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Washington Watch

For govts right 
and left, season 
of discontent

Democratic governments are rarely popular for
extended periods, and often have to scrape by
with low polls, noisy demonstrations and con-

stant pressure from the media. And though authoritari-
an regimes can squash dissent and muzzle the news,
they too face rising discontent. These patterns aren’t
new, but now they happen as administrations of every
kind are under increasing, and new, pressures - and
the challenge of recession looms.

In the democratic world, France is the present
exhibit A. Some 300,000 of its citizens wearing yellow
safety jackets came out in force last weekend to
protest quite hefty fuel price rises. The numbers went
down to around 10,000 after several days of demon-
strations, but a planned blockade of Paris this weekend
will show if the protests are deeply felt enough to last,
or have been a one-off show of dissatisfaction.

French President Emmanuel Macron is presently
held in low esteem: an early November poll showed the
candidate he beat to become president, Marine Le Pen
of the right-wing National Rally, formerly known as the
National Front, is two points above him in voting inten-
tions for the European parliament elections next May.

Many of the French protestors are from rural areas
and small towns, where public transport is scanty. The
protests often underscore the theme that the centrist
Macron is the “president of the rich,” unworried by
several rises in fuel prices - measures the government
says are designed to prompt a shift to more environ-
mentally friendly vehicles. Faced with the choice
between cleaner air or lower prices, the protestors
choose the latter - and at least one poll shows that 73
percent of the country supports them.

Where there is some space for protests in authoritar-
ian states, people use it - often, too, manifesting a deter-
mination to protect living standards. In Russia, “trust” in
President Vladimir Putin has sunk to 39 percent.
“Approval” of the president is higher, at 67 percent in
September, though a drop from 82 percent six months
earlier. The major reason is another sharp rise - this time
in Russia’s retirement age, from 60 to 65 for men and 55
to 60 for women. As Macron can point to his once-pop-
ular pledge to run a “green” government, so Putin can
show that the plunging population of Russia has left too
few economically active workers supporting too many
retirees. But still they come on to the streets.

In Egypt, the falling popularity of Abdel Fattah Al-
Sisi stems from austerity measures he introduced in
2016 after a $12 billion IMF loan specified cuts and
other painful reforms. This year he won the presiden-
tial election with 97 percent of the vote; the other can-
didate had made it clear he was a Sisi supporter.
Egyptian voters, knowing dissent can be savagely
punished, had nowhere else to go. Abstention was the
real protest, with the turnout at 41 percent - even low-
er than the 47 percent who went to the polls in the
previous presidential election.

In China, protest is tightly suppressed as President
Xi Jinping continues to press the Communist party to
both spread his political thoughts - now formally writ-
ten into the constitution - to every one of China’s vast,
1.4 billion population, and to ensure that control be as
total as possible. Growth is still over 6 percent - but
that is significantly lower than in the past several years,
and is still falling. Xi seems to be anticipating unrest as
budgets are cut and is raising defenses ahead of time.

Economic slowdowns always have social and politi-
cal consequences, sometimes violent. A new reces-
sionary period is confidently predicted, and probably
soon. The Economist noted last month that “the IMF
thinks growth will slow this year in every other [than
the United States] big advanced economy. And emerg-
ing markets are in trouble.” When that happens, coun-
tries both free and unfree are likely to struggle to con-
tain the effects.

Populism 
The rise of populism exacerbates this. Populists

don’t just introduce tougher immigration rules and
prompt revolt against liberal institutions; they give
shape and organization to deep chasms in both rich
and emerging economies. In the latter category, last
month’s election of the former army officer Jair
Bolsonaro as president of Brazil is testament to a large
nation, governed by the left for more than a decade,
now expressing its fear of rampant crime, disgust over
a corruption scandal enveloping the former Workers’
Party administration and discontent caused by the
country’s dismal economic performance.

In Brazil, as in France, the United States, Italy, the
UK and beyond, the haves and have-littles regard each
other with mutual incomprehension, often with con-
tempt. It’s most evident in the United States because
President Donald Trump likes to stir it up - as he did
before the congressional midterm elections by stoking
fears about Central American migrants heading for the
United States. But it doesn’t end there. Populism’s best
energy comes from a refusal to acquiesce in the
inequities of the world - once a motor force of the left,
more often now found on the right.

At times, the success of the national populists ren-
der the formation of government itself impossible - as
in Sweden today, where neither the center-left nor the
center-right coalitions can govern without support,
but both refuse to make a deal with the far-right
Sweden Democrats, who hold the balance of power
with almost18 percent of the vote. — Reuters

By Dr James J Zogby 

Last week, after reading my column, “The Struggle to
Advocate for Palestinians Has Never Been Easy,” a
reader did a bit of research, found, and then sent me

an article I had written 30 years ago.  
Because this three decades old piece tells an important

story, I have included it below, followed by a bit of back-
ground.  

——————————————————
“Must an Arab American Pass a Pro-Israel Litmus Test,”

(Los Angeles Times, 10/6/1988)
When Ruth Ann Skaff, an Arab-American community

activist and Democrat from Houston, was appointed to the
Democratic National Committee after the convention in
Atlanta, Arab Americans were overjoyed. Skaff’s appoint-
ment signaled - at last - the Democratic Party’s willingness
to welcome us as an ethnic constituency. But this taste of
inclusion is rapidly turning bitter for those who dare to
hold opinions not shared by some others in the party. For
years Arab Americans have worked, to no avail, to meet
with the national party leadership and be recognized as a
constituent group. Our community still remembers the hurt
when the Mondale campaign returned contributions made
by Arab-American Democrats in 1984.

This year, working hard for Jesse Jackson, we won a
record number of delegate and standing-committee slots
to the Democratic convention. As a result of these efforts,
and with Jackson’s strong support, Skaff was appointed to
the national committee. Then the storm broke. No sooner
was her appointment announced than a Texas DNC
leader expressed concern and regret over Skaff’s inclu-
sion in the 400-member committee. More recently, five
Republican members of Congress challenged presidential
candidate Michael S Dukakis to dismiss Skaff and two
black DNC appointees—Los Angeles City Councilman
Robert Farrell and the Rev. Willie Barrow, executive direc-
tor of Operation PUSH in Chicago—for their “anti-Israel,
pro-Palestinian” views.

The Democratic leadership should have immediately
exposed this Republican attack for what it was - a desper-
ate and dangerous attempt to shift to the Democrats the
specter of anti-Semitism that had arisen in their own cam-
paign when it was discovered that some former supporters
of the Nazis held positions on a Bush election committee.
Instead, the Democratic Party took the bait. Some
Democratic members of Congress went so far as to join in
the call for the dismissal of Skaff, Farrell and Barrow, while
all that party chairman Paul G. Kirk could offer was a reaf-

firmation of his party’s “solid support for the state of Israel
and its unwavering intolerance of bigotry and anti-
Semitism.”

Why the controversy?
We are told that Skaff is disliked because of her views

on the Middle East. Skaff has been critical of Israel’s inva-
sion into Lebanon and Israel’s policies in the West Bank
and Gaza. She supports the Palestinians’ right to self-
determination, including their right to choose their own
leadership. She has also publicly stated that she supports
security for the state of Israel. These views, according to a
Gallup poll of March, 1988, are shared by a plurality of
American citizens. Again, why the controversy?

Is it because Skaff, whose grandparents were from
Lebanon, is an Arab American? Some leaders in the Jewish
community have told us no. And yet we feel that this must
be the case. Skaff is deeply committed to a broad range of
concerns, including immigrant rights, an end to ethnic
stereotyping, Middle East peace and reform in Lebanon—
and security and justice for Palestinians. Her commitment
to these issues is related to her ethnicity. Yet there are
many other Americans who share these same concerns.
Would her concerns be an issue if not for her ethnic ori-
gin? I think not.

No one should be required to pass a litmus test on
areas of US foreign policy in order to participate in
domestic politics. In particular, it strikes me as somewhat
credulous to expect that Skaff would express support for
Israeli policies at a time when those policies have resulted
in such hardship and suffering for the people of her ances-
try in the Middle East. Such a test would be, by definition,
exclusionary to any Arab American. That such a litmus test
links support for Palestinian rights with anti-Semitism is
also patently unfair; nowhere in Skaff’s personal life is
there any shred of evidence of her holding such views.

Even suggesting such a loyalty test not only silences
national debate on the Middle East, which is what its
advocates clearly intend. It also denies to Arab Americans
the opportunity to gain access to the political process
where their other concerns can also be addressed. The real
litmus test should be the ability of both parties to include
representatives of the Arab-American community and to
allow free and open debate on issues of concern to all
Americans. Arab Americans have come of age. We refuse
to accept the limiting definition of ourselves as merely the
“other side” of the Arab-Israeli conflict. We are not a fac-
tion but a constituency, and we demand inclusion—in this
instance, our rightful place in the Democratic Party.

The Democratic Party should welcome into its ranks
Ruth Ann Skaff and the constituency that she represents,
and it should defend, even encourage, her right to debate
all issues of concern to that constituency. The fundamental
principles of our democracy guarantee these rights to all
citizens. It seems so logical. Right? So, why is the storm
still brewing?

——————————————
The reason for the storm was that at the 1988

Democratic Convention, led by Jesse Jackson’s presi-
dential campaign, we had introduced and then debated
from the podium of the convention an amendment to the
party’s platform calling for “mutual recognition, territo-
rial compromise, and self-determination for both Israelis
and Palestinians”. It should not have been controversial,
but it was. 

I had been warned by party leaders. They said “If you
even mention the ‘P-word’ (meaning, Palestine) in the con-
vention, you will destroy the Democratic Party.” We not
only had a vigorous public debate, we also had a floor
demonstration of over 1,000 delegates calling for “justice
for Palestinians.”

The reaction was near hysteria and Skaff, Farrell, and
Barrow, who had all been Jesse Jackson delegates, bore
the brunt of this hysteria. Republicans sought to use the
Palestine debate against the Democratic Party. And,
instead of defending us and the importance of open
debate, the Democratic Party leadership cowered. The
party’s 1988 nominee, Michael Dukakis, went so far as to
reject our community’s endorsement. 

This episode marked the end of Arab American exclu-
sion from the national party. At the end of 1988, when Ron
Brown, Jesse Jackson’s campaign manager, became the
Chair of the Democratic Party, he publicly welcomed the
community into the party, speaking at our events (ignoring
pressure to shun us), and including Arab Americans in par-
ty affairs. When Bill Clinton became President in January
of 1993, even more doors were opened. 

As I have noted, even with these opportunities, we face
renewed challenges to fully engage and raise our voices
demanding justice for Palestinians - with efforts underway
to criminalize legitimate criticism of Israel and support for
Palestinian human rights. What we have learned from past
experience is that with a strategy grounded in hard work,
persistence, reasoned discourse, and the support of allies,
we can face down our adversaries and prevail.  

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

1988 watershed year for Arab Americans 

One of Algeria’s 
last farriers fears 
for trade’s future

Clutching a glowing red horseshoe
between blacksmith’s tongs,
Meddah Larbi delights in his pas-

sion caring for horses’ hooves, as one of
Algeria’s last farriers. At his workshop at
the Chaou-Chaoua national stud farm in
Tiaret, 340 km southwest of Algiers, Larbi
hammered the hot horseshoe on an anvil.
He has spent years crafting shoes of all
shapes and sizes, after first visiting the
workshop with his horse as a 16-year-old.
“At the sight of an old man wielding a
horseshoe over the coal forge, taking it
from the flames, I fell in love. I knew that
was what I wanted to do,” Larbi said. 

He left school to become the apprentice
of the farrier at Chaou-Chaoua and after
four years took over the job when his men-
tor retired. For the next decade, the former
champion showjumper continued to ride
competitively, combining his passion with a
useful craft. “In Algeria, riding horses is
more of a hobby than a trade,” he said. “I
had to have a profession to live by, to have
social security.” His tools of the trade hang

from the workshop walls, some pieces dat-
ing from its establishment in 1877 by
French colonialists. “For me, the best sym-
phony is the sound of the hammer on the
hot iron. It’s as if I’ve turned the radio on, it
fills me with happiness,” said 39-year-old
Larbi. Some of the tools he still uses have
barely changed since the Middle Ages,
while the work of a farrier dates back more
than 1,000 years. In recent times, more and
more people are turning to machine-made
horseshoes, which are lighter. Even those
factory-made shoes still have to be adapt-
ed, however, and fitted to each horse’s hoof.

‘No foot, no horse’ 
Despite the technological develop-

ments, Larbi remains determined to contin-
ue crafting his own horseshoes. Working
eight-hour days in Tiaret, he passes his
free time with private clients across
Algeria. The process of removing an old
horseshoe, cleaning and caring for the hoof
before adding the new shoe can take up to
four hours per horse. The work is tough
and farriers need to be fit, Larbi said, with
long days spent bending down holding
onto a horse’s leg.

As well as patience and precision, he
must have a deep knowledge of equine
anatomy as in emergencies farriers can be
called upon to serve as vets. They can
come across abscesses or laminitis - a dis-
ease affecting the hoof - which need imme-

diate attention. While Larbi remains enthu-
siastic about his work, he has been unable
to find an apprentice to whom he can pass
his skills on. Most young Algerians find the
work “hard and thankless, and they don’t
want to learn”, he said.  There is no formal
training center for farriers in Algeria, and
Larbi said two apprentices he took under
his wing quit after six months. In the past
20 years, the number of Algerian farriers
has fallen from around 15 to no more than
six, apart from those working for the
Republican Guard. But there is no shortage
of work, with one private breeder having to

hire a foreign farrier to work full time.
“When my schedule is full, I can have up to
200 horses each month” with most of them
being private clients, said Larbi.

Although he receives a minimum wage
as a civil servant for the national stud farm,
his lucrative private work can see him earn
more than a million dinars ($8,400) a year,
twice the average salary in Algeria. Yet
with few people willing to learn the craft,
Larbi worries about its future. A farrier’s
expertise is also vital to the health of a
horse, he said, highlighting an old saying:
“No foot, no horse.” — AFP 

Algerian farrier Meddah Larbi installs a horseshoe onto a horse at a horse breeding
farm perched in the country’s Tiaret region on April 24, 2018. — AFP 


