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Trump’s
moral
COMPaAss:
Himself

He says, ‘1 don't need
international law.”
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By DAVID E. SANGER, TYLER
PAGER, KATIE ROGERS and
ZOLAN KANNO-YOUNGS
The New York Times

WASHINGTON - President
Donald Trump declared thathis
power as commander in chief
is constrained only by his “own
morality,” brushing aside inter-
national law and other checks
on his ability to use military
mighttostrike, invade or coerce
nations around the world.

Asked inawide-ranginginter-
view with the New York Times
on Wednesday if there were
Trumpsaid: “Yeah, thereisone
. thing Myownmorality. Myow=
W
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“I don’t need international
law,” he added. “I’'m not look-
ing to hurt people.”

When pressed further about

- whether his administration
needed toabidebyinternational
law, Trump said, “I do.”:But he
made clear he would be the
arbiter when such constraints
applied to the United States.

“It depends what your defi-
nition of international law is,”
he said.

) \assaisméﬁtofhlsown
ﬁ'eedém ) use any instrument
of military, economicor political
powertocementU.S. supremacy
was the most blunt acknowledg-
ment yet of his worldview. At its
core is the concept that national
strength, rather than laws, trea-
ties and conventions, should be
the deciding factor as powers
collide.

He did acknowledge some
constraints athome, even ashe
has pursued a maximaliststrat-
egy of punishing institutienshe
dislikes, exacting retribution
against political opponents and
deploying the National Guardto
cities over the objections gatate
and local officials. %

He made clear that he uses

.- his.reputation.for-unpredict--

ability and a willingness to
resort quickly to military action,
often in service of coercing
other nations. During his inter-
view with the Times, he taoka
lengthy call from PresidentGus-
tavo Petro of Colombia, whowas
clearly concerned afterrepi ted
threatsthat Trump was thinki
of an attack on the country simi-
lar to the one on Venezuela.

“Well, we are in danger,”
Petro said in an interview with
the Times just before the call.
“Because the threat is real. It
was made by Trump.”

The call between the two
leaders, the contents of which
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were off the record, was an
example of coercive diplo-
macy in action. And it came
just hours after Trump and
Secretary of State Marco Rubio
had extracted the United States
from dozens of international
organizations intended to fos-
ter multinational cooperation.

Inhis conversation with the
Times, Trump sounded more
emboldened than ever. He
cited the success of his strike
on Iran’s nuclear program —
he keeps a model of the B-2
bombers used in the mission
on his desk; the speed with
which he decapitated the
Venezuelan government last
weekend; and his designs on
Greenland, whichis controlled
by Denmark, a NATO ally.

When asked what was
his higher priority, obtain-
ing Greenland or preserving
NATO, Trump declined to
answer directly, but acknowl-
edged “it maybea choice” He
made clear that the transatlan-
ticalliance was essentially use-
lesswithoutthe U.S. atits core.

Even as he characterized
the norms of the post-World
War II order as unnecessary
burdens on a superpower,
Trump was dismissive of the
idea that Chinese leader Xi
Jinping or Russian President
Vladimir Putin could use sim-
ilar logic to the detriment of
the United States. On topic
after topic, he made clear
that in his mind, U.S. power is
the determining factor — and
that previous presidents have
been too cautious to make use
ofitfor political supremacy or
national profit.

The president’s insistence
that Greenland must become
part of the United States was
a prime example of his world-
view. It was not enough to
exercise the U.S. right, under
a 1951 treaty, to reopen long-
closed military bases on the
hugelandmass, whichisastra-
tegicallyimportant crossroads

for U.S., European, Chinese
and Russian naval operations.

“Ownership is very impor-
tant,” Trump said as he dis-
cussed, with a real estate
mogul’s eye, the landmass of
Greenland - three times the
size of Texas but with a popu-
lation of less than 60,000. He
seemed to dismiss the value of
having Greenland under the
control of a close NATO ally.

When asked why he needed
to possess the territory, he
said: “Because that’s what I
feel is psychologically needed
for success. Ithink that owner-
ship gives you a thing that you
can’t do with, you’re talking
aboutalease or a treaty. Own-
ership givesyou thingsand ele-
ments that you can’t get from
just signing a document.”

The conversation made
clear thatin Trump’s view, sov-
ereignty and national borders
arelessimportantthanthe sin-
gular role the U.S. plays as the
protector of the West.

He argued that only he -
and not two predecessors on
whom he heaped scorn, Joe
Bidenand Barack Obama —had
proved capable of persuading
NATO nations to spend 5% of
the gross domestic product on
defense. (About 1.5% of that
is actually for domestic infra-

DOUG MILLS - The New York Times
President Donald Trump sat for an interview with the New York
Times in the Oval Office on Wednesday, Jan. 7. Regarding Green-
land, he said, “Ownership... is psychologically needed for success.”

structure — from power grids
tocybersecurity— thatcan sup-
port defense. The target does
not kick in until 2035, six years
after Trump leaves office.)

“I think we’ll always get
along with Europe, but I want
them to shape up,” he said.

“I'm the one that got them to

spend more on the, youknow,
more GDP on NATO. Butif you
look at NATO, RussiaI can tell
youisnotatall concerned with
any other country but us.”

The president added: “I’ve
beenveryloyal to Europe. I've
done a good job. If it weren’t
for me, Russia would have all
of Ukraine right now.”

He seemed unconcerned
that the last major nuclear
arms control agreement with
Russia was set to expire in four
weeks, leaving the world’s two
largest nuclear powers free to
expand their arsenals without
limit, for the first time in half
a century.

“If it expires, it expires,”
he said. “We’ll just do a better
agreement,” he added, insist-
ing that China, which has the
fastest-growing arsenal in the
world, shouldbe incorporated
in any future agreement.

“You probably want to
get a couple of other players
involved also,” Trump said.

The president seemed
equally sanguine about
whether his decision to send
Special Operations forces into
Caracas to remove Nicolas
Maduro of Venezuela would
be exploited by China or Rus-
sia. Inthe days since theaction
in Venezuela, there have been
arguments that the U.S. prec-
edent would help justify a
Chinese effort to take Taiwan,
or a Russian attempt to seize
Ukraine.

Asked whether he had cre-
ated a precedent that he may
later regret, Trump argued
that his view of the threat
posed by Maduro’s Venezuela
was quite different from Xi’s
view of Taiwan.

“This was a real threat,” he
said of Venezuela. “You didn’t
have people pouring into
China,” he argued, repeating
his oft-made claim that Mad-
uro dumped gang members
into the United States.

When a reporter noted that
Xi regarded Taiwan as a sepa-
ratist threat to China, Trump
said: “That’s up to him, what
he’sgoingtobe doing. But, you
know, I've expressed to him
that I would be very unhappy
ifhe did that, and I don’t think
he’lldothat.Thopehedoesn’t”

On the domestic front,
Trump suggested that judges
only have power torestrict his
domestic policy agenda—from
the deployment of the National
Guard to the imposition of tar-
iffs — “under certain circum-
stances.”

But he was already consid-
ering workarounds. He raised
the possibility that if his tar-
iffs were struck down by the
Supreme Court, he could
repackage them as licensing
fees. And he reiterated that
he was willing to invoke the
Insurrection Act and deploy
the military inside the United
States and federalize some
National Guard units.

So far, he said, “I haven’t
really felt the need to do it.”
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