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Washington Watch

Events surrounding 
Pope Francis’ UAE 
visit were important
By Dr James J Zogby 

This past week, I delivered one of the opening
addresses at a conference in Abu Dhabi dedi-
cated to creating understanding and building

relationships and mutual respect among the world’s
religious leaders. The conference coincided with Pope
Francis’ historic visit to the United Arab Emirates and
his signing with the Sheikh al Azhar, Ahmed Al-
Tayyeb, of a document committing them both to work-
ing to build “Human Fraternity”.  

I was pleased to have been there and to have had
the opportunity to participate in these events -
because if I had to rely on the Washington Post’s non-
account of the Pope’s visit, I would never have under-
stood the significance of what transpired over those
three historic days.

The New York Times was the only US daily to cov-
er the visit - and its treatment was mostly fair. The
Times did address the importance of the visit, while
still insisting on seeing the combination of the Pope
and the UAE as convenient pegs for remarks about the
UAE’s opulence, the war in Yemen, the Catholic
church’s sex abuse problem, and Pope Francis’ con-
flicts with his conservative opposition. 

All of those issues are important and should be
covered (or it may be more correct to say “have been
covered many times over”), but certainly not at the
expense of diluting the enormity of what was unfold-
ing during Francis’ short visit.  

In the first place, the Pope came to the Arabian
Peninsula, to a Wahhabi Muslim country, to celebrate
mass in a stadium - with 35,000 in attendance inside
the stadium and another 100,000+ assembled outside.
This was too big and too historic to be dismissed, as
some suggested, as a PR stunt by the UAE to “burnish
their image as a tolerant society that promotes reli-
gious freedom” or as a way for the Pope distract
attention from the church’s sex abuse scandal.  

How big was it? Just ask the UAE’s nearly one mil-
lion Catholics. For them, it was not only the excitement
of seeing their beloved Francis, it was also a validation
of their faith and as a clear a message as could be ever
be sent that their freedom of religion is secure in the
UAE. What they found especially heartening was the
fact that the UAE government ministers attended the
mass and exchanged with others the “kiss of peace” as
a gesture of solidarity.  

These weren’t the first such signs of respect shown
by the UAE for the Christian community. In the mid-
1960s Sheikh Zayed built the first church for Catholic
expats living in Abu Dhabi. There are currently 40
churches (and, in addition to Catholics, there are
Protestants, Orthodox, and Evangelicals). And UAE
government officials frequently attend services on
Christmas and other special events. In the face of
growing concerns with extremism and violence
against Christians, the Pope’s visit and the reaffirma-
tion of official support for the community were deeply
affirming. 

On the day before the Mass in the Zayed Stadium,
Pope Francis and the Sheikh al Azhar cosigned the Abu
Dhabi Declaration - entitled a “Document on Human
Fraternity”. In that document, both clerics call on their
co-religionists to “stop using religion to incite hatred,
violence, extremism, and blind fanaticism and to
refrain from using the name of God to justify acts of
murder, exile, terrorism, and oppression”.

In his statement before signing the Declaration,
Tayyeb urged countries in the region to “Continue to
embrace your brothers from Christian sects every-
where, as they are our partners in the homeland.”
Christians, he added should not be viewed as “minori-
ties”, but as equal citizens.  In his remarks Pope
Francis not only spoke out against the scourge of war,
specifically mentioning devastating conflicts in Yemen,
Syria, Iraq, and Libya, he also echoed the Imam’s call
for “societies where people of different beliefs to have
the same rights of citizenship.” 

The Declaration affirms this point, saying “The con-
cept of citizenship is based on equality of rights and
duties, under which all enjoy justice. It is therefore
crucial to establish in our societies the concept of full
citizenship and reject the discriminatory use of the
term minorities which engenders feelings of isolation
and inferiority.”  

There is no doubt that these two prominent figures
meeting and committing to work to promote religious
freedom, mutual respect, and full inclusion of all faiths
as equal citizens in their countries can have an impact.
But the “icing on the cake” was the two day long
“Conference on Human Fraternity”- a gathering of 600
religious leaders and opinion shapers that concluded
with the meeting of the Pope and Sheikh. Among the
participants were Christians, of all denominations,
Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, and Jains. 

In recent years, there have been a number of inter-
faith sessions in the UAE involving the three
Abrahamic faiths. This effort, however, was more
expansive and its rhetoric was bolder in scope. It was
about finding the common ground and respect neces-
sary to build a human family. 

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

Hidden away in dusty drawers or stuffed in boxes long
forgotten in the attic, a danger lurks for US politi-
cians: their yearbooks. Often featuring the frat boy

humor - or worse - of their youthful selves, the collections
of old photos and writings are coming back to haunt
America’s elected leaders. The latest high-profile victim
has been Virginia’s Democratic Governor Ralph Northam,
whose medical school yearbook featured a photograph of
a person in blackface next to another dressed in a Ku Klux
Klan robe and hood.

As pressure mounted on him to quit, one of the men in
line to replace him, Virginia’s attorney general Mark
Herring, admitted that he too had painted his face black in
his school days. The scandal came just months after Brett
Kavanaugh almost saw his nomination to the Supreme
Court derailed by allegations of sexual assault when he
was in high school, a charge that led to his school year-
book being gone over with fine-toothed comb.

Yearbooks - relics of a pre-digital age when people
wrote postcards and took photos on actual cameras, rather
than posting on social media - feature pictures of class-
mates and parties, school trips, fraternities and moments of
sporting glory. Students usually have a personal page
where they pose with their best friends, reminisce about
their school days, or feature dedications or verse.

White coats, white hoods 
In the 1984 yearbook of the Eastern Virginia Medical

School, there are plenty of pictures of young interns in
white doctors’ coats, smiling at each others’ waiting room

quips. But there are also images of the white robes and
pointed hoods used by the KKK, a racist organization that
terrorized black communities in the American South.
Northam’s page features a picture of someone in KKK
attire, standing next to another person in blackface, the
makeup used once used to mock and belittle African
Americans.  

After initially admitting he was in the picture, the gover-
nor then denied he was one of those in the image. He has
resisted mounting pressure from his own party to resign, yet
seems unlikely to survive in his post for long. The scandal
has prompted a wave of scrutiny of yearbooks from past
decades, bringing other similarly racist material to light.

Kavanaugh’s high school yearbook was dusted off last
September during confirmation hearings after President
Donald Trump nominated the conservative judge to the
highest court in the land, prompting a California profes-
sor to accuse him of having sexually assaulted her when
she was 15 and he was 17. The allegations brought his
yearbook - from an expensive Catholic school in
Bethesda, just outside the capital Washington - under
humiliating scrutiny, bringing to light the binge drinking
and sexual mockery of female classmates that the wealthy
schoolboys indulged in. 

The yearbook convinced many critics that he did not
have the right character to take a seat on the Supreme
Court, and the case split the country before Kavanaugh
was finally nominated, after a tearful defense before
Congress. He joined eight other justices on the bench,
including Sonia Sotomayor, who was herself criticized dur-

ing her confirmation hearings because in her Princeton
yearbook, she had quoted Norman Thomas, a former pres-
idential candidate who ran on a Socialist Party ticket.

The exhumation of these yellow-paged mementos has
raised the question among political observers: is there an
expiry date on the errors of youth, and is a 55-year-old to
be held accountable for the actions of their 18-year-old
selves? 

A History of Racism 
Behavior that today would meet with instant oppro-

brium would have quite often been unremarkable in the
past, noted Philip Cohen, a sociology professor at the
University of Maryland. Students in the 1980s “were the
children of people raised in the 1940s and 1950s, the era
of Jim Crow segregation. They grew up with legal job
and housing discrimination,” he said. “Outside of the his-
torically black colleges, there was no black president of
a major university or college until 1995,” he noted,
adding that in 1980, “the House of Representatives was
four percent black and there were no black US senators.
Half of adults opposed the new federal Martin Luther
King holiday in 1983.”

Back then, Cohen said, a “big difference was the accept-
ability of racist attitudes and behavior”. “If yearbooks were
a way for people to show off their ‘fun’ side, it is not sur-
prising at all that this would include the kind of racist dis-
plays that are now coming out,” he said. The difference
these days, he said, is that now “we can force a politician to
resign for being racist. That’s progress.” — AFP 

Yearbook: US politicians’ ticking time bomb 

For Catalan separatists, 
trial of leaders is personal 

With vigils and concerts outside prisons, Catalan independence
supporters for months have shown their backing for 12 separatist
leaders who go on trial on Tuesday over their bid to break the

region away from Spain. Now that the highly anticipated trial is finally about
to get underway at Spain’s Supreme Court in Madrid, they have vowed to
step up their protests in another show of solidarity. While just 12 leaders will
sit in the dock over their role in the failed 2017 independence bid, many
Catalan separatists feel they are also being put on trial for having taken part
in a banned referendum held on October 1 that year.

“I’m a lifelong separatist and I voted on October 1, it’s as if I was being
tried,” said retired teacher Eugenia Fernandez at a recent vigil held for the
detained Catalan leaders at the picturesque Plaza de la Vila de Gracia
square in Barcelona. “We’re here because of the huge injustice that our
government is in jail or exile for doing what we asked them to do - fight to
set up a Catalan republic,” the 67-year-old said.

The vigil Fernandez took part in has been held every Monday evening for
the past 15 months at the square in Gracia, a bohemian district of the
Catalan capital which is also its most pro-separatist. People held up large
black and white images of the Catalan leaders, as well of those who fled
abroad after the failed independence bid, along with the word “freedom” in
Catalan and English. Only the chime of a clock on top of an imposing 19th
century tower in the center of the square broke the silence. Nine of the
leaders have been charged with rebellion, with some also accused of misuse
of public funds. They have all been in pre-trial detention for months, some of
them for more than a year.

Unifying cause 
“This is a reaction against the brutality of this trial, which is not against a

few people but is instead against Catalan political feeling,” said award-win-
ning Catalan writer Ramon Solsona, who read some poems at the vigil.
Similar events have been held across the northeastern region, where the
leaders have obtained near-martyr status among many separatists who see
them as “political prisoners”. The 12 defendants face prison sentences of
between seven and 25 years if convicted, with former Catalan vice president
Oriol Junqueras at risk of the longest sentence.

Catalonia’s president at the time of the secession bid, Carles Puigdemont,
is not among those on trial since he fled to Belgium where he regularly
receives visits from top Catalan separatists. With Catalan separatist parties
divided over strategy - some calling for more civil disobedience while oth-
ers favor dialogue with Spain’s central government - the cause of the jailed
Catalan leaders helps keep them united.

Polls show the region remains split over the issue of independence, and
separatist protests - which in the past drew over a million people - appear
to have lost strength. Pro-independence groups have responded by holding
smaller events to show support for the detained separatist leaders. The
defendants were moved from prisons in Madrid to jails in Catalonia shortly
after Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez came to power in June in what
was seen as a goodwill gesture. Since then separatists have gathered regu-
larly outside of the Catalan jails where they were being held, holding con-
certs, camping outside overnight and forming human pyramids, called
“castells”, a Catalan tradition. — AFP

In this file photo taken on Sept 27, 2018 extracts of Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh’s high school yearbook are displayed as he testifies before the US Senate
Judiciary Committee on Capitol Hill in Washington. — AFP 

Roberts emerges 
as US Supreme 
Court swing vote

Pivotal votes cast by US Chief Justice John
Roberts in abortion and death penalty
cases have underscored his new standing

as the Supreme Court’s ideological center and
the outsized role he may play in major rulings
for years to come. Roberts, a genial 64-year-old
conservative appointed in 2005 by Republican
President George W Bush, sided with the nine-
member court’s four liberals on Thursday night
in blocking a restrictive Louisiana abortion law
from taking effect. He also sided on Thursday
night with the four other conservative justices in
allowing the execution of a Muslim convicted
murderer in Alabama.

His vote in the abortion case was particular-
ly noteworthy because it represented a turn-
around from his vote in a 2016 abortion case in
which he had joined two other conservatives in
dissent when the Supreme Court ruled 5-3 to
strike down similar regulations targeting abor-
tion doctors in Texas. The role of Supreme
Court swing vote had been filled by Justice
Anthony Kennedy, who sided with its liberal
bloc on divisive issues including abortion and
gay rights before retiring last July. Following
Republican President Donald Trump’s appoint-
ment in the past two years of Justice Brett
Kavanaugh, who replaced Kennedy, and Justice
Neil Gorsuch, Roberts now appears to be the
most centrist of the five conservative justices
who make up the court’s majority.

“He’s now the center, and the center has
moved to the right,” American Civil Liberties
Union lawyer Jennifer Dalven said. Most court-
watchers expect Roberts to side with his fellow
conservatives on a wide range of issues including
business disputes, challenges to Trump’s actions
and divisive social issues beyond abortion.

Roberts takes his institutional role seriously
and is a defender of the federal judiciary at a
time when Trump often criticizes judges and
accuses the courts of political motives. As chief
justice, the federal judiciary’s highest-ranking
judge, Roberts presides over oral arguments in
cases before the court and leads private meet-
ings among the justices. During an appearance
on Wednesday at Belmont University College
of Law in Tennessee, Roberts spoke of the
“great responsibility” that comes with the job.
“You do kind of have to keep in mind that it’s a

modest - important, but modest - role,”
Roberts added.

More abortion cases
The court on Thursday granted an emer-

gency application by Shreveport-based abor-
tion provider Hope Medical Group for Women
to stop Louisiana’s law from taking effect. The
justices, however, did not rule on the merits of
the case. The Supreme Court is now likely to
take up the clinic’s appeal of a lower court rul-
ing allowing the law, with a decision on the
merits possible in 2020, just months before the
U.S. presidential election. Whether Roberts will
oppose the Louisiana abortion restrictions as
well as others pursued in conservative-leaning
states remains an open question.

Trump, seeking re-election next year, has
seized on the abortion issue, which appeals to
his conservative base and evangelical Christian
voters who are among his most ardent support-
ers. Trump on Tuesday urged US lawmakers in
his State of the Union address to pass legisla-
tion banning late-term abortions. The court will
decide soon whether to hear Indiana’s bid to
revive a state ban on abortions performed due
to the sex or race of the fetus or evidence of
disability. Indiana this week asked the Supreme
Court to hear another abortion case concerning
a law to require fetal ultrasounds before abor-
tions take place.

Those cases do not turn on the 2016 prece-
dent, meaning Roberts may feel less inclined to
side with the liberals. “I think it’s still quite likely
that he will be voting and casting a fifth and
decisive vote to uphold a variety of abortion
regulations that fall short of outright prohibi-
tions,” Cornell Law School professor Michael
Dorf said. The court has a handful of major cas-
es during its current term, which ends in June,
that will test to what extent Roberts differs
from Kennedy on key issues.  — Reuters

Supreme Court Justices John Roberts (center)
attends the State of the Union address at the US
Capitol in Washington on Feb 5, 2019. — AFP 


