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Washington Watch

Challenge to West
By Dr James J Zogby 

In 1971, my family and I spent some time in London
on our way to and from Lebanon where I was
going to visit family and to conduct research for

my doctoral dissertation. It was my first time outside
of the US and so, while in the UK, I read as many of
the British dailies as I could get my hands on. I did so
because I wanted to know about the events that
shaped daily life and understand how people in that
city viewed the world. 

As it turned out, 1971 was quite eventful. There
were the “Troubles” in Northern Ireland, ethnic/tribal
conflict in Nigeria, tensions brewing between India
and Pakistan, a coup and counter-coup in Sudan, and
unrest in South Africa and in Israel/Palestine. 

What I remember most about the British press cov-
erage back then - whether in news reporting, com-
mentary, editorials, or political cartoons - was how
dismissive and even racist it all was. Terms of derision
for the competing groups in the countries involved
were commonplace. The conflicts, themselves, were
written off as “par for the course” - the expected
behavior of the uncivilized. 

It wasn’t until we were nearing the end of our stay
in London that it dawned on me that the British had
played a significant role in exacerbating all of these
conflicts and tensions. They had been the colonial
power in each of these countries and, as had been their
practice, they had either pitted one indigenous group
against others or had set up settler regimes to assist
their rule. When the mess they created had become
ungovernable for them, they had jumped ship leaving
the “natives” or the “natives” and “settlers” to their
own devices. 

What was, therefore, especially galling about this
British press coverage was their total lack of self-
awareness and their refusal to acknowledge their
country’s culpability in the tragedies they helped to
create, and the derision they demonstrated toward the
victims of their policies. With some variations much
the same occurred with the French in North Africa and
the Levant and the domination and exploitation of
Central America by my own country. 

While the British and French dominated, colonized,
and economically exploited the far-flung regions of
their empires, they also saw their role as spreading
their “civilizing” culture. This was brought home to me
in 1970 while taking an intensive Arabic language
course at the University of Pennsylvania. I was sur-
prised to learn that most of the students in my class
were Algerian! It was through them that I became
aware of the way the French had ruled their country -
sometimes referred to derisively as “the other side of
France”.  The French had attempted to erase all mani-
festations of their Arab/Muslim history, culture, and
even their language. They had to come to the US to
learn to read Arabic. 

The American imperial role with our southern
neighbors was different. We did not colonize, nor did
we settle, or try to impose our culture. We were satis-
fied with economically dominating these areas,
exploiting their resources, and insuring that whatever
governments were in power were supportive of “our
interests.” It is precisely because of this sordid legacy
of imperial and colonial conquest that I wax indignant
when I hear political leaders in the West speak of “our
values”, - by which they usually mean human rights,
democracy, and religious freedom. These were the
very values that had been denied to the peoples who
had been conquered, whose resources they plundered,
whose countries they destabilized, and whose lives
they manipulated and impoverished in order to main-
tain their hegemony.  

Imperial legacy
Looking at the world today, it’s clear that the con-

sequences of this imperial legacy are still with us. If
anything has changed it is that we are now beyond just
viewing the former “natives” as far-away oddities.
They are now living within our borders, having come
to find the opportunities they were denied at home. So
when I hear the reactions in the West to the influx of
South Asians going to the UK, or North Africans going
to France, or Central Americans migrating to the US, I
can only say “Guys, these are the fruits of your con-
quest - your chickens coming home to roost.”

It’s a strange period in which we are living. While
some still engage in empty boasts about “our values”,
there also is a dangerous xenophobia that has taken
hold among some who, without a hint of irony, seek
now to protect “our values” by removing or, at the
very least, limiting the numbers of “foreigners” from
coming into our countries, out of the fear that they will
dilute “our culture” and erode “our values.”

Where do we go from here? In the first place, we,
in the West, need to acknowledge our history. One
byproduct of understanding how we and the world got
to where we are today, will be to help us to shed our
hubris and approach the world with humility - a sort of
collective mea culpa. Honestly asking ourselves and
those whom whose lives we dominated - “How did we
get into this mess?” is the first step to finding our way
out of it.  A corollary to this is to understand where we
are going. Our world has changed. We are now inter-
dependent. The West is no longer apart from the world
- it is a part of it: East and West, North and South, are
now inextricably woven together. 

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

Asdrubal Chavez, chief executive of Houston-based
Citgo Petroleum Corp, boarded the Venezuelan-
owned firm’s corporate jet in Caracas on Jan. 30,

after meeting with top officials of the embattled adminis-
tration of socialist President Nicolas Maduro about the
latest US oil sanctions. Upon landing in the Bahamas -
where Chavez has worked for about a year after being
denied a US visa - he had received word from Houston
that it would be his last trip on a company plane and that
his Citgo email account had been shut off.

Day-to-day control of the company had passed to
Citgo’s top US executive, Rick Esser, who with the backing
of Venezuela’s rising political opposition and the US gov-
ernment would begin clearing the way for a new, anti-
Maduro board of directors at Citgo. Esser oversaw the
moves to isolate Chavez - a cousin of the late Venezuelan
President Hugo Chavez - and would soon start ousting
other Citgo executives close to the Maduro administration.

The house-cleaning at the prized US-based subsidiary
of Venezuela’s state-owned oil firm, Petroleos de
Venezuela (PDVSA), marked a crucial early victory for the
country’s rising opposition government - led by self-
declared president Juan Guaido - as it struggles to remove
Maduro from office and break his grip on the OPEC
nation’s oil assets. The account of the transition of power
at Citgo is based on Reuters interviews with more than a
dozen current and former Citgo and PDVSA executives,
employees, and US and Latin American advisors.

Guaido, head of the nation’s congress, announced he
would seize the presidency on Jan 23 because Maduro’s re-
election last year was a sham, rendering the socialist leader
illegitimate under Venezuela law. Guaido’s claim to interim
leadership, until fair elections can be held, was quickly
backed by the United States and dozens of other nations.
But Maduro remains in control of the nation’s military and
PDVSA - making Citgo the obvious first target among

national asset for Guaido’s opposition movement to claim,
with the help of the US government. The battle for Citgo
could prove pivotal in the effort to unseat Maduro because
full control of a major US refiner would provide a crucial
source of revenue to a post-Maduro administration.

Citgo, with more than $23 billion in annual sales and
operations that supply about 4 percent of US fuels, may be
the last remaining asset owned by PDVSA with a healthy
balance sheet. As PDVSA’s oil production and revenue
have plummeted amid crippling debt, mismanagement and
international political pressure, Citgo’s US location and
financial independence have shielded the firm from the
worst of its parent company’s meltdown.

At the end of September, Citgo had net income of about
$500 million, according to a creditor with access to financial
statements that are not public. The company had almost
$500 million in cash and an available credit line of $900 mil-
lion. Inside Citgo’s Houston headquarters, many employees
weary of operating under the control of a failing socialist
state eagerly await an expected official announcement of the
appointments of new company directors, who were chosen
by Venezuela’s congress. The new board met together for the
first time in Houston on Thursday and named executives to
replace those who were ousted, according to two Citgo
employees with knowledge of the board actions, which the
company has not publicly disclosed. “We are not expecting
any resistance” to the new board inside the company, said
one manager who spoke on condition of anonymity. “On the
contrary, we are waiting for directions to lay out the red car-
pet.” Spokespeople for Citgo and Esser did not respond to
requests for comment or declined comment. PDVSA did not
respond to requests for comment. The White House did not
immediately respond to a request Friday morning.

Shifting allegiances
As US sanctions on Jan. 28 shifted the balance of power

to Citgo’s anti-Maduro faction of executives, Maduro loy-
alists scrambled to find their place in the emerging corpo-
rate structure. Two of four senior executives appointed by
Chavez openly pledged support for the incoming board of
directors in meetings with employees, said two sources
who attended the meetings. But all four - Frank Gygax,
Nepmar Escalona, Simon Suarez and Eladio Perez - were
escorted out of the building on Monday, according to four
people with knowledge of their departures. Gygax declined
to comment and the others did not respond to requests.

It’s unclear whether Chavez has yet been formally ter-
minated, an action that can only be taken by company
directors, but he has been effectively shut out of the firm,
Citgo employees said. Chavez did not respond to a request
for comment. Esser has essentially run the company since
Chavez’ ouster, in close consultation with US government
officials, according to three Citgo employees and two peo-
ple close to the incoming company board.

A Jan 30 meeting between White House National
Security Advisor John Bolton and Citgo executives thrust
the low-key Esser into the spotlight after Bolton tweeted a
photo of the meeting, calling it “very productive”. US offi-
cials have voiced concern that Guaido and his supporters
had been too slow in seizing control of Citgo and also have
pushed for a say in choosing members of the refiner’s new
board - a request Guaido’s team declined, according to
two people familiar with the talks. Since clearing Citgo’s
upper ranks of Maduro allies, Esser has focused on secur-
ing alternatives to the Venezuelan oil that feeds its refiner-
ies. Recent US sanctions prevent the firm from importing
Venezuelan crude after April 28, which could cripple the
company unless it can ensure it has the cash, credit and
contracts for alternate supplies. Advisors to the incoming
Citgo board have separately urged US officials to exempt
Citgo from sanctions and protect its assets from creditors
once it is officially controlled by Guaido’s team. — Reuters

How opposition leaders seized Citgo control
Supporters of Venezuelan opposition leader Juan Guaido wait to take part in a rally in Caracas yesterday. — AFP 

Young and restless: 
Albanian youth see 
a future elsewhere 

After emerging from his hiding place inside a
truck packed with children’s toys at a British
port, Alban Tufa saw the police and realized

his attempt to slip into the country had failed. Several
weeks later, the 21-year-old was put on a plane back
to Albania. That was six years ago but Tufa still longs
to leave his home country - a desire he shares with
most other young people in the Balkan state.  Their
country is not at war nor ruled by an authoritarian
regime, and not battered by natural disasters.

And yet Albanians’ desire to emigrate is among
the strongest on the planet. “In Albanian villages, all
families have a member who emigrates. So I went for
it too,” Tufa said of his failed attempt to sneak into
the UK, which involved travelling across Europe by
plane, train and truck with the help of smugglers. “My
idea was to work, I was not interested in what, as
long as my job was honest,” he added. 

According to a 2018 Gallup poll, 60 percent of
Albanians would like to leave their homeland, a figure
that ranks it fourth globally. The hunger is even
stronger among the youth. Back in 1990, Albania had
a youthful population of some 3.3 million people. But
with falling birth rates and huge numbers of people
leaving, it now has an ageing population of some 2.9
million, World Bank statistics show. And although the
government does not track data on emigration rates,
there are believed to be nearly 1.2 million Albanians
living abroad - a figure equivalent to some 40 per-
cent of the population. 

Student revolt 
The longing to leave is driven in large part by

economics, with Albania having one of the lowest
average monthly wages in Europe at around Ä400
($453). Unemployment is also high, with one in three
young people jobless. Another major factor is the
widespread culture of corruption and clientelism, or
jobs and favors in exchange for political support. “If
you don’t have a powerful friend you can’t find a job,”
explains Daniela Duli, an 18-year-old law student in
Tirana who is hoping to work in Italy after she grad-

uates. The only other option to secure work is “to
give a lot of money”, she says with a sigh.

The angst bubbled over in December when thou-
sands of university students took to the streets to
demand a reform of the education system. “Most of
(my friends) have emigrated... because they don’t see
a future here, they see no employment here, no quali-
ty of studies,” said 23-year-old student Armando
Xhaxho, one of the last holdouts of the strike that
ended this month. 

After several weeks of protests which drew thou-
sands onto the streets, Prime Minister Edi Rama
reshuffled his cabinet and promised investments in
education infrastructure. He also said his government
would hire 1,000 graduates to work in public admin-
istration, giving preference to those who have stud-
ied in the West in a bid to encourage returnees. Yet
Rama has shrugged off talk of any emigration “crisis”.
“There are people all over the world who move from
one country to another and nobody talks about it,”
he said in December.

What worries Adrian Civici, an economics profes-
sor in Tirana, is that most youth who emigrate
express little desire to return, creating a “brain drain”
effect that further degrades the economy. Among
youth living abroad, “almost 80 to 85 percent of
them say that they do not consider the idea of com-
ing back in Albania,” said Civici.

Open doors 
The restlessness has roots in the country’s unique

history. Until 1991, Albania spent nearly four decades
as one of the most isolated nations on the planet
under the grip of communist dictator Enver Hoxha.
Those who tried to leave risked being shot at the
border. “Once the doors were opened, Albanians saw
the West as an opportunity to provide a better future
for their children, a future that they did not have,”
said Drita Teta, a sociologist in Tirana. “For many
Albanians, the West is still a great illusion, a great
paradise that will solve all of the family’s economic
and social problems,” she added.

In recent years, despite being labelled a “safe
country”, Albania’s citizens have been counted
among the leading claimants of asylum within the EU.
In the year to mid-2018, they filed more than 17,000
applications in what was the top number of claims
among European states. Ninety percent of such
applications are rejected, although the waiting
process allows some to find other ways to remain in
Europe illegally. — AFP

Smashing away 
anger at Indonesia’s 
‘Temper Clinic’

Armed with crowbars and wearing protective gear, three
women assembled at a Jakarta stress clinic survey the
cluster of bottles they’re about to smash to pieces. “I

feel relieved. It’s like something I have been holding inside is
finally released when I smashed those bottles,” Genta Kalbu
Tanjung, a 20-year-old university student, told AFP as blaring
rock music pulsated in the background. Tanjung and her two
friends paid 125,000 rupiah ($8.85) each to unleash their pent-
up rage at the Temper Clinic, which also lets clients bust up old
televisions and printers for a slightly higher price.

Inside a bare smash room, one wall is covered with a writ-
ten reminder: “Holding on to anger is like drinking poison and
expecting the other person to die.” Aliya Dewayanti Senoajie
wanted to use the students’ half-hour session to channel her
frustrations as a school holiday quickly comes to an end. “The
break is over - it was too short and I’m not ready to go back to
school,” Senoajie said, declaring her bust-it-up session a suc-
cess. “It was really fun. My adrenaline was pumping.”

The clinic opened last summer in a posh Jakarta neighbor-
hood after co-owner Masagus Yusuf Albar returned from an
overseas holiday where he saw similar businesses sprouting up.
The first dedicated space for such destruction therapy opened
in Japan in 2008, with a view to helping stressed salarymen
relieve their pent up frustrations. It has spread in popularity and
temper clinics, also known as rage rooms, can be found in most
key US and European cities. The trend has taken off in Asia in
the past two years with similar ventures opening in China,
Singapore, and Hong Kong. But the service might not immedi-
ately make sense for a place like Indonesia - its citizens regular-
ly rank high among the world’s least-stressed people. That was-
n’t lost on Albar, who conceded that life in places like Bali or
jungle-clad Sumatra was pretty relaxed. 

But not so in Jakarta, a city of 10 million plus with hours-long
traffic jams that can drive the most patient mad and where
school and work are becoming increasingly competitive. A 2017
survey done by dry cleaning firm Zipjet found Jakarta was one
of the world’s most stressful cities based on criteria including
traffic, air and noise pollution and unemployment. “Try to go
anywhere on Friday night and it’s very annoying. My friend once
got caught in the traffic and she ended up crying. — AFP


