
Wednesday, January 9, 2019

10
A n a l y s i s

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              : 24833199 Extn. 125
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

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

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

Good politics is at 
the service of peace
By Pope Francis

In sending his disciples forth on mission, Jesus told
them: “Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace
be to this house!’ And if a son of peace is there,

your peace shall rest upon him; but if not, it shall
return to you” (Lk 10:5-6). Bringing peace is central to
the mission of Christ’s disciples. That peace is offered
to all those men and women who long for peace amid
the tragedies and violence that mark human history.
The “house” of which Jesus speaks is every family,
community, country and continent, in all their diversity
and history. It is first and foremost each individual per-
son, without distinction or discrimination. But it is also
our “common home”: the world in which God has
placed us and which we are called to care for and cul-
tivate. So let this be my greeting at the beginning of
the New Year: “Peace be to this house!”

The challenge of good politics
Peace is like the hope which the poet Charles Peguy

celebrated. It is like a delicate flower struggling to
blossom on the stony ground of violence. We know
that the thirst for power at any price leads to abuses
and injustice. Politics is an essential means of building
human community and institutions, but when political
life is not seen as a form of service to society as a
whole, it can become a means of oppression, marginal-
ization and even destruction.

Jesus tells us that, “if anyone would be first, he must
be last of all and servant of all” (Mk 9:35). In the words
of Pope Paul VI, “to take politics seriously at its differ-
ent levels - local, regional, national and worldwide - is
to affirm the duty of each individual to acknowledge
the reality and value of the freedom offered him to
work at one and the same time for the good of the city,
the nation and all mankind”.

Political office and political responsibility thus con-
stantly challenge those called to the service of their
country to make every effort to protect those who live
there and to create the conditions for a worthy and
just future. If exercised with basic respect for the life,
freedom and dignity of persons, political life can
indeed become an outstanding form of charity.

Charity and human virtues: The basis of politics 
at the service of human rights and peace

Pope Benedict XVI noted that “every Christian is
called to practice charity in a manner corresponding
to his vocation and according to the degree of influ-
ence he wields in the polis... When animated by chari-
ty, commitment to the common good has greater
worth than a merely secular and political stand would
have... Man’s earthly activity, when inspired and sus-
tained by charity, contributes to the building of the
universal city of God, which is the goal of the history
of the human family”. This is a program on which all
politicians, whatever their culture or religion, can
agree, if they wish to work together for the good of
the human family and to practice those human virtues
that sustain all sound political activity: justice, equality,
mutual respect, sincerity, honesty, fidelity.

In this regard, it may be helpful to recall the
“Beatitudes of the Politician”, proposed by
Vietnamese Cardinal Francois-Xavier Nguyen Van
Thuan, a faithful witness to the Gospel who died in
2002: Blessed be the politician with a lofty sense and
deep understanding of his role. Blessed be the politi-
cian who personally exemplifies credibility. Blessed be
the politician who works for the common good and
not his or her own interest. Blessed be the politician
who remains consistent. Blessed be the politician who
works for unity. Blessed be the politician who works
to accomplish radical change. Blessed be the politi-
cian who is capable of listening. Blessed be the politi-
cian who is without fear. 

Every election and re-election, and every stage of
public life, is an opportunity to return to the original
points of reference that inspire justice and law. One
thing is certain: good politics is at the service of
peace. It respects and promotes fundamental human
rights, which are at the same time mutual obligations,
enabling a bond of trust and gratitude to be forged
between present and future generations.

Political vices
Sadly, together with its virtues, politics also has its

share of vices, whether due to personal incompetence
or to flaws in the system and its institutions. Clearly,
these vices detract from the credibility of political life
overall, as well as the authority, decisions and actions
of those engaged in it. These vices, which undermine
the ideal of an authentic democracy, bring disgrace to
public life and threaten social harmony. We think of
corruption in its varied forms: the misappropriation of
public resources, the exploitation of individuals, the
denial of rights, the flouting of community rules, dis-
honest gain, the justification of power by force or the
arbitrary appeal to raison d’etat and the refusal to
relinquish power. To which we can add xenophobia,
racism, lack of concern for the natural environment, the
plundering of natural resources for the sake of quick
profit and contempt for those forced into exile.

When the exercise of political power aims only at
protecting the interests of a few privileged individuals,
the future is compromised and young people can be
tempted to lose confidence, since they are relegated to
the margins of society without the possibility of help-
ing to build the future. 

On Sunday morning, a new Twitter account was
created by an 18-year-old Saudi woman denied
entry into Thailand as she fled from what she

said was an abusive family. The first message from
Rahaf Mohammed Al-Qunun, in Arabic, was at 3:20 am
Thai time (2020 GMT Saturday) and posted from the
transit area of Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi airport. It
said: “I am the girl who escaped Kuwait to Thailand.
My life is in real danger if I am forced to return to
Saudi Arabia.”

Within hours, a campaign sprung up on Twitter
dubbed #SaveRahaf. Spread by a loose network of
activists around the world, within 36 hours it prompted
Thailand’s government to reverse a decision to force the
young woman onto a plane that would return her to her
family. Qunun was allowed to enter Thailand and yester-
day was beginning the process of seeking asylum in a
third country through the UN refugee agency.

“Everybody was watching. When social media
works, this is what happens,” said Phil Robertson,
deputy Asia director for Human Rights Watch, of the
international outcry. Qunun’s family could not be
reached to respond to her allegations of abuse. Reuters
could not directly contact Qunun, but spoke to several
confidants who described how the dramatic campaign
unfolded across the world. After her initial Tweet,
Qunun posted nearly non-stop for five hours, saying she
had been abused and threatened by her family.

Halfway around the world, retweets by Saudi Twitter
users were noticed by Egyptian-American activist
Mona Eltahawy in Montreal who began translating and
retweeting Qunun’s Arabic tweets at 4 am Thailand time,
even though she was initially unsure if the account was
authentic. “(I was) doing my best to get attention to her
because I could not live with myself if she was real and
I ignored it,” Eltahawy told Reuters in an e-mail.

Bangkok, Montreal, Sydney
About two hours later - 6 am Sunday morning in

Thailand but mid-afternoon in Australia - a Sydney-
based video journalist noticed and retweeted
Eltahawy’s translated messages. The journalist, Sophie
McNeill of Australia Broadcast Corp., began tweeting
back to Qunun, and later the two began privately corre-
sponding by direct message. At 11 am on Sunday in
Thailand - eight hours after Qunun began tweeting -
Human Rights Watch’s Robertson, who is based in
Bangkok, also began tweeting about the case.

He also contacted Qunun directly and she replied.
“She said very clearly that she has suffered both physi-
cal and psychological abuse. She said she has made a
decision to renounce Islam. And I knew once she said
that, she is in serious trouble,” Robertson told Reuters.
Renouncing Islam is a crime punishable by death under
the Saudi system of sharia, or Islamic law, though the
punishment has not been carried out in recent memory.
By early Sunday afternoon, Robertson had notified the
UN refugee agency in Thailand and several foreign
embassies about the unfolding case, and they began to
contact Thai authorities.

Barricaded door
At around the same time, journalist McNeill decided

to fly to Thailand and try to meet Qunun. “I’d never spo-
ken to her before,” she told Reuters. “For me, it was so

important that this was documented, and I wanted to be
there and witness it.” While McNeill boarded a flight
from Sydney to Bangkok, Qunun was holed up in an air-
port transit hotel and afraid she would be forced onto
the next flight back to Kuwait. She continued tweeting
and also corresponding with Robertson of Human
Rights Watch.

At around 5 pm Sunday, she was taken out of her room
by Thai officials but later allowed to return. “She filmed
these two people talking to her,” said Robertson. “They
said to her very clearly that they will put her on the
Kuwait Airways flight KU 412 leaving (Monday) at 11:15
am.” By this time, global media outlets had picked up on
the story and Thai immigration officials were confirming
that Qunun was to be expelled on Monday morning. At
about 1 am Monday morning, Qunun posted a video of
herself pushing a table to barricade her hotel room door.

Threatening language
McNeill arrived in Thailand early on Monday and

managed to join Qunun in her hotel room. “When it
became clear that she wasn’t going to leave, I decided it
was important to stay and have someone documenting
what was going on,” McNeill said. Qunun refused to
open the door when various officials came to escort her
to the Kuwait Airways flight. “We were inside the room
and there were numerous people coming to the door ...
There were several Arabic speakers who came and
were using threatening language to try and force her
back on the plane,” McNeill recalled. The flight to
Kuwait City left without Qunun.

At 3:30 p.m. on Monday, Thailand’s immigration chief
Surachate Hakparn held a press conference at the air-
port for dozens of Thai and international media repre-
sentatives gathered in the transit area. After a day of
insisting that Qunun must be sent back under Thai law,
Surachate said she would not be immediately be
expelled since she could be in danger and he would
meet UN officials to discuss her case.

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) country representative Giuseppe de
Vincentiis arrived at the airport at about 5 pm on
Monday to meet Thai officials and Qunun herself. By
about 7:30 pm on Monday, Surachate told reporters
Qunun would be allowed to enter Thailand and apply
for asylum in a third country. The UNHCR said on
Tuesday that it would take time to process Qunun’s
application, and its officials continued to interview her
at an undisclosed location.

Saudi Arabia on Tuesday denied on its Twitter
account that its embassy in Thailand had asked for
Qunun to be extradited, although Surachate had said
the previous day the embassy had been in contact with
Thai immigration before her arrival from Kuwait. The
Saudi embassy in Bangkok declined to comment on
Qunun’s case when contacted by Reuters on Monday
and could not be reached yesterday.

But yesterday, the Thai immigration office released a
video clip of its officials meeting Saudi diplomats to
discuss the case. “When she first arrived in Thailand,
she opened a new site (account) and the followers
reached about 45,000 within one day,” a Saudi official
speaking in Arabic through a translator tells Thai offi-
cials in the video. “I wish you had taken her phone, it
would have been better than (taking) her passport,” the
official said. — Reuters 

Phone, hashtag made teen’s flight global cause

I wish you 
had taken 
her phone

Will China go to 
war over Taiwan?

In the first week of 2019, as China grabbed head-
lines for landing a spacecraft on the far side of the
moon, a New Year’s Day editorial in the nation’s

official military newspaper told its readers that “war
preparations” should be a top priority for the year.
The following day, President Xi Jinping offered a
forceful reminder of what Beijing considers its most
likely focus of conflict to be: Taiwan.

China’s rulers have long regarded the island as a
rogue province, with regaining control a point of hon-
or for the ruling Communist Party and military alike. In
a major speech on Wednesday, Xi warned the “prob-
lem” could not be held over for another generation.
While he talked primarily of “peaceful unification,” he
said Beijing reserves the right to use force if neces-
sary. The speech brought a sharp rebuke from Taiwan,
where residents remain strongly opposed to rejoining
China, even under a Hong Kong-style “one country,
two systems” deal.

Nothing in Xi’s speech suggested China sees con-
flict as imminent. However, Xi’s comments about sup-
port for peaceful “reunification” included a warning
that “we do not promise to renounce the use of force
and reserve the option to use all necessary measures”
to prevent Taiwan’s independence. Ultimately, if
Beijing truly wishes to reassert control over the island,
military force may be its only option. That would be a
risky step for a government that has not fought a war
against a foreign state since a brief and unsuccessful
conflict with Vietnam in 1979. It would also put Beijing
on a collision course with Washington, which does not
support Taiwan’s independence but has what the US
State Department describes as “a robust unofficial
relationship” with Taipei.

To invade the island successfully, most military ana-

lysts argue that Beijing would either have to deter the
United States from intervening or defeat nearby US
forces and prevent others from entering the region.
China may not yet be strong enough to do this, but its
military enlargement means that may not always be
the case. Certainly, Chinese military thinking increas-
ingly revolves around just this kind of potential war, in
which Beijing would want to grab territory while
keeping US forces back.

Much of China’s military buildup has been based
around ships, aircraft, and arms systems that appear
suited for the type of conflict needed to take Taiwan.
As well as landing ships to carry assault troops, that
includes a focus on missiles designed to destroy US
aircraft carriers - or prompting Washington to keep
out of range of the conflict. How well those weapons
would work is another question, but they would be
central to any conflict over Taiwan or disputed islands
elsewhere in the South China Sea.

To an extent, much of this is grandstanding
geopolitical ballet. Beijing has been unable to stop
Taiwan from acting as a de facto country over the
last half century, but remains desperate to prevent
the island from making an outright declaration of
independence. To an extent, this posturing - like
Beijing’s increasing military assertiveness with war-
ships and jets around Taiwan - is about reminding
those in power in Taipei that any vote on independ-
ence might bring war. But there’s more to it than
that. As China asserts itself as a global power,
Beijing wants to show the world that it is strong
enough to take Taiwan at any point it wants.

Domestic Taiwanese politics also remain a factor. In
the run-up to Taiwan’s November elections,
Taiwanese officials accused China of a Russia-style
messaging campaign to undermine support for
President Tsai Ing-wen’s pro-independence
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). Those elections
saw a serious setback for the DPP and a strong per-
formance by the pro-Chinese Kuomintang opposition,
but Xi’s comments last week suggest Beijing still sees

military posturing as the best way of pressuring the
island. Taking Taiwan militarily would not be a simple
operation. Chinese forces would face sophisticated
Taiwanese missile, mine, submarine and air attack if
they tried to cross the 110-mile (180 km) Taiwan
Strait. The island’s highly populated cities and densely
forested mountains would prove a guerrilla fighter’s
paradise. A botched Taiwan invasion, potentially with
tens of thousands of casualties, could prove an inter-
national humiliation as well as kickstarting a domestic
political crisis for Xi.

Taiwan, for its part, clearly wishes to persuade
China that it is not an easy target. Taipei intends to
spend $11 billion on defense this year, a six percent
increase from 2018. Much of that will be spent on cut-
ting-edge US and Taiwan-made equipment - on Jan. 2,
Taipei unveiled its latest domestically-built anti-ship
missile, capable of inflicting serious casualties on any
Chinese invasion force.

For Washington and Beijing alike, most of the mili-
tary posturing for now is likely to remain limited to the
Taiwan Strait. Last year, the US Navy sent several
ships through the Strait in what a US Pacific Fleet
statement described as a demonstration of the US
commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific. In 1996,
President Bill Clinton sent two US aircraft carriers - a
much more potent force - through the same route
during a crisis with China; some argue Washington
should again take similar action. That would outrage
Beijing - no US carrier has sailed through in more than
a decade, although China’s aircraft carrier has sailed
the same waters in its own show of force.

China may be reaching for the moon, but Xi’s
speech was a reminder that its greatest territorial
ambitions may lie much closer to home. Even if Beijing
isn’t on the verge of attacking the island, his rhetoric
raises the risk that there may eventually be outright
war. In a world where the risk of conflict between
major nations seems to ratchet higher every year,
China’s desire to dominate Taiwan may yet be what
lights the spark. — Reuters 

This handout picture taken and released by the Thai Immigration Bureau on Monday shows 18-year-old Saudi woman Rahaf Mohammed Al-Qanun shaking hands with a Thai
immigration officer at Suvarnabhumi international airport in Bangkok. — AFP 


