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Every night, 75-year-old Noornissa braves the freez-
ing cold to help block one of the main roads into the
capital of India, in a protest that is at the forefront of

a rising challenge to Prime Minister Narendra Modi. For
nearly four weeks, Noornissa and more than 200 other
women have sat and slept across the four-lane road
between Delhi and the satellite city Noida, gaining nation-
wide attention as protests erupted across India over a
controversial citizenship law that critics say is anti-Muslim.

Men stand guard as the women, from the mainly Muslim
area of Shaheen Bagh, sing the US civil rights anthem “We
Shall Overcome” and chant against the Citizenship
Amendment Act, passed last month by Modi’s Hindu
nationalist government. The law has added to the fears of
India’s 200 million Muslims. It gives Hindus, Buddhists,
Sikh and other minorities who have fled neighboring coun-
tries the right to Indian citizenship - but Muslims are
excluded.

Modi has insisted the law is “humanitarian” and that
Muslims have nothing to worry about, but opponents are
not convinced and have held rallies across the South Asian
nation - often met with police force. Authorities have
warned the Shaheen Bagh protesters that the police will
clear the road if they do not leave, but the women are

determined to stay. “I was born in India and I want to die
here,” Noornissa told AFP, her frail frame shaking with
emotion. “I will fight this law until my last breath.”

Gul Bano, 51, her face covered with a veil, described the
protest as “a fight for our identity”. Suffering some of the
lowest temperatures in Delhi for decades, Noornissa
sleeps on the street, wrapped in blankets with only her sil-
ver hair visible. The women with her include grandmothers
and younger women, many with toddlers in tow. A tent has
been put up to block the wind. Stray goats walk around
the road alongside the protesters.

The Shaheen Bagh protest is a sign that “the pushback
has begun across India”, according to Syeda Hameed,
head of the Muslim Women’s Forum. People bring blankets,
hot tea, snacks and meals for the women. The doors of
nearby homes are always open for the women if they want
to use the bathroom.

Mothers and Modi 
Tens of thousands of people have taken part in protests

against the citizenship law and more than 25 people have
been killed. Hundreds have been detained, mostly in north-
ern Uttar Pradesh state where police have been accused of
using disproportionate force against protesters. The

Shaheen Bagh women took over the road after clashes
between police and students at nearby Jamia Millia Islamia
university.

Critics say the citizenship law is a precursor to a
national register that many Indian Muslims fear will leave
them stateless. Many poor Indians do not have documents
to prove their nationality. “We don’t trust Modi anymore.
He says one thing and does something else,” said Shaheen
Bagh shopkeeper Jawid Iqbal. Iqbal and other men
clapped as the women read poetry and shouted “long live
the revolution” from a makeshift stage.

“We salute them, especially the mothers for sticking
out there with small babies,” said Nadeem Ali, watching
with his six-year-old son. Like the grandmothers, the
young mums insist they will not be moved from the rugs
spread on the road where they feed babies and try to get
them to sleep in the cold and the din from microphones
and speakers.

“I used to avoid stepping out of the house because my
baby is still small but not anymore,” said Samreen Sami,
who is taking part with her mother and sister-in-law. “I
want to tell Modi-ji that we are not going anywhere,” she
declared. “One day you will have to listen to us and take
this law back.” — AFP 

India’s roadblock women vow to fight on 

Washington Watch 

Infant deaths, poor 
conditions at Indian 
hospital spark uproar

In a dimly lit shanty in northwestern India, Padma
Rawal sobs inconsolably as she recalls losing her 5-
month-old infant, and recounts the hospital ordeal

she endured last month. Her infant, Tejash, is one of
more than a 100 children who have died at a govern-
ment hospital in Kota in the state of Rajasthan since
early December. Infant deaths are common in India, but
the spike in fatalities at a state-run institution and evi-
dence of poor hygiene, broken equipment and staff
shortages has made headlines and triggered a row
between the two main political parties.

District data in fact shows the infant mortality rate at
the JK Lon Hospital in Kota has improved to 5.69 per-
cent with 963 deaths in 2019 down from 6.11 percent in
2018, when 1,005 deaths were reported. But details
from affected families and two preliminary investiga-
tions have emerged, embarrassing the regional govern-
ment and local health authorities. Padma said there
were three or four infants in each bed when she was
there in late December. “Why are you crying? Your
child is going to die anyway,” Padma recalled one doc-
tor telling her, as she sat weeping beside her husband,
Sanjay, and daughters - Kanika, 6, and Purvi, 4.

Reuters spoke with the parents of nine children who
either died or were being treated at the hospital. All

described staff shortages, poor sanitary conditions and
a lack of basic provisions such as blankets despite very
cold weather. Rajasthan Health Minister Raghu Sharma
tweeted that most of the infants who died had low birth
weights and were in critical condition. He vowed “strict
action” would be taken against any officials found
guilty of negligence.

‘Living in hell’
At least 112 children have died at the hospital since

the start of December, even as authorities scrambled to
bring in additional staff and equipment amid public
outcry. Around three quarters of the recent deaths
occurred in JK Lon’s neo-natal intensive care unit
(NICU), which treats babies up to a month old, said an
official directly aware of the matter. Hospital officials
said infant mortality rates may appear high, partly
because it handles many referral cases and is a hospital
of last resort. It is the only one with an NICU in a 200
km radius.

Shubham Hada, who lost his two-day-old son at the
hospital to what he was told was a severe infection,
said: “Parents had to monitor their babies all night by
themselves in the NICU. There were no doctors after
10 pm, when the shift changed.” Pooja, holding her sick
2-month-old infant in her lap, said authorities distrib-
uted blankets and room heaters only late last week,
despite a severe cold wave across northern India since
late December. “We’ve been living in hell,” she said. “At
least they have started cleaning the place once a day
after the media uproar and visits by ministers.”

Broken equipment, ‘roaming pigs’
A preliminary probe into the deaths at JK Lon found

that of 533 pieces of equipment in its pediatrics section,
320 were out of order, including defibrillators and ven-
tilators. JK Lon’s medical superintendent, Suresh
Dulara, who took additional charge of the center in late
December, said that the hospital had started repairing
equipment. A separate probe by the National
Commission for Protection of Child Rights, a govern-
ment agency, found that infrastructure and sanitation
was “pathetic”. “Pigs were found roaming inside the
campus of the hospital,” it said.

The deaths and surrounding furor set off a row
between India’s two main political parties. The
Congress party, which sits in opposition nationally, won
Rajasthan state in Dec 2018 elections. It pointed to the
higher overall death rate at the hospital under Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), which ran Rajasthan previously.

The BJP hit back, saying appropriate funding has
been assigned to the state under the National Health
Mission and urged the state to request further financial
support. Modi’s government has raised expenditure on
healthcare recently and set a target to take the annual
health spending to 2.5 percent of GDP by 2025. It was
1.4 percent in 2017-18. Latest government data show a
decrease in infant mortality nationwide to 33 per 1000
live births in 2017 from 53 in 2008.

Despite the government’s attempts to improve
healthcare in India, infant mortality remains a concern.
The United Nations in a 2017 report said more babies
die in India than any other country, with roughly
600,000 deaths recorded annually, or one quarter of
the world total. India, in comparison, accounts for about
18 percent of global population. — Reuters 

In this photograph on Jan 7, 2020, protesters sit as they listen to a speaker during a demonstration in Shaheen Bagh area, that has been blocked off for almost four weeks to
protest against India’s new citizenship law near the Jamia Millia Islamia university in New Delhi. — AFP 

Trump playbook: 
Insult opponents, 
but not too soon 

“The economy, stupid” goes one of the most
famous mantras of US presidential campaign
history. Donald Trump is hitting the 2020 trail

with his own twist: Brand your opponents stupid (or
worse). Name calling and character smearing is an inte-
gral part of Trump’s reelection campaign. It’s right up
there with touting US military strength or, for that matter,
following the advice given to Bill Clinton in 1992 to focus
on the economy.

With his characteristic openness - critics say shame-
lessness - Trump laid out the insults strategy at his first
rally of the year late Thursday in Toledo, Ohio. Trump
referred to Democratic frontrunner Joe Biden as “sleepy
Joe”, journalists at the rally as “sick” and another
Democratic challenger, Bernie Sanders, as “crazy”.
Milking the audience’s laughter, Trump characterized top
House of Representatives Democrat Nancy Pelosi as “not
operating with a full deck”.  He called another senior
Democrat behind his impeachment vote, Adam Schiff,
“pencil neck”. “He buys the smallest shirt collar you can
get and it’s loose,” Trump jeered.

Timing is everything 
But with all the acting skills picked up during years

as a reality TV performer, Trump then dropped his
voice to a conspiratorial hush and confided to the
cheering, baying audience that his taunts need a little
something extra: Timing. He chastised himself for com-
ing up too early with the idea of labeling Democratic
challenger Elizabeth Warren “Pocahontas,” in mockery
of her false claim to have Native American ancestry.

“I came up with this great name, I came up with a lot
of different stuff. I said she was a total fraud and every-
body believed me and she went down. Then she started
coming up,” he said wistfully. “It doesn’t help me to do
it a year and a half before the election,” he said. “I don’t
like doing this too soon.”

Quaint past 
As far back as the 18th century, White House occu-

pants and hopefuls have tossed around words like
“pimp”, “drunkard” and “b*****d brat”. But more
recent presidential history looks quaint compared to
Trump’s trash talk. Back in 1988, Democratic vice presi-
dential candidate Lloyd Bentsen delivered a famous
putdown of Republican counterpart Dan Quayle - who
had claimed to have as much experience as John F
Kennedy at the same age. “Jack Kennedy was a friend
of mine. Senator, you’re no Jack Kennedy,” came the
zinger from the silver-haired Bentsen.

The line still echoes but it was Quayle who had the

last laugh, accompanying George H W Bush to the
White House - in large part thanks to a devastating TV
ad mocking the military credentials of liberal Democrat
Michael Dukakis. That so-called “tank ad” is still seen
as a classic of attack politics, mixing serious messaging
with personal ridicule and ruthless absence of context -
a genre that increasingly became a fixture of White
House races these past few decades.

Political cage fight 
Trump, however, has shifted presidential elections

from occasional attack ad to full-on, 24/7 cage fight. His
2016 surprise victory revolved partly around an
unprecedented campaign to brand Democrat Hillary
Clinton a criminal. Trump led chants at rallies of “lock
her up!” He continues even today, a full three years after
beating her. The eventual Democratic nominee chal-
lenging Trump can expect to meet worse.

Trump brazenly warned Biden that he will troll him
incessantly if he wins the nomination by raising
unproven allegations of corruption against the
Democrat’s son Hunter. “I sort of hope it’s Joe because
he will hear ‘Where’s Hunter?’ every single debate, nine
times a debate,” Trump said gleefully. And the best - or
worst - is yet to come, Trump said. “We’re too far ahead
of the election,” Trump said. “We’re going to just take
our time and we’re going to relax. You’re going to join
some rallies about a month before - you’re going to
hear the real facts.” — AFP 

US decline continues
By Dr James J Zogby 

Despite its claims of making America more
respected and feared in the world, the Trump
Administration’s behaviors have only contributed

to accelerating the decline in America’s leadership.
President Trump’s demonstrated disdain for internation-
al agreements and law, his erratic behavior, and his
reckless tweets, have left world leaders and their
publics alternating between being confounded and
frightened. One result has been that some allies and
opponents have sought leadership and more pre-
dictable partnerships elsewhere.

This was not the way it was just three decades ago
when the United States emerged victorious from the
Cold War and the first Bush Administration appeared to
seamlessly manage the transition to a unipolar world
order. While the Clinton Administration largely main-
tained continuity with their predecessor’s approach,
President George W Bush’s invasion of Iraq marked the
beginning of the unraveling of American leadership and
the end of the idea of a unipolar world.

Unlike the constructive use of diplomacy favored by his
father and President Clinton, George W’s policies were
reckless and unilateral, and, more often than not, shaped
more by ideology than reality. The results were devastat-
ing to the US and the world. Iraq was a case in point.

According to the neoconservative ideologues who
were driving George W’s approach to the Middle East, a
decisive use of force against Iraq would accomplish a
number of critical objectives. First and foremost, it would
secure the US role as the dominant world hegemon,
insuring a US-led unipolar world for the foreseeable
future. They also believed that with Saddam gone,
democracy would spontaneously take root in Iraq, trans-
forming not only that country but the entire Middle East.

As we have seen, the opposite occurred. America
became ground down in a long costly war that took a
terrible toll not only in lives and treasure, but in
America’s standing in the world. As the war dragged on,
it became clear that not only was America weaker and
less respected, but other regional and international
players began to assert themselves. As a result of this
foolish war, the very multipolarity the neoconservatives
sought to forestall became a reality.

Globally, Russia and China expanded their roles and,
in the Middle East, Turkey and Iran sought increased
influence, as did Saudi Arabia and its GCC partners.
Maybe the most consequential impact of the Iraq war
was the extent to which it emboldened and unleashed
Iran, enabling it to pursue its meddlesome sectarian
behavior across the region.

The Obama Administration began with great prom-
ise. Recognizing the damage done by his predecessor,
President Obama declared his intention to correct
course and rebuild confidence in America’s role in the
world. So desperate were some to see America restored
as a stable leader and partner that the new president
was awarded a Nobel Peace Prize. The award proved to
be premature. Obama’s failure to deliver on his vision-
ary promise and his administration’s tendency to hesi-
tate and/or meander when confronted by challenges,
caused both frustration and deep disappointment.

Then came Donald Trump. Despite early signs of
erratic behavior and his “shoot-first-ask-questions-lat-
er” approach to global and domestic problems, there
was some hope -especially in parts of the Middle East -
that given his business background, he would be fair
and decisive in the policies he pursued in the world.
This, too, proved to be premature. 

After Bush and Obama, what many across the
Middle East hoped for was a “Goldilocks and Three
Bears” US president. One who wouldn’t be “too much”
or “too little” - but “just right.” They wanted American
leadership that was decisive, principled, and pre-
dictable. What they got instead was the worst of the
past combined in one president. He has been reckless,
bombastic, and unpredictable. And he has made great
promises that have elevated expectations, only to fail to
deliver on them.

Recent polling from Pew Research demonstrates
how the public’s attitudes toward the US and President
Trump have witnessed sharp declines in many nations
across the world. In Europe, the Americas, and the
Middle East favorable attitudes toward the US went
from lows during the years of George W. Bush’s presi-
dency to highs in the early Obama years to lows, once
again, in the Trump era. And in our Zogby Research
Services (ZRS) polling we found, with a few exceptions,
much the same trajectory across the Middle East.     

In the fall of 2019, for example, we found that the ini-
tial optimism in some Arab countries that Trump
Administration policies toward some regional concerns
might move in a positive direction has now dissipated.
There is a sharp decline in respondents’ views of US
policies toward resolving the Israel-Palestine conflict,
helping to stabilize Syria and Iraq, deal constructively
with the Muslim World, and coherently address the
threats posed by Iran’s nuclear and regional agendas.

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


