
Ma: An English 
teacher turned 
internet tycoon

Jack Ma was a cash-strapped Chinese entrepreneur
and former English teacher when he convinced
friends to give him $60,000 to start a Chinese e-

commerce firm called Alibaba in 1999. Almost two
decades later, Alibaba is an internet juggernaut and Ma
is among the world’s richest men, with a net worth of
more than $40 billion, according to the Bloomberg
Billionaires Index. But the company’s chairman is now
retiring, telling The New York Times that he plans to
step down on Monday - his 54th birthday - to devote
his time to philanthropy focused on education.

Alibaba Group includes Tmall.com for business-to-
consumer transactions and Taobao, China’s most popu-
lar online consumer marketplace with hundreds of mil-
lions of products and services listed. The company has
now become a player in online payments and films, and
it has been pouring investment into an array of ventures,
including bricks-and-mortar retail, cloud computing,
meal delivery and advertising. It owns a stake in China’s
hugely popular Twitter-like Weibo platform and in 2015
it bought the South China Morning Post newspaper. 

Ma, whose Chinese name is Ma Yun, has often
described himself as something on an accidental entre-
preneur, giving up his university teaching for the hustle
of trade after discovering the internet. Seeing an

opportunity for small businesses to buy and sell their
goods online, he started Alibaba, initially running the
company out of his apartment in the eastern city of
Hangzhou, where the company’s headquarters remains.
He has inspired strong devotion among his employees
and users, drawing comparisons with late Apple co-
founder Steve Jobs - although he practices a more
open management style.

He is one of the most colorful of China’s growing cop
of billionaires, performing a Michael Jackson-inspired
dance routine at the company’s 18th anniversary cele-
bration last year, and starring in his own kung fu short
film. He likes to recount his stories of rejection, such as
the time he was turned down for a job at the KFC fast-
food chain and being rejected by Harvard “10 times”.
Ma’s success was evident after Alibaba’s Taobao bested
eBay in China, forcing the US auction site to largely
withdraw from the country in 2006.

He retired as Alibaba’s chief executive in 2013, even-
tually handing the reins to his protege Daniel Zhang,
but he remained active within the company, providing
strategic direction as chairman. Ma has long shown an
admiration for Microsoft founder Bill Gates who has
donated vast amounts of his wealth to philanthropic
causes. Like Gates he has created his own eponymous
foundation - the Jack Ma Foundation - which he says
will push his original calling: education. “This is some-
thing I think I can do much better than being CEO of
Alibaba,” he told Bloomberg TV recently. — AFP 

The good news was well disguised
in the anonymous cry of warning
against the “amorality” of Donald

Trump. A senior administration official,
writing as an unnamed columnist in the
New York Times, described how he and
like-minded colleagues “are working dili-
gently from within to frustrate parts of
(the US president’s) agenda and his worst
inclinations.” The message is that demo-
cratic habits - and, crucially, civic decen-
cy and responsibility - can, in step with
free journalism, win out over degraded
administrations.

Democracy worldwide is in need of a
fillip - and this column, if properly under-
stood, delivers it. A shelf full of fluent,
convincing and pessimistic books
lamenting the decline, even the end, of
democracy has been published in recent
months. This includes Steven Levitsky
and Daniel Ziblatt’s “How Democracies
Die,” Jonah Goldberg’s “Suicide of the
West,” and Edward Luce’s “The Retreat
of Western Liberalism.” American liber-
als, writes Luce, believe that the march
towards freer societies will resume “after
a brief interruption. How I wish they were
right. I fear they are not.”

I hope they are. And the as-yet-
unidentified Washington official gives me
a basis for that cock-eyed optimism, for
he or she illuminates the existence of a
powerful countertrend. It shows that
when there is a great challenge from such
as Trump, there is great pushback.
Democracy does not simply reside in
governments, and the behavior and poli-
cies of their leaders. It has taken root,
and still takes root, in the actions and
aspirations of citizens.

‘Civil servant’
These citizens, crucially, include civil

servants. These are servants of govern-
ments, but are also civil, belonging to the
civis, to the citizen, the Latin root given
early democratic power by the status of a
Roman citizen in its republican incarna-
tion. Thus there is a tension in the phrase
“civil servant,” which expresses the ten-
sion inherent in being part of a state
bureaucracy. Government bureaucrats

serve presidents, or prime ministers - but
not at their whim. Civil service is not
servitude; it implies reciprocity. In return,
there must be observation, by those in
power, of the democratic limits. It is one
of the many features which distinguish
democracies from authoritarian states -
where service is servitude.

Essential to these states which are not
authoritarian - especially those with an
authoritarian past - is that politicians are
able to fulfil at least the minimal respon-
sibilities of their calling. These are to
protect the democratic mechanisms and
civilities which brought them to and sus-
tain them in power. They also serve: they
have the huge privilege of serving the
citizens.

As populist politics continues to
thrive, the tensions inherent in the posi-
tion of civil servants will continue to
grow. Some of this will be conservatism
on their part. The new politicians are
deliberately crude in their pronounce-
ments, since they want to burst open the
settled policies and habits of mainstream
politics, both right and left, and replace it
with what they interpret as the will of the
people. And that can, indeed, be what the
people want.

But populists also tend to act like
Trump. Populist leaders tend to see them-
selves as the sole embodiments of popu-
lar power, and as thus empowered to
trample checks and balances - the divi-
sion of competing powers, which mature
democracies have erected over many
decades (in some cases, over centuries).

This is evident in the world’s second-
most prominent case of populist govern-
ment, in Italy. The two parties - the 5-
Star Movement and the Lega (League) -
which uneasily coalesce to form the
country’s administration now face the
exacting and tedious duty all successful
politicians must undergo in the months
after an election victory: squaring their
promises with the country’s reality. In
Italy’s case, this is a public debt of just
under 132 per cent of GDP, and very low
growth. 

Matteo Salvini, deputy prime minister
and leader of the Lega, huddled with

economic advisers earlier this week, and
came out to announce that the annual
budget, now being prepared, will not
break the limit of a three percent deficit
agreed with the European Union, arguing
that “we can make this country
grow?and make Italians feel better with-
out irritating those who look at us from
above.” This reverses the trend of state-
ments from the administration since the
March election.

We’ll see. Salvini has bought time.
Whether or not the tug between rules
freely agreed and pledges over-freely
dispensed results in a win for the former
depends on how the budget will be
framed. Salvini can claim a greater demo-
cratic mandate from Italian citizens than
the European Union can, and may yet
break the EU’s limit. For the moment, the
bureaucratic economists have prevailed.
So did school principals in Italy this sum-
mer, defying a measure which rendered
vaccinations administered at schools vol-
untary rather than compulsory and forc-
ing a reversal of the measure, in spite of
its approval by parliament.

Politicians can also oppose a leader

seen to be un-civil. Earlier this week, in
yet another debate within the British
Labor Party’s ruling executive committee
on anti-Semitism, the International
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s defi-
nition was finally fully accepted, but not
before the party leader, Jeremy Corbyn,
sought approval for a statement affirming
that it should not “be regarded as anti-
Semitic to describe Israel, its policies or
the circumstances around its foundation
as racist.”

Anti-human and colonial
Corbyn’s politics align him with the

Hamas terrorist movement, whose charter
describes Israel as a “racist, anti-human
and colonial” endeavor. So much does it
mean to him to be able to say this, that he
was prepared to be, at least temporarily,
a pariah to his own people. So much did
it mean to them that they at least be seen
to care about not siding with anti-
Semites that they, at last, squashed him.
(He may, however, have a little last laugh.
On Thursday, signs declaring “Israel is a
racist endeavor” went up at several
London bus stops.) — Reuters
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Protests over corruption, unemployment and
poor public services have gripped Iraq for
two months, leaving 27 people dead after

they began in the southern oil-rich province of
Basra. Here is a recap of the unrest since July:

First death
On July 8 dozens of people protest against

unemployment in the port city of Basra. Security
forces open fire and one person is killed. Basra is
the most oil-rich province in Iraq but is one of the
worst served in infrastructure. On July 12 Iraqi Oil
Minister Jabbar Al-Luaibi says protesters there
have tried to break into an oil installation and have
set fire to a gate and security post.

Protests spread 
The next day hundreds of people protest in the

centre of Basra, including in front of the local
provincial headquarters. Protests spread north-
wards to other regions with demonstrators taking
to the streets in Dhi Qar, Maysan and Najaf
provinces. Dozens of people force their way into
the waiting room at the airport serving the holy city
of Najaf and several civilians and policemen are
injured in clashes around the city of Nasiriyah.
Iraq’s top Shiite authority Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-
Sistani voices support for the protesters.

Promises fail to quell protests
On July 14 two protesters are killed in a shooting

in the province of Muthanna, south of the capital
Baghdad. Demonstrators set alight the Basra head-
quarters of the Iranian-backed Badr organization,
prompting authorities to impose an overnight cur-
few across the province. Iraq’s Prime Minister
Haider Al-Abadi announces investment worth $3
billion (2.6 billion euros) for Basra province, as well
as pledging additional spending on housing, schools
and services. But the next day two more protesters
are killed in a shooting in front of the governor’s
headquarters in Samawah, the largest city in
Muthanna province. Renewed clashes between
security forces and protesters in Basra city leave 50
people injured near the governor’s headquarters,
the majority protesters. Abadi meets with security
and intelligence chiefs in Baghdad and warns them
to be on alert but orders security services not to
use live fire against unarmed civilians.

Clashes in the capital
On July 20 a man is killed after being shot in the

southern city of Diwaniyah a medical source says,
as hundreds of people gather outside the local
headquarters of Badr. Protests reach Baghdad.
Hundreds of demonstrators are dispersed by water
canon and tear gas as they head towards the forti-
fied Green Zone, a high-security area where the
government is headquartered. On July 27 several
hundred people take to the streets in Baghdad and
chant “No to corruption!” and “Iran out!”, and
accuse leaders of being “thieves” and “corrupt”.

Electricity minister out
Two days later Abadi sacks his minister of elec-

tricity Qassem Al-Fahdawi-whose departure had
been demanded by protesters-”because of the
deterioration in the electricity sector”. On August 9
he sacks four electricity ministry officials.

Green Zone hit 
On September 2 hundreds of protesters block

different strategic parts of Basra province. Two
days later six demonstrators are killed in Basra city,
according to a local official, the bloodiest day since
the beginning of the unrest. On September 7
overnight unidentified attackers fire shells into
Baghdad’s Green Zone. Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani
denounces “the bad behavior of senior officials”.
Hundreds of protesters torch the Iranian consulate
in Basra. On September 8 unidentified assailants
fire four rockets at Basra airport. The health min-
istry says 12 people have been killed over the past
five days. — AFP 

Anonymous anti-Trump op-ed boosts democracy

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

Two months of 
protests in Iraq

Photo shows the burning headquarters of the Iranian
consulate in the southern Iraqi city of Basra which
was torched by protesters during demonstrations
over poor public services. — AFP 

US President Donald Trump speaks during a fundraiser in Sioux Falls, South
Dakota on September 7, 2018. —AFP 

Alibaba group founder and CEO, Jack Ma


