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Washington Watch

The struggle for 
Palestinian rights: 
Then and now
By Dr James J Zogby

Forty years ago this month I left a tenured teaching
position and moved to Washington, DC to run the
Palestine Human Rights Campaign (PHRC). It wasn’t

easy doing Palestine work back then, and Washington was
an especially inhospitable city in which to pursue my new
vocation. Advocating for Palestinian rights can still be diffi-
cult, but so much has changed in the past four decades that I
thought it might be useful to reflect on where we were in the
1970’s and where we are today. 

Back then, major pro-Israel and establishment American
Jewish organizations threw their full weight behind the effort
to marginalize our work. They denounced and defamed us as
supporters of terrorism - a disgraceful effort to silence and
isolate us because we defended Palestinian rights - including
the right to self-determination. The language they used was
so harsh and the charges they leveled against us were so
inflammatory that they took a toll. We received death threats,
hate mail, culminating in violent attacks and even murder. 

Their campaign to make “Palestine” taboo also negative-
ly impacted our ability to build alliances. A few hardy
Members of Congress supported our defense of Palestinian
victims - of torture, Administrative Detention, collective
punishment, or illegal expulsion from their homeland. Most
Members, however, even those with stellar human rights
records, begged off by citing their fear that if they were to
defend Palestinians it might damage their political careers.  

At one point, we even stopped testifying before
Congressional committees since they proved to be largely
frustrating and unproductive affairs. Instead of being
allowed to make our case, our appearances only provided
pro-Israel Members of Congress with the opportunity to
badger and insult us with patently false scripted attacks
(“Isn’t it true that you are supporting terrorists?” and other
such nonsense). 

Even progressive foreign policy groups were intimidated.
On two occasions we were disinvited from membership in a
major left-leaning foreign policy coalition despite having
won admission with an overwhelmingly favorable vote. The
reasons given for asking us to withdraw were that a few
Jewish groups threatened to leave the coalition if were to
join, creating the concern that the coalition might lose sup-
port from liberal Members of Congress and financial assis-
tance from liberal donors. 

It wasn’t all gloom and doom. Despite struggling against
great odds, we did win some support for our work. A few
principled Christian denominations provided assistance, as
did most of the civil rights leaders who had been in Dr.
Martin Luther King’s circle. Major peace activists noted for
their leadership in the anti-Vietnam war movement also par-
ticipated in our campaigns and programs. Strengthened by
this support, we weathered storms and continued to grow. 

Several developments occurring between the late 1970s
and the early 1990s contributed to improving our ability to
advocate on behalf of Palestinian rights. The first of these
were the public releases of two detailed indictments of
Israeli torture - the Washington Post’s publication of the US
Jerusalem Consulate cables that documented Israel’s sys-
tematic use of torture as a way of forcing prisoners to con-
fess to crimes they did not commit, and the London Times’
exhaustive study of Israeli torture of Palestinian prisoners. In
the wake of these shockingly disturbing reports, it became
difficult for some human rights leaders to remain silent.  

In 1979, there was the “Andrew Young Affair” in which it
was revealed that Young, then the US Ambassador to the
UN, had met with the PLO’s UN representative. In doing so
he had broken the taboo that prohibited US officials from
having any contact with the PLO. Young lost his job, but
African Americans were outraged, leading many respected
civil rights leaders to trek to Beirut to meet directly with
Yasir Arafat in a direct challenge to the lunacy of the “no talk
policy”. On their return, these same leaders joined our PHRC. 

During the 1980’s, many Americans were horrified by
Israel’s especially brutal and senseless bombardment of and
occupation of Beirut, and the excessively cruel and violent
tactics Israel used to squash the first intifada - in which
stone-throwing Palestinian youths confronted heavily armed
Israeli occupation forces. They were shocked by the scenes
they saw and reports they read and became more sympa-
thetic to Palestinians and came to support our work. 

Two other events, during this period also served to cata-
pult the Palestinian cause to a front and center position in
American consciousness and politics. The 1988 Jesse
Jackson presidential campaign mobilized Arab Americans,
progressive Jews, African Americans, and peace activists in
support of Palestinian rights and “two-state solution” to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Building on Jackson’s leadership
and the growing awareness of the plight of the Palestinians,
we were able to pass pro-Palestinian planks in 10 state
Democratic Party platforms and have the first-ever floor
demonstration and debate on Palestinian rights at the
Democratic National Convention. 

The Oslo Accords of 1993 contributed to significantly
altering the US landscape changing the situation from Jews
versus Arabs to those who supported a just peace versus
those who did not. Despite Oslo’s weaknesses, it opened the
door to a discussion on Palestinian rights and gave legitima-
cy to pro-Palestinian advocates who had been long been
shunned for their work. It was these developments from this
earlier period that helped shape the political environment in
which we are now operating. But it didn’t end there.
Contributing to even greater change are several new factors
that must be considered. First and foremost is the growing
demographic and partisan divide over Israeli behavior
toward Palestinians. Millennials, African Americans and other
“minority” communities have been shocked by the crude and
heavy-handed policies of an increasingly hardline and
overtly racist Israeli government. 
NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

Lebanon hits political logjam after election

Ding! Alibaba 
office app fuels 
backlash among 
some workers

In the cramped former home of Jack Ma,
founder of the Chinese e-commerce giant
Alibaba, about thirty young engineers sit

elbow-to-elbow, working to attract the next
million users for DingTalk, Alibaba’s work-
place communication software. Their installa-
tion in the hallowed flat where Ma got his
start in the eastern city of Hangzhou reflects
DingTalk’s place in the pecking order of the
company’s sprawling collection of start-up
projects.

Since Dec 2014, DingTalk has grown
exponentially to become the world’s largest
chat service designed for companies, with
over 100 million individual users and 7 mil-
lion employers across China. The company
says, without providing numbers, that it also
has a growing presence in Europe, the
United States and Southeast Asia.

But its rapid rise - propelled by a promise
to boost productivity through better moni-
toring of employee movements and faster
responses to important messages - has
sparked a backlash from Chinese workers
who say the app fuels an unhealthy work
culture. That also raises questions about
DingTalk’s ability to expand into the West,
where people are typically guarded about
their workplace privacy. In China, surveil-
lance by the authorities and employers is
already common.

Like WhatsApp, DingTalk lets senders see
if recipients have read messages, but it also
has a “ding” feature that can bombard recipi-
ents with repeat notifications, text messages
and phone-call reminders. On top of this

original feature, the company has added a
wide range of functions that include auto-
matic expense claims, a clock-in system to
monitor the whereabouts of employees, as
well as a “daily report” function that requires
workers to list completed tasks.

As DingTalk has grown, many Chinese
office workers have vented their frustrations
online about the service, saying it is inhu-
mane and destroys trust. On Zhihu.com, a
question-and-answer website, a thread enti-
tled “how does it feel like to be forced to use
DingTalk at work” has more than a thousand
posts and has been viewed over 7.7 million
times. An informal Reuters poll of 30 workers
using DingTalk showed that about half had
negative feelings about the app, while the
rest said they were fine with it - often
because their companies had not adopted
features such as the clock-in function.

“There’s a saying in my circle, that you
should quit the day your company installs
DingTalk,” said Robert, who works in luxury
retail  in the northwestern province of
Shaanxi and complains that DingTalk has
“fragmented his t ime into pieces”. He
declined to provide his surname.

Li Xiaoyang, a former software sales
agent in Beijing, said he had to use DingTalk’s
geo-location function at his previous firm
whenever he met a client, and use a face
scanner to verify he was attending meetings.
“I felt so disgusted by it,” he said, adding that
he was constantly dinged by managers.
“Every level of management thinks their
demand is the top priority and should be
dealt with first,” he said. “Even worse, they
will ding you through DingTalk even on holi-
day and you can’t pretend you didn’t see it.”

A company spokesperson said in
response to the poll that DingTalk provided
an effective communications tool for the
workplace. “DingTalk has many satisfied cus-
tomers using our tool in Asia, Europe and the
US, which points to its success and customer
satisfaction.” The spokesperson also said that

DingTalk had security technology built into
the app to protect the privacy of employees
and companies’ confidential corporate data.
“DingTalk has not only helped companies
improve workflow efficiency through a uni-
fied communications platform, but also
encouraged transparency and accountability
within the workplace.”

WeChat Rival
DingTalk sprang from Alibaba’s unsuc-

cessful attempt to challenge the WeChat
instant messenger of its archrival, Tencent
Holdings Ltd, the service’s chief executive,
Wu Zhao, said in an interview. “We came to
understand that we did not understand social
media platforms,” Wu said at DingTalk’s
offices in Hangzhou, where Alibaba has its
headquarters. Instead, Wu’s team sought
another niche, tackling a common managerial
complaint in China: Workers who fail to reply
to messages and later feign ignorance.

The driving force behind DingTalk’s
growth has been solving the organizational
concerns of Chinese firms and providing -
for free - a platform that gives companies a
level of efficiency similar to Alibaba’s, Wu
said. “What Jack Ma said to me was: ‘Wu
Zhao, helping small and medium enterprises
is our company’s mission. You go do that;
don’t concern yourself with making money’,”
he said. Asked about DingTalk’s business
model, Wu said the company was focusing
on helping companies become transparent
and efficient, rather than making a profit.

The app’s basic features are all free, but
users have to pay for hardware and addition-
al cloud storage or conference call minutes,
as well as for third party services. Alibaba
does not specify DingTalk’s revenue in its
financial statements. 

Wu is aware of the backlash DingTalk is
facing, but says the problem is a “toxic work
culture at some companies” and misuse by
some employers. “The tool itself is not the
problem; the way it is used is the problem,”

he said. “DingTalk’s goal is to encourage
transparent and equal communications
among all staff,” Wu said. “We believe only
by creating an equal, transparent and effec-
tive communications environment that bot-
tom-up and real innovation can be realized.”

Frustrations
Records from the app have been used by

companies as evidence to fire employees and
dock pay, according to labor-related lawsuits
seen by Reuters in court filings. But DingTalk
also wins praise as a productivity aid. “It
saves a lot of time as you no longer need to
sit in physical conference calls and make
phone calls. For important matters, you just
need to ding someone,” said Liu Sufen, a
spokeswoman at the Chinese bicycle-sharing
firm Hellobike. For larger companies, like
Dongguan Meishang Clothing, which has a
nation-wide client base and more than 3,000
employees, DingTalk has helped reduce costs
and increase efficiency, said Peng Xiang, the
company’s information director. “Before we
used DingTalk, it was nearly impossible for
employees to communicate directly with the
boss; however with DingTalk this becomes
possible and easy.”

Peng said approval processes that once
took a week could now be done in an hour
on DingTalk. Despite the grumbling, Wu
believes the service will translate across
borders and cultures - even in the West. “If
you come into Starbucks in the morning
and you are told you can’t buy coffee
because their staff hasn’t arrived, will you
accept that? Even the Europeans won’t
accept tardiness.” However, Chen Bikui, a
partner at Liuhe Ventures who invests in
enterprise software startups, said he
doubted that DingTalk would succeed
abroad, citing issues like privacy concerns
in the West. “DingTalk is so much tailored
to Chinese companies - it would be hard
for it to be adopted by companies from
other countries,” he said. — Reuters

Lebanon faces a political impasse three months after
an election produced a parliament tilted in favor of
the Iran-backed Shiite group Hezbollah, with no sign

of compromises needed to form a unity government.
Negotiations have run into a knot of complications,
notably how Prime Minister-designate Saad Al-Hariri can
form a government that reflects the result while satisfying
Western and Gulf Arab concerns over Hezbollah influence.
One senior politician said talks were in a state of “stagna-
tion”. A senior official from another party said there was
no indication of compromises and forecast a period of
“meaningless movement”.

The heavily armed Hezbollah, with allied parties and
independents, won more than 70 of parliament’s 128 seats
in the May 6 election, a reversal of Lebanon’s 2009 vote
when groups with Western and Saudi support scored a
majority. Hezbollah, designated a terrorist group by the
United States, called it a victory for the “choice of the
resistance” - a reference to the arsenal it has used in con-
flicts with Israel and more recently in neighboring Syria’s
war. Iranian Major-General Qassem Soleimani later put it
more bluntly, saying Hezbollah had won.

The result has spawned new complications for
Lebanon’s tangled sectarian politics - long an arena for
regional and international struggles played out through
local allies. Christians, Druze and Sunni Muslims are all
jostling for ministries. Additionally, the Shiite Hezbollah
aims to move beyond its traditional backseat role in the
next cabinet. It wants three instead of two seats in this
cabinet, and more influential ministries than it has previ-
ously held, to include public service providers. With the
group being targeted as part of a US campaign against
Iran, wider Hezbollah influence could raise questions about
Western aid to a country that hosts around 1 million regis-
tered Syrian refugees. US support for Lebanon’s army
could also be in doubt. 

Firas Maksad, director of The Arabia Foundation think
tank in Washington, said the election had created a conun-
drum. “You have election result that produced a more posi-
tive outcome for Hezbollah and its allies. These results need

to be taken into consideration as the government is being
put together,” he said. But “trying to form a government that
would prove unwelcome in Riyadh, let alone Washington ...
would come at a potentially steep cost for the country.
Hariri is taking his time, and in many ways he is stuck.”

The ‘worst time’ for a delay
Lebanon is used to lengthy cabinet negotiations. But

the Western-backed Hariri and others gave reason to hope
this time would be different because of a difficult econom-
ic situation. Politicians have warned of economic crisis. The
IMF wants to see immediate and substantial fiscal adjust-
ment to improve the sustainability of Lebanon’s public
debt, which stood at over 150 percent of gross domestic

product at the end of 2017. A Paris donors conference in
April yielded pledges of billions, conditional on reform.

The next government will also have to address relations
with Syria, where President Bashar al-Assad is well on top
in the seven-and-a-half-year-old civil war there. His
Lebanese allies, led by Hezbollah, want full ties restored.
Political commentator Rajeh Khoury said it was “difficult
to see a government in the foreseeable period, unless some
strange surprise occurs”. Citing the economy, he said that
the delay had come “at the worst time”.

The election reflected shifts in Lebanon and the wider
region. The Hariri-led March 14 alliance, which won the
majority in 2009, disintegrated after that vote. Waning

Saudi support accelerated the alliance’s decline, as
Riyadh’s focus switched to confronting Iran in the Gulf, not
Lebanon. Saudi ties with Hariri also deteriorated over
compromises towards Hezbollah and its allies. These
included the 2016 deal that made Christian leader Michel
Aoun president and saw Hariri return as premier.

Their relationship hit a low last November when Hariri
was detained during a visit to Riyadh and forced to resign.
He returned to Beirut and retracted his resignation after
French intervention. Iranian support for Hezbollah
remained steadfast or grew.

Deal could be reached tomorrow, or in ‘year’
The Hariris had been the dominant Sunni force in

Lebanon since the 1975-90 civil war ended. But he lost
more than a third of his seats in the last election, held
under a new system. Hezbollah allies gained at his expense.
They included pro-Damascus politicians, some of whom
returned to public office for the first time since Syria with-
drew forces from Lebanon in 2005. The one bright spot
for Hezbollah opponents was an improved performance by
the Christian Lebanese Forces (LF) party. It nearly dou-
bled its MPs, closing the gap with the biggest Christian
party, Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement.

Reconciling the demands of the LF and the Aounists is
one of the main problems. Another is Druze rivalry. Walid
Jumblatt, Lebanon’s main Druze leader and a former pillar
of March 14, wants his party to control three cabinet seats
allotted to the Druze. But Talal Arslan, a rival Druze politi-
cian and Hezbollah ally, wants one of these. While Saudi
Arabia remains less concerned with Lebanon than in years
gone by, Maksad said it was probable Riyadh did not want
to see the Lebanese Forces and Jumblatt marginalized.

“I don’t know if that was explicitly communicated - it
might have been - but I think that would be a good
assumption on the part of Prime Minister Hariri,” he
said. Additionally, Hezbollah’s newly elected Sunni allies
want a slice of government. “The problems could be
solved tomorrow, or in a year’s time,” said a third senior
politician. — Reuters  

Influence of 
Hezbollah 

worries West, 
Gulf Arabs


