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JORGE G CASTANEDA

Three weeks ago and 500 
years after the arrival of 
Hernán Cortés in Veracruz, 

President Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador of Mexico sent a letter 
to the king of Spain. In it, he de-
manded an apology for the abuses 
inflicted on the indigenous peo-
ples of Mexico by Spain, in view of 
what the Spaniards now consider 
“human rights violations.”

And last week the prime min-
ister of Belgium apologised in 
Parliament for the kidnapping, 
deportation and forced adoption 
of thousands of children born to 
mixed-race couples in its former 
African colonies.

National apologies for mis-
deeds, crimes and odious be-
haviour are not new. The West 
German government of Konrad 
Adenauer paid billions in repa-
rations to the state of Israel and 
Jewish people for Nazi crimes. 
Former President Jacques Chirac 
of France apologised for deport-
ing thousands of Jews to Nazi 
death camps.

The reparations debate in the 
United States continues. A bill 
known as H.R. 40 was introduced 

in the House of Representatives 
by Rep. John Conyers every year 
from 1989 until his resignation in 
2017. It called for a formal study 
of the impact of slavery on Afri-
can-Americans living today and 
the development of a proposal for 
reparations, among other things. 
The bill was reintroduced this 
year by Rep. Sheila Jackson Lee. 
Most recently, several contend-
ers for the Democratic Party’s 
presidential nomination, most 
notably Elizabeth Warren, have 
expressed some level of support 
for reparations for the descend-
ants of enslaved men and women.

What all of this tells us is that 
the past is never dead and that no 
matter how anachronistic some 
demands may seem, historical 
grievances abound.

The past five centuries of world 
history have featured conquests, 
plunder, torture, genocide, slav-
ery, occupation and worse. The 
trend towards asking forgiveness 
and making reparations is overall 
a good thing. It acknowledges 
history while pointing a way for-
ward, whether it be consolidat-
ing a national identity in Mexico, 
apologising for atrocious colonial 
misdeeds in Africa or addressing 
inequality between blacks and 
whites in America.

The debate over the Spanish 
and Portuguese conquests of what 
is now called Latin America took 
on a new meaning after 1992, 

when the former colonial powers 
and former colonies met to revisit 
and discuss Columbus’s arrival in 
the New World.

The Mexican case is especially 
complicated. Several polls showed 
Mexicans disagreed on López Ob-
rador’s call for an apology as well 
as the issue’s relevance. Histo-
rians also made several points 
against his stance.

First, the historians stated that 
Tenochtitlán, the Aztec capital, 
was captured thanks as much to 
Cortés’ allies among the other 
indigenous peoples of the time 
as to the Spaniards themselves. 
Then they recalled that the Az-
tecs were no choir children: They 
resorted to cannibalism, human 
sacrifice, local wars to subjugate 
other peoples and violent repres-
sion of their enemies. Finally, and 
most important, they noted that 
Mexicans have always held an 
ambivalent position on their own 
national identity.

During the past decades, chil-
dren’s textbooks have implied that 
today’s inhabitants of Mexico are 
descended from indigenous peo-
ple and not from the Spanish. The 
official narrative for more than a 
century now in Mexico is that it 
is the mestizo country par excel-
lence. As the nameplate at the Na-
tional Anthropology Museum and 
Tlatelolco Square, where the final 
defeat of the Aztecs occurred, 
proclaims, “Neither a victory nor a 

”DESIGN CREATES CULTURE. 
CULTURE SHAPES VALUES. 
VALUES DETERMINE THE 
FUTURE.”  
ROBERT L. PETERS
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A friend sent me a BBC Scot-
land video of Jay Laffer-
ty, a Scottish comedian, 

summing up the Brexit situation 
almost three years after Britain 
voted to leave the European Un-
ion:

“So the way I understand it is 
that Parliament have said no to 
Theresa’s deal,” she says, refer-
ring to Prime Minister Theresa 
May of Britain. “And they’ve said 
no to no deal, but some of them 
said yes to no deal but no to The-
resa’s deal, but not as many that 
said no to no deal and no to The-
resa’s deal, but they don’t actually 
have a deal of their own, which 
is a big deal because without a 
deal then no deal is more likely 
to be the deal that’s dealt, and the 
people who want the deal can’t be 
dealing with that.”

Or, as Tom Baldwin, director 
of communications for the Peo-
ple’s Vote campaign for a second 
referendum, put it to me: “The 
problem with Brexit is not There-
sa May. The problem with Brexit 
is Brexit.”

Here we are. Brexit is not do-
able because it makes no sense, 
whatever the prime minister’s 
scattershot efforts or offers to 
resign. You can hoodwink people 
— but not if you give them three 
years to reflect on how they were 
hoodwinked before doing the 
deed the hoodwinking was about.

The British cannot actually go 
through with something that will 
lower their incomes, make them 

poorer, lose them jobs, drain in-
vestment, expose their market 
to trade deals over which they 
would have no say, and — just 
an afterthought — lead to the 
breakup of Britain.

They cannot even if President 
Donald Trump calls the Europe-
an Union “brutal” as he enfolds 
gentle Kim Jong Un of North Ko-
rea in a love embrace. To live is 
also to think again. That is what 

Britain is doing, confronted by 
its most important decision in 
decades.

The European Union’s exten-
sion of the exit deadline, original-
ly set for March 29, until the end 
of October looks to me like the 
beginning of the end of Brexit. It 
may still happen, but for the first 
time the odds on it happening are 
not better than even.

The momentum is with the 

“Remain” camp. More than six 
million people have signed a pe-
tition in favour of staying in the 
union. A million people recently 
marched. Brexiteers are defect-
ing. Nick Ferrari, an influential 
radio broadcaster, announced 
this month that he’d changed his 
mind. “Just bloody stay and we’ll 
move on to other things,” he said. 
“Enough is enough.”

The extension averted the 

over-the-cliff Brexit favoured 
by Tory hard-liners whose ab-
solutist demands have ensured 
May’s proposed “deal” (in reality 
a kick-the-can fudge) never had a 
chance. It opened up a six-month 
period of reflection during which 
all sorts of things could happen. 
Most are likely to be inimical to 
Brexit.

The cost of this madness is 
sinking in. As Martin Fletcher 

Reparations: A 
conversation 
worth having

The debate on when it is 
relevant to apologise and pay 
reparations for misdeeds and 

human rights violations tells us 
that the past is never dead 

Brexit heads for that riveting black hole
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A heavy iron hook fell 
on my head when 

a temple Thulabharam 
scale gave way. Lots of 
blood but no apparent 
other damage. Thank 
God it didn’t hurt any-
one around me — could 
have caused a very seri-
ous injury.

@ShashiTharoor
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In Kerala Cong is in a 
bitter war with CPM. 

Next door TN they are 
together. That’s politics. 
AAP shouldn’t try to max-
imise Delhi coalition to 
get advantage elsewhere, 
if they think BJP is the 
biggest enemy. Go for it!

@NSMlive
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49% of all new income 
goes to the top 1%. 

Meanwhile millions of 
Americans are forced to 
work 2 or 3 jobs just to 
survive. And over half of 
our people live paycheck 
to paycheck. That is not 
justice.

@BernieSanders
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Kathua’s mood is clear 
- BJP is seen as the 

only party that can bring 
development and ensure 
security. People in Jam-
mu are disgusted with 
Congress’ attempts to 
weaken the armed forces. 
Nobody here accepts the 
JKNC demand of India 
having two Prime Min-
isters.

@narendramodi

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

defeat, here took place the painful 
birth of the mestizo people that 
today is Mexico.”

There can be no “mestizaje” 
without both civilisations — the 
Spanish and the original peoples — 
taking part in it. However violent 
their encounter may have been, 
and acknowledging the brutal na-
ture of the conquest, Mexicans 
seem to prefer to let sleeping dogs 
lie. While racism against indige-
nous minorities in Mexico is unde-
niable, and the country’s Europe-
an-origin tiny minority frequently 
resorts to racist attitudes toward 
mestizos, an overwhelming ma-
jority of the people of Mexico are 
mestizos today. There are myriad 
things to fix in Mexico, but dis-
crimination by mestizos against 
mestizos is not one of them.

López Obrador said in his let-
ter to King Philip VI that he was 
not requesting reparations; the 
conquest cannot be repaired. The 
apology he demanded was imme-
diately rejected by the government 
in Madrid, and in all likelihood, 
the entire affair will fade away. 
The Mexican president’s ploy was 
almost certainly demagogic in in-
tent and motivation, invoking an 
anti-Spanish sentiment that he 
believes exists in Mexico, though 
polls suggest otherwise.

Mexico does not need an apol-
ogy, because it has no conflict 
with Spain today. But beyond the 
Mexican populist gesture, and the 
debates in the United States, Eu-
rope and Canada, however, lies a 
conversation waiting to be held. 
There are challenges for other 
peoples and groups that require 
atonement or forgiveness in order 
to be addressed. In some cases, it 
can make an enormous difference, 
as with African-Americans, race 
and slavery in the United States. In 
others, it can disentangle compli-
cated questions of national identity 
and victimisation, as in Mexico. 
Reparations may be ultimately 
relevant only in some cases. But 
history is always relevant.

(Jorge G Castañeda, Mexico’s foreign 
minister from 2000 to 2003, is a 

professor at New York University and 
the author of “Utopia Unarmed: The 

Latin American Left After the Cold 
War.”)

1346
Dušan the Mighty is proclaimed 
Emperor, with the Serbian 
Empire occupying much of the 
Balkans.

1520
The Revolt of the Comuneros 
begins in Spain against the rule 
of Charles V.

1582
Spanish conquistador Hernando 
de Lerma founds the settlement 
of Salta, Argentina.

1780
Franz Friedrich Wilhelm von 
Fürstenberg founds the Universi-
ty of Münster.
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The momentum is with the 
“Remain” camp. More than 

six million people have 
signed a petition in favour 

of staying in the union. 

asked in The New Statesman: 
Does anyone seriously believe 
Britain would have opted to leave 
if they’d known the result would 
be a “country supplicant, mocked, 
humiliated and beset by strife?”

Britain will now almost cer-
tainly vote in the European Par-
liament election in May. The 
pro-European British elector-
ate will show up in force, while 
the pro-Brexit electorate will be 
more inclined to sulk. A recent 
poll suggests the opposition La-
bor Party leads the Conservatives 
comfortably, but that support will 
erode if Labor in its manifesto 
does not back a second vote on 
EU membership.

It will be hard to see a pro-Eu-
rope vote in the European Par-
liament as anything other than 
a gauge of changed British sen-
timent and grounds for a second 
referendum.

Meanwhile, May will keep try-
ing to find a workable deal. Ne-
gotiation with Labor is her latest 
gambit. Labor wants a customs 
union with Europe as part of a 
soft Brexit, an idea that’s anath-
ema to hard-line Tories. It’s also 
a bad deal in that it leaves Britain 

signing on to all EU trade deals 
while no longer having any say 
over them.

The talks will probably found-
er. The Tories may try to throw 
out May in favour of a hard-liner 
like Boris Johnson. They may 
force a general election. Either 
way, they are looking wounded 
and weakened.

Peter Oborne, former chief po-
litical commentator at The Daily 
Telegraph, has also changed his 
mind. In a much-noted piece, 
he recently wrote, “It has be-
come clear to me, though I’ve 
been a strong Tory Brexiteer, that 
Britain’s departure from the EU 
will be as great a disaster for our 
country as the over-mighty un-
ions were in the 1960s and 1970s.”

After a devastating analysis of 
the crippling economic effects 
of Brexit, Oborne turned to the 
breakup of Britain. “I failed to 
understand,” he wrote, “how the 
EU is part of the glue which holds 
us together in the United King-
dom.”

Scotland wants to remain in 
the union. Northern Ireland does 
not want a hard border with the 
Republic of Ireland, a member 
of the European Union. An open 
intra-Irish border was a corner-
stone of the 21-year-old Good Fri-
day peace agreement. Put bluntly, 
absent the EU’s benign offsetting 
influence, internal tensions in the 
disunited kingdom would soon 
reach a breaking point.

This, too, has become clear. 
That round and riveting black 
hole, a place where everything 
vanishes like a dream, would 
be a good final resting place for 
Brexit.

(Roger Cohen is a columnist  
with The New York Times.)

(In collaboration with New York Times)

The past five centuries of 
world history have featured 
conquests, plunder, torture, 
genocide, slavery, occupa-
tion and worse. The trend 

towards asking forgiveness 
and making reparations is 

overall a good thing.  

Brexit heads for that riveting black hole
A welcome move 

After the wasted years of 
Obama - when the US 
believed that it could 

stop Tehran from destroying 
the region by talking to it nicely 
– the Trump Administration has 
finally recognised reality and 
designated the Revolutionary 
Guard as a terrorist group. To us 
in Bahrain, this fact has been ob-
vious for around four decades.

The Revolutionary Guard was 
only just getting started with its 
overseas meddling activities at 
the beginning of the 1980s when 
Iraqi extremist Abdulhadi Al 
Mudarrisi was given the role 
of head of the “Islamic Front 
for the Liberation of Bahrain” 
(IFLB). When Bahrain’s leaders 
threw him out of the country, he 
fled to Tehran, where Mudarri-
si was put in charge of a radio 
station pumping out anti-Arab 
propaganda.

When the Gulf Cooperation 
Council was founded in 1981 - 
partly to help Arab Gulf states 
unite against Iranian threats 
– Tehran decided to retaliate 
by attempting to stage a coup in 
Bahrain. Iran chose to use Mu-
darrisi and the IFLB to lead 
this coup. However, the entity 
lacked meaningful support in-
side Bahrain, so Tehran provid-
ed Shia commandoes of various 
nationalities – many of whom 
had received IRGC training in 
the battlefront in the war with 
Iraq.

The coup was foiled in De-
cember 1981 after these merce-
naries were intercepted at Du-
bai Airport (staff became suspi-
cious of these heavily-built men 
all wearing the same boots!), 
and IFLB elements inside Bah-
rain were quickly rounded up.

However, this attempt to de-

stroy Bahrain’s governing sys-
tem and replace it with an Is-
lamic Republic marked the be-
ginning of forty years of efforts 
by the IRGC to destabilise Bah-
rain and other GCC states. In-
deed, there was another coup at-
tempt in the mid-1990s, by radi-
cal elements sometimes known 
as Hezbollah-Bahrain.

Also in Saudi Arabia, Iran 
sought to radicalise and arm 
local communities, resulting in 
bombing campaigns, including 
against the holy sites of Mecca 
and Medina. Pro-Khomeini ri-
ots during the Mecca pilgrimage 
on occasions resulted in stam-
pedes and dozens of deaths. In 
1996 (the same year as the sec-
ond Bahrain coup attempt) an 
entity known as Hizbollah Al 
Hijaz staged an attack in eastern 
Saudi Arabia killing 19 US ser-
vicemen. Subsequent investiga-
tions closely linked this activity 
to the IRGC.

After 2003 it was Iraq’s turn to 
be plagued by Shia militia forc-
es, created, armed and trained 
by the IRGC, which killed hun-
dreds of coalition forces and 
tens of thousands of Iraqis. The 
toxic sectarian climate created 
by these IRGC-backed militias 
by 2013 had created the con-
ditions which gave rise to the 
rapid expansion of Daesh. After 
2011, IRGC Quds Force’s Qassim 
Soleimani arrived in Syria in 
order to micromanage the car-
nage, using paramilitary forces 
under his control.

In part, the IRGC’s terrorist 
activities were funded by nar-
cotics smuggling and organised 
crime, but also through the ex-
ploitation of financial institu-
tions to circumvent sanctions. 
Future Bank in Bahrain had 

been set up at a time of thaw-
ing Iran-Bahrain relations; yet it 
was exploited for money-laun-
dering purposes to funnel bil-
lions of dollars through to IRGC-
linked entities until the Bahrain 
authorities shut it down in 2015.

When protests occurred in 
Manama in February 2011 call-
ing for constitutional reforms, 
the IRGC once again seized 
its opportunity, to send weap-
ons to radical elements, which 
embarked on a terrorist insur-
gency campaign. Vast quanti-
ties of arms and explosives of 
Iranian origin were seized at 
the Bahrain coastline, along 
with the discovery of weap-
ons caches and bomb factories. 
Bahraini emigres based in Qom, 
like Murtada Al Sanadi, were 
given IRGC support to coordi-
nate this terrorist campaign 
which led to the deaths of more 
than 20 policemen. These Bah-
raini militants received train-
ing either at the hands of the 
IRGC, or by paramilitary groups 
in Iraq and Lebanon – often 
through the simple gambit of 
travelling abroad on pilgrim-
age. On 1 January 2017, these 
militants even staged a  bra-
zen attack against Jaw Prison 
in order to free their comrades. 
Many were rearrested as they 
sought to make their way back 
to Iran.

So, yes, the designation of the 
IRGC is a welcome and neces-
sary move. But we wish America 
was listening when we advised 
for this step to be taken many 
years ago; as the IRGC has been 
responsible for the killing of 
hundreds of US troops in Leb-
anon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and 
elsewhere.

Citizens for Bahrain 


