Atlantic consensus among the ruling elites of North America
and western Europe on how to tackle the challenges from the Soviet Union. Now, there is no such consensus on
how to tackle the challenges they face. There could be broad agreements on issues such as climate change or the
fight against COVID-19, but on critical strategic issues such as the rise of China and the challenges from
Russia, there is a huge gap between the old globalists and the new populists.

Mr. Trump has been defeated, but not Trumpism and the anti-globalist politics it has unleashed. Even if Mr.
Biden overcomes the currents of isolationism at home, he could face similar challenges across the Atlantic
where a bunch illiberal populist leaders and cultural nationalists such as Marine Le Pen of France, Matteo
Salvini of Italy, Norbert Hofer of Austria and Geert Wilders of the Netherlands are on the ascent. Like Mr.
Trump, none of them represents the old order.
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Update debate

Privacy of citizens is too important to be left to the business practices of digital
companies

Editorial

WhatsApp’s decision to delay the update
of its privacy policy, following a
backlash from its users, is an implicit
acknowledgement of the increasing role
played by perceptions about privacy in
the continued well-being of a popular
service. Problems for the Facebook-
owned app started earlier this month
when it announced an update to its terms
of service and privacy policy, according
to which users would no longer be able to
opt out of sharing data with Facebook.
February 8 was kept as the deadline for
the new terms to be accepted. This
triggered a mass exodus from WhatsApp, the likes of which it has never encountered, not even in the aftermath
of the Cambridge Analytica scandal, which did bring a lot of bad press to its parent, or when the messaging
app’s co-founders called it quits a few years ago. The WhatsApp policy update has clearly spooked many users,
who, concerned about their privacy getting compromised, have shifted to alternative platforms such as Signal
and Telegram. In recent weeks, according to media reports, messaging app Signal has topped the app store
charts in India and many other countries. Interestingly, WhatsApp uses the same end-to-end encryption protocol
as Signal.

5



m www.afeias.com

IMPORTANT NEWSCLIPPINGS (18-Jan-21)

An under-fire WhatsApp, on its part, has tried to allay fears about privacy being compromised because of the
updates. It has put out numerous messages and taken out advertisements to convey that the changes are “related
to optional business features on WhatsApp, and provides further transparency about how we collect and use
data”. Millions of business interactions take place every day on WhatsApp, and the new privacy updates are
supposedly to make these easier while also enabling personalised ads on Facebook. After all this, WhatsApp has
pushed the update to May 15. The change will ultimately be inevitable, given that WhatsApp, bought by
Facebook for a whopping $19 billion and having subsequently given up plans to charge its users, would be
betting on its handling of business interactions to make its big monies. Even then, it cannot force these changes
on its users in Europe. For, Europe’s stringent General Data Protection Regulation, more popularly called
GDPR, prevents such sharing between apps. Users there are in control of their data much more than anywhere
else in the world. India could do with such a law. All it has is a draft version of a law, and it has been so for a
few years now. Privacy of a billion citizens is too important a thing to be left just to the practices of a
commercial enterprise. It will be reassuring if it is guaranteed by a strong law.
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