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Trump’s Evil Is Contagious
By Timothy Egan

It passed with the usual shrug by the usual handmaidens of hatred

when the president of the world’s most powerful democracy

threatened to commit war crimes by bombing Iranian cultural sites

— the kind of barbarism practiced by the Taliban and rogue-state

thugs.

After being told that he would be in violation of Geneva Convention

rules that the United States had helped to create back when

America was actually great, President Trump relented, but still

wondered: Why not?

The warlord in chief had already gone out of his way to protect a

Navy SEAL member who’d been accused of committing war

crimes. And what kind of man did the president upend the military

code of justice for?

“The guy is freaking evil,” one fellow SEAL told investigators,

referring to Special Operations Chief Edward Gallagher, who was

convicted of posing for photos with the corpse of a teenage boy

who’d been killed in his custody. After the presidential

intervention, the formerly shamed serviceman was posing at Mar-

a-Lago.

On any given day, Trump is vindictive, ignorant, narcissistic, a

fraud — well, his pathologies are well known. But it’s time to apply

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/27/us/navy-seals-edward-gallagher-video.html?action=click&module=Top%20Stories&pgtype=Homepage


the same word to him as the brave Navy man did to the renegade

in his unit. Under Trump, the United States is a confederacy of

corruption, driven by a thousand points of evil. And that evil is

contagious.

We all grew up hearing an ageless warning about public morality:

that the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good

people to do nothing.

The presumed outcome is reassuring, a story we tell ourselves. But

in the last three years, that homily has been proved right, in the

country where it was not supposed to happen. The Trump

presidency has shown just how many ostensibly good people will

do nothing, and how evil, when given a free rein at the top, trickles

down.

When Trump retweeted a fabricated image of the two most

important Democratic leaders of Congress dressed in Islamic garb

in front of the Iranian flag, there was no chorus of condemnation

from his side. Here was a graphic lie, a cheap defamation, the kind

of dirty little trick that politicians usually give to the felon

operating under the radar. For Trump, it was just another Monday.

Was it politics, or evil, when candidate Trump smeared a Gold Star

family in 2016? Was it a mere shift in public policy, or evil, when

Trump allowed people acting in our name to put children in cages

and separate them from their mothers?

Was it mere theatrics to revel in a chant of “Lock her up,” about

Hillary Clinton, who has now been exonerated, twice, by federal

investigators? Was it normal for the 44th successor of a president

who could not tell a lie, to lie more than 15,000 times?

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/01/13/politics/donald-trump-pelosi-schumer/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/12/16/president-trump-has-made-false-or-misleading-claims-over-days/


Trump has so desensitized us that a day without a round of blunt

force cruelty from the White House is newsworthy. And now it all

comes to a boil in the impeachment trial. The facts are not in

dispute: Trump tried to force a struggling democracy into doing

his political dirty work for him. He tried to squeeze a foreign power

into meddling in our election. What is very much in doubt is

whether enough good people will do something.

In the process of this high crime, Trump broke the law, as a

nonpartisan congressional watchdog reported Thursday. The

greater evil is the violation of the lofty purpose written into this

country’s founding documents. The smaller evils are the

Republican senators who know the president violated his oath and

should be removed, but don’t have the guts to say so.

“Do not, as my party did, underestimate the evil, desperate nature

of evil, desperate people,” writes Rick Wilson, the Republican

operative and witty Never-Trumper, in “Running Against the

Devil,” his new book. “There is no bottom. There is no shame.

There are no limits.”

As for the contagion of evil, you need not look far. In Texas this

month, Gov. Greg Abbott said his state would become the first to

refuse to take in even a small number of legal, fully vetted

refugees. These are people who’ve been approved by the federal

government for asylum, after being displaced by war, famine or

persecution. In the past, people from Vietnam, Cuba and Africa

have been welcomed, and have gone on to become some of our

finest citizens.

A handful of citizens, the Catholic Church, some members of

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/16/us/politics/gao-trump-ukraine.html


Congress, objected. “Accepting refugees with open arms — giving

without keeping score — is who we are as Americans,” tweeted

Representative Pramila Jayapal, Democrat of Washington, herself

an immigrant.

Sorry, that’s not who we are as Americans in the Trump era. When

the hate flag is flying, most of Trump’s followers have stood up and

saluted.

Here’s the two-step that all good people must take now: First,

realize the level of depravity that has taken over the White House,

and second, fight accordingly.

“Do not come to this fight believing that the Trump team views any

action, including outright criminality, as off limits,” writes Wilson.

This doesn’t mean you have to cheat, lie or coerce. But it means

you do have to fight, or be counted among the do-nothings who

allowed evil to flourish.

Timothy Egan (@nytegan) is a contributing opinion writer who

covers the environment, the American West and politics. He is a

winner of the National Book Award and author, most recently, of “A

Pilgrimage to Eternity.”
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Grade for the Trade Deal?
Incomplete
By The Editorial Board

Perhaps the most valuable feature of the skeleton trade deal that

the United States and China signed this week is simply that both

sides have agreed to suspend tit-for-tat escalation. That alone is

enough for people on both sides of the Pacific to breathe a sigh of

relief.

The bad news is that the deal doesn’t do much to address the

longstanding problems in the economic relationship between the

United States and one of its largest trading partners. Notably, it

does not address China’s practice of subsidizing its state-owned

enterprises.

The deal also leaves Mr. Trump’s tariffs on Chinese goods

substantially intact. The average tariff on Chinese imports will

stand at 19.3 percent, compared with 3 percent when Mr. Trump

took office, according to Chad Bown of the Peterson Institute for

International Economics.

A new analysis of data from 2018 and 2019 finds that Americans are

paying the full cost of the tariffs.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/15/business/economy/china-trade-deal.html
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/phase-one-china-deal-steep-tariffs-are-new-normal
http://papers.nber.org/tmp/65749-w26610.pdf


The key deal terms are straightforward: China has promised to

buy a heaping pile of stuff from the United States over the next two

years, and to make it a little easier for American companies to do

business in China. The United States has promised to stop raising

tariffs.

President Trump is justified in describing these terms as

something new. The United States historically has focused on

negotiating the rules of international trade, and then allowing

economic conditions to determine the volume. The Trump

administration, by contrast, is primarily focused on increasing the

volume of exports to China. It wrested from China an agreement to

increase its total purchases from $186 billion in 2017 to $309 billion

in 2021.

There’s no real precedent for that kind of rapid increase in trade

with another country, and some analysts doubt that China even

intends to fully meet the terms. The bigger issue, however, is that

even if China comes through — even if America ships a lot more

soybeans and natural gas, and sells more financial and technical

services — the United States may not benefit.

The deal is structured to reduce the annual trade deficit between

the two countries, allowing Mr. Trump to claim a political victory.

Mr. Trump views trade as a competition between the United States

and China, and he follows the balance of trade in much the same

way that sports fans keep track of the score. But bilateral trade

balances are economically insignificant. It doesn’t matter if a

nation has a trade deficit with China if it has offsetting trade

surpluses with other nations. And in this case, much of what China

has agreed to buy from the United States would have been sold to

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/01/15/heres-what-china-agreed-to-buy-from-the-us-in-the-phase-one-trade-deal.html


other nations. Increasing exports to China doesn’t mean that the

United States is increasing overall exports. The economic benefit

may be quite small.

The commitments also end after two years. China is making no

promises beyond 2021.

There are important downsides, too. The United States is

essentially demanding that China shift trade away from other

countries, some of which are American allies. The United States

also has long pushed China to develop a more market-oriented

economy. This deal, by contrast, encourages China’s government

to orchestrate purchasing, most likely with a heavy reliance on the

very state-owned enterprises the United States has long sought to

constrain. The short-term benefits could come at the expense of

America’s longer-term interests.

The deal does include some changes in the rules of trade between

the two countries. China agreed to facilitate imports of meat and

biotechnology products, and the deal makes it easier for American

financial services companies to operate in China. It also includes

suitably stern language about the theft of American intellectual

property, and a Chinese promise not to require American

companies to share that property as a condition of market access.

But China has a long history of writing promises that look good on

paper, only for foreign companies to discover they cannot depend

on the regular enforcement of those commitments. The value of the

new promises therefore rests on a new enforcement mechanism

that allows either side to impose tariffs if it identifies a problem

that is not promptly rectified. Will it work? One reason for doubt is

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/14/business/economy/trump-china-trade-deal.html


that the Trump administration already is concerned that any

further increase in tariffs would cause significant problems for the

American economy.

Mr. Trump’s recent predecessors sought to wrest concessions from

China without disrupting the flow of trade between the two

countries. In part they argued that as China grew, it would

increasingly see the benefits of following America’s rules: As a

country produces more new products, it tends to become more

interested in the defense of intellectual property rights. Under

President Barack Obama, the United States also sought to place

pressure on China by building a common front among other Pacific

Rim nations, known as the Trans-Pacific Partnership.

Supporters of Mr. Trump’s confrontational style argue that those

tactics did not work.

But Mr. Trump has yet to deliver better results. Administration

officials emphasize that talks with China will move to a second

phase, where the United States will seek to exchange tariff

reductions for Chinese concessions on key issues, such as limits on

industrial subsidies. But the Chinese, who struck this deal to avoid

a painful escalation, may now see merit in putting off talks in the

hopes of avoiding painful concessions. Next year, after all, may

well bring a different American administration. Mr. Trump’s

strategy may have run its course. And if this is all it produces, the

United States is not in a better place than it was three years ago.
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