New Leaders, New Directions 
A young leader like Zohran Mamdani is a clear challenge to Trump’s policies. 
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In many countries, new leaders have come to power in recent years, opposing mainstream policies and traditional culture. Now the question is whether new leaders also lead to new directions in practice and to the betterment of people’s lives in the short and long term. We also reflect on the reasons for these changes, and whether the new ideas are actually the right ones.
When Donald Trump came back into office as the president of the USA, the world’s superpower and hegemonic leader, many people at home and abroad worried about what lay ahead, while many also hoped for improvement in their lives, especially their own economic situation and that of the country. Trump has begun implementing several of his promises from the election campaign, increasing import duties and indicating that the decades of free trade and internationalisation are ending. His policies also mean that the USA will spend less on development aid and military engagement abroad.
Some of this was inevitable and not solely related to Trump’s policies. Recipients complain about reduced American funding, even though they had previously wanted the USA to play a lesser role internationally. It was about time the USA reduced its direct role as a hegemonic leader. Those who received American money should have planned better for a more independent role in the past, including countries in the West and international NGOs, which in turn work in developing countries. From an American perspective, despite being a very rich country, it has also cornered itself with a huge foreign debt, making it necessary to address the situation and its long-term policies. Spending less on foreign aid and other international engagements became inevitable, as did spending less on the large and often inefficient government bureaucracy. The time has come for all to consider how to reduce public expenditure and perform better. President Trump is addressing some of these issues, but not all, such as the country’s enormous military expenses. The USA also has a major military industry, and now that other NATO countries will increase their military budgets to up to five percent of their GDP in the coming decade, that also means higher income for the American military industry.
Trump’s slogan of placing America first is not easy to analyse; it is obvious that all countries do that, and America has always done it. Its new policies of reducing international engagement and curbing immigration into the USA are questionable. Trump says he wants salaries of lower earners to go up and blames immigrants for undercutting American minimum salaries. Certainly, there is a need for more economic and social equality in the USA, and focus should be on letting labour unions and employers’ associations play a greater role. It should also not be forgotten that the USA has a role as the engine of economic and social development in the whole of the Americas, and it does not want to let go of the old Monroe Doctrine of 1823, with later changes, which gives the USA a leadership role in Latin America.
In Argentina, Javier Milei (55), a right-wing populist and Trump ally, won the presidential election in 2023, and the recent mid-term elections confirmed his position. Argentina has for many decades experienced financial difficulties and devaluations, partly caused by failed IMF and USA policies. Currently, Trump is giving major financial support to Argentina. If Milei manages to get his country into a more sound and lasting economic situation, that would be seen as a major win for the right-wingers and for Trump.
In the Netherlands, there were general elections last week, and the long-time right-wing leader, Geert Wilders (62), and his anti-immigration and anti-Islam ‘Party of Freedom’, founded in 2006, received reduced support but still holds about a quarter of the seats in parliament. However, Rob Jetten (38), leader of the new centre-liberal party ‘D66’, with support similar to that of Wilders’ party, is likely to become the country’s next PM (and youngest ever) in a coalition government. He is said to be a flexible and pragmatic leader, unlike Wilders, whom nobody wants to work with. It is known that Jetten is engaged to a man, a top Argentine hockey player, Nicolas Keenan, but that is nowadays not seen to have negative political implications in the Netherlands.
In France, the main and oldest right-wing party ‘National Rally’ of Marine Le Pen is doing well in opinion polls, and the party’s young candidate for president, Jordan Bardella (30), is likely to be a major challenger to the other presidential candidates in the upcoming 2027 elections. Like other right-wing parties, their focus is on stricter immigration policies and reduction of the role of the European Union and other international organisations. I believe right-wing parties soon need to renew their policies to become real alternatives to the established parties. Naturally, the more traditional parties must also renew their style and focus, as it seems ‘D66’ has done in the Netherlands.
It should be mentioned that the current French President Emmanuel Macron (47), now in his second term, seems not to have been able to gain broad support for his otherwise liberal centrist policies, since he moved away from his socialist party background earlier. I believe if right-wingers are pragmatic when they get into power, it can give room for such parties to rule, as seen in Italy, where Giorgia Meloni (48) has been PM from the right-wing party ‘Brothers of Italy’ since 2022, implementing rather moderate right-wing policies, noting too that the right-wingers must work in coalition with other, less right-wing parties, not having a majority alone.
Last but not least in my article today, the mayoral election in New York City. Zohran Mamdani (34), a ‘democratic socialist’, has just won the election, and two women have won governor elections in Virginia and New Jersey, and they must be reminded of prioritising new policies. Special congratulations to Mamdani, also for having increased voter participation. He will take over as mayor on 1 January 2026, and his policy plans focus on making one of the world’s most expensive cities more liveable for ordinary working and middle-class people, offering more regulated housing, free bus transport and free childcare, and regulation of food prices, among other ‘socialist’ policies. Mamdani has drawn inspiration from the Nordic countries of Finland, Sweden and Norway, where his policies would be seen as quite mainstream social democratic policies. Mamdani is a Muslim, pro-Palestine, with background from the Asian community in East Africa, and grandparents from Karachi in Pakistan. His father is a political science professor in New York, and his mother is an artist, like his wife of Syrian heritage.
A young leader like Zohran Mamdani is a clear challenge to Trump’s policies, yet they appeal to the same groups of voters, namely modern and alternative voters who are tired of old policies of both Democrats and Republicans that do not include ordinary people well enough. Mamdani represents a new type of leader with leftist challenges to both right-wingers and mainstreamers. Many would say it is high time this happens, and much is at stake in the implementation of the new policies and the direction they will lead to, against many obstacles, yet also with major support from people and organisations who find right-wing policies shallow and divisive, with blunt talk more than positive action.
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