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BARIA ALAMUDDIN

Britain is hurtling toward 
the March 2019 deadline 
for crashing out of the 

EU. While the seemingly unre-
solvable issue of Northern Ire-
land’s status dominates political 
attention, there has been less 
debate about how any possible 
deal would affect the global dip-
lomatic role of an isolated and 
diminished UK.

Prime Minister Theresa May 
fought off a leadership chal-
lenge last week, yet both she 
and her Brexit plan remain on 
emergency life support. The 
challenge came after May final-
ly acknowledged that the plan 
she had exhaustively negotiated 
with the EU had zero prospects 
of passing through Parliament. 
Yet exhausted and frustrated 
European leaders stress that 
they have no intention of un-
picking the deal and starting 
again.

Parliament and May’s Con-
servative Party are hopelessly 
divided. Any conceivable ver-
sion of her plan would almost 
certainly be voted against, both 
by the “hard Brexit” camp and 
those who want to soften Brexit 
or thwart it altogether. If Brit-
ain’s leaders cannot force a more 
palatable version through Par-
liament, this creates two sce-
narios: Either a disastrous no-
deal scenario or a cancellation 
of Brexit altogether, possibly via 
a new referendum.

Experts caution that crashing 
out of the EU without a com-
prehensive deal would throw 
Britain’s economy into a chronic 
recession. Britons have been 
warned that they may need to 

hoard food and emergency sup-
plies in the event of such a sce-
nario. How could even the most 
blinkered Brexit nationalists 
embrace such a stupid act of 
self-harm?

As someone who for years has 
engaged with Britain’s Foreign 
Office, I have been aghast at 
the way in which this esteemed 
department has shunned its tra-
ditional geopolitical mandate, 
focusing instead on forlorn ef-
forts to persuade European dip-
lomats to take them seriously. 

After World War II, an ex-
hausted and impoverished UK 
sent its diplomats out to wind 
down an unaffordable and un-
governable empire, a process 
that was cynically described as 
“managed decline.” In the rush 
to leave locations such as Pal-
estine, Iraq and Aden, many of 
the seeds of conflicts that have 
plagued the world in recent dec-
ades were sown. Today, it feels 
as if we are watching the next 
phase of Brexit Britain’s “man-
aged decline” play out.

In Syria, Yemen, Ukraine, Lib-
ya, South Sudan, Afghanistan 
and elsewhere, geopolitical in-
fernos of instability and chaos 
are raging. Yet British diplomats 
lack the capacity to do substan-
tively more than issue formulaic 
statements that appear increas-
ingly divorced from reality. This 
is a humiliating climb-down for 
a UN Security Council perma-
nent member. 

Britain used to be the re-
spected European intermedi-
ary of choice for deploying its 
transatlantic influence to curb 
America’s worst foreign policy 
instincts. In the age of Donald 
Trump, when such restraining 
influences are sorely need-
ed, there has been a complete 
breakdown in European-Amer-
ican communication. On a vital 
issue such as containing Iran, 
the two sides are disastrously 

pulling in opposite directions. 
Britain bears a heavy respon-

sibility for supporting Iraq’s po-
litical process, given the roles 
of former Prime Minister Tony 
Blair and former US President 
George W Bush in tearing this 
nation apart. But where is Brit-
ain on the resurgence of Daesh, 
or efforts by Iran-backed para-
militaries to hijack Iraq’s incom-
ing government and entrench 
allies in key roles such as inte-
rior minister? 

When I ask these questions, 
British diplomats ashamedly 
acknowledge that the attention 
of their political masters is di-
verted elsewhere, and private-
ly express despair at the UK’s 
growing international irrele-
vance and impotence.

On Palestine, Britain and Eu-

rope once acted as an impor-
tant counterweight to America’s 
pro-Israel partisanship, never 
going as far as we would like 
them to, but still taking a valued 

moral stance on settlement ex-
pansion, Jerusalem’s status and 
violations against Palestinians. 
British diplomats frequently 
goaded their European coun-
terparts to be more engaged in 
jointly lobbying Israel. 

But with Israel’s current lead-
ers stealing Palestinian land 
at an unprecedented rate and 
agitating for war in Lebanon, 
Britain appears hardly aware 
of what is happening, and may 
henceforth lack the diplomatic 
clout to play a role even if it 
wanted to.

Alistair Burt has been an im-
pressively energetic Middle 
East minister who spends much 
of his time traveling to engage 
with Arab leaders and interloc-
utors. Yet with the attention of 
Britain’s foreign secretary and 

prime minister focused on ex-
istential questions of national 
survival, Burt has been left to 
operate in a strategic vacuum.

After the chaos and dysfunc-
tion of the Brexit negotiations, 
polling indicates a significant 
decline in the number of Britons 
who strongly support a deci-
sive break from the EU. There 
is growing momentum toward 
holding a second referendum. 
Meanwhile, we are poised for 
further weeks of dithering and 
indecisive talks with Europe-
an negotiators, with few pros-
pects for a formula that could 
be forced through Parliament.

Most nations take pride in 
the influence they wield on the 
world stage, going to immense 
lengths to protect and increase 
that influence. In previous cen-
turies, Japan and China were 
rare cases of states that deliber-
ately sought to cut themselves 
off from the world, promote 
self-sufficiency and focus their 
energies inward. 

The result was stagnation. In 
consequence, they went from 
being among the world’s most 
culturally advanced civilisations 
to finding themselves centuries 
behind upstart European states 
that gleefully exploited Asia’s 
technological and economic 
backwardness at every turn. 

In the next three months, 
we will discover whether the 
UK is poised to make the same 
geo-strategic error of disengag-
ing from a globalised world and 
leaping off the cliff into a delud-
ed nationalist utopia of splendid 
isolation, or whether its citizens 
will realise their mistake at the 
last minute and pull back from 
the brink. 

(Baria Alamuddin is an award-win-
ning journalist and broadcaster in 

the Middle East and the UK. She is ed-
itor of the Media Services Syndicate 

and has interviewed numerous heads 
of state.)

HAPPINESS IS A BUTTERFLY, WHICH 
WHEN PURSUED, IS ALWAYS JUST 
BEYOND YOUR GRASP, BUT WHICH, IF 
YOU WILL SIT DOWN QUIETLY, MAY 
ALIGHT UPON YOU.
NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE
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Britain is at the cliff  
edge of global isolation

Crashing out of the EU without a comprehensive deal would  
throw Britain’s economy into a chronic recession

After the chaos and 
dysfunction of the Brexit 

negotiations, polling 
indicates a significant 
decline in the number 

of Britons who strongly 
support a decisive break 

from the EU. 

Climate not changing itself, we are changing it! 

I hear so much about the climate change. Yes 
it is changing as it has according to history 
of our planet.

I think we are helping it along with all the 
concrete and blacktop we are putting in for our 
roads, driveways and sidewalks. 

We can walk on the dirt with our bare feet 
on a hot day and not burn our feet, but if we 
walk on the concrete and blacktop our feet 
would burn. 

The heat from the sun can’t get to the ground 
to absorb the heat, so it goes back into the air.

We are building more houses and very large 
buildings with roofs that reflect the heat back 
to the air so the building is well cooled. 

Then we install air conditioning that puts 
hot air back into the air. Then we put acres and 
acres of solar panels that reflects the sun.

With all the concrete, blacktop, roads, drive-
ways, sidewalks, roofs and solar panels, then 
when it rains the water can’t get to the ground 
to get absorbed. 

The rain water runs off the roofs onto the 
concrete and blacktop into concrete ditches and 

into drain pipes that go to rivers. 
There the water can’t be absorbed into the 

ground to fill the aquifer (underground reser-
voirs) that cleans and purifies the water wells 
that pumps out for our drinking water and 
provides irrigation for fields.

We are building windmills to catch the wind 
to generate electricity and that slows down the 
winds that control the weather patterns. Then 
think about all the heat our light bulbs give off. 
Touch one and see.

T Raymond
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For 34 years, Congress 
& Gandhis protect-

ed Sajjan Kumar, Tytler 
and Kamalnath. Captain 
Amarinder too gave clean 
chits to killers of Sikhs.  
Finally the court exposed 
the cover-up. What do 
@RahulGandhi & @
capt_amarinder have to 
say now? #1984SikhGen-
ocide

@HarsimratBadal_
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RT if you agree that our 
President is a hero of 

heroes for dealing with 
all the haters and still 
achieving one major 
accomplishment every 
36 hours, keeping his 
promises, and when all 
is done, standing (Eph. 
6:13 KJV).

@RealDrGina

Seven civilians in-
cluding five teenag-

ers were killed in J&K. 
What did they die for? 
Will those who advocate 
a muscular, militaristic 
approach to J&K, please 
answer the question?

@PChidambaram_IN

02

It’s good to remember 
that other human be-

ings are like us. We are 
born the same way; we 
die the same way. While 
we’re alive it’s better to 
be able to trust each oth-
er as friends. We earn 
other people’s trust when 
we show a genuine con-
cern for their well-being.

@DalaiLama

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

editorial stances)

1972
Vietnam War: President Richard 
Nixon announces that the United 
States will engage North Vietnam in 
Operation Linebacker II.

1973
Soviet Soyuz Programme: Soyuz 13, 
crewed by cosmonauts Valentin Leb-
edev and Pyotr Klimuk, is launched 
from Baikonur in the Soviet Union.

1981
First flight of the Russian heavystrategic 
bomber Tu-160, the world’s largest combat 
aircraft, largest supersonic aircraft and 
largest variable-sweep wing aircraft built.

1999
NASA launches into orbit the Terra 
platform carrying five Earth Observation 
instruments, including ASTER, CERES, 
MISR, MODIS and MOPITT.
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THENMOZHI SOUNDARARAJAN

On Nov 13, Jack Dorsey, 
the chief executive of 
Twitter, met with sever-

al female journalists and activ-
ists in New Delhi to talk about 
online safety in India. Female 
journalists and activists from 
religious and cultural minorities 
face relentless harassment and 
abuse on Dorsey’s platform. The 
meeting with Dorsey and other 
Twitter executives was aimed at 
helping them better understand 
the magnitude of the problem 
in India.

My colleague Sanghapali 
Aruna, who runs Project Mukti, 
an organisation that leverages 
technology to empower Dalits 
to fight caste prejudice, was 
among the attendees. “Dalit,” 
which means “oppressed,” re-
fers to the caste of people who 
suffer the greatest violence, 
discrimination and disenfran-
chisement under India’s caste 
apartheid that structures Hindu 
society.

When Aruna met Dorsey she 
had already left the platform, 
fearing for her safety following 
a Twitter doxxing incident after 
which she was confronted and 
threatened. As she shared her 
experiences of discrimination 
and intimidation on Twitter, Vi-
jaya Gadde, the company’s head 
of legal, policy, trust and safety, 
openly wept. Dalits and another 
Indian minorities are regularly 
harassed on, if not forced off, 
Twitter by right-wing troll ar-
mies.

Twitter’s position as a plat-

form for political discourse in 
India was cemented after Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi and 
his Hindu nationalist Bharatiya 
Janata Party famously used so-
cial media during his campaign 
in the 2014 national elections. 
Since Modi came to power, his 
followers have been convey-
ing positive messages about his 
government, often using doc-
tored images.

India has also seen an in-
crease in the atrocities against 
minorities and incidents of reli-
gious and caste-based violence. 
Many blame Modi’s followers, 
who have emerged as a major-
itarian, casteist troll army for 
inciting hatred of India’s caste 
and religious minorities.

While most of the world 
understands America’s troll 
culture and its foundations 
in white supremacy, it is still 
learning about how caste is the 
bedrock for India’s online troll 
ecosystems. Dalits need to be 
at the table during discussions 
of platform accountability be-
cause our stories carry the ur-
gency of what our people face. 
Whether in the real or the on-
line world, Dalits refuse to be 
the canary in the coal mine for 
caste atrocity any longer.

It was in this fraught con-
text that I designed a series of 
political posters. One that Aru-
na gave to Dorsey featured a 
woman protesting and three 
words: Smash. Brahmanical. 
Patriarchy. The Brahmins sit 
at the very top of the caste hi-
erarchy and are long-standing 
gatekeepers of power. Their 
voices collectively dominate 
public debate and opinion in 
traditional and social media, 
extending their supremacy be-
yond traditional Indian institu-
tions. The poster was a piece of 

Dalit resistance art, an artefact 
of solidarity and resilience.

After the meeting in New 
Delhi ended, Dorsey held my 
poster while posing with par-
ticipants for a picture. The pho-
tograph was seen as Twitter 
endorsing our call to end caste 
and patriarchy.

A fierce backlash on Indi-
an Twitter from India’s caste 
elites, particularly the Brah-
mins, followed.

Dorsey and his team were 
relentlessly harassed. He was 
smeared as a racist and accused 
of disrupting Indian society in 
the run-up to the 2019 national 
elections.

A campaign for Brahmins 
to boycott Twitter trended on 
Twitter.

Dorsey has my empathy. He 
had a fleeting taste of what it 
is to be a Dalit woman on Twit-
ter. But these attacks remind 
us of the pervasiveness of the 
problem that had prompted his 
New Delhi visit: online safety 
in India.

India, with almost eight mil-
lion active Twitter users, is the 
platform’s fastest growing mar-
ket. An increasing number of 

these users are Dalits or belong 
to other religious, cultural and 
gender minorities. 

There are over 260 million 
Dalits in India, and for many, 
Twitter truly represented a 
platform where they could 
speak and be heard while of-
fering an alternative to main-
stream Indian media, which 
has scant Dalit representation.

But India’s entrenched struc-
tures of caste privilege and 
power replicated on Twitter 
and forced caste-oppressed 
communities off the platform, 
traumatising many in the pro-
cess.

Twitter executives quickly 
cowed before the oppressive 
power of caste. After the intense 
Brahmin outrage and calls for a 
boycott, Gadde apologised for 
the photograph of Dorsey with 
my poster, saying she and her 
colleagues should have been 
more thoughtful and, “Twitter 
strives to be an impartial plat-
form for all.”

The apology translated to an 
endorsement of deeply prob-
lematic power dynamics — an 
unacceptable position given the 
platform’s positioning as a free 
and open space for discussion.

And given the magnitude 
of caste-based aggression and 
harassment on Twitter, its 
blindness to caste in India is 
alarming. The platform has a 
responsibility not to simply 
promote free speech but to also 
guarantee the freedom of ex-
pression and safety of its most 
vulnerable users. Coordinated 
attacks on vulnerable voices are 
shutting them out and turning 
Twitter into yet another tool of 
persecution.

In the light of Dorsey’s en-
counter with the vitriol on In-
dian Twitter, I hope he and his 

colleagues take a step back to 
assess, reflect and pivot. The 
platform urgently needs to 
make corrections to protect mi-
norities in India and elsewhere 
in the world.

There are immediate, spe-
cific measures Twitter could 
take. It could introduce a formal 
option to report caste-related 
abuse and hate speech. It could 
commission an independent 
assessment of the human rights 
risks on the platform, with par-
ticular attention to the safety, 
freedom of expression and pri-
vacy and experience of its most 
vulnerable users, and create 
ways to mitigate those risks. 
And it should dedicate resourc-
es into investigating India troll 
networks and the growing cost 
of disinformation that results 
from their actions.

Dorsey and his colleagues 
also need to engage in broad 
consultations with govern-
ments and civil society groups, 
especially with representatives 
from gender, religious and cul-
tural minorities. These difficult 
conversations will reflect a dif-
ficult reality, but they need to 
happen if Twitter wants to be 
a platform where marginalised 
voices can be visible and heard 
without fear.

As one of the first Dalit wom-
en on Twitter, I long for the 
time when the platform meant 
community and sharing, not 
endless casteist abuse, rape 
and death threats. It is time 
for executives like Dorsey to 
ensure that the trolls do not and 
will not own the virtual public 
sphere.

(Thenmozhi Soundararajan, a Dalit-
American artist and activist, is the 
founder of Equality Labs, a human 

rights group fighting caste and 
religious intolerance.)  

Dorsey and his colleagues 
also need to engage in 

broad consultations with 
governments and civil 

society groups, especially 
with representatives from 

gender, religious and 
cultural minorities. 

Caste problem faced by Twitter
Dalits and other Indian gender, religious, tribal and ethnic minorities  

are regularly harassed on Twitter by right-wing troll armies 

Jack was photographed holding a poster that read “Smash Brahminical patriarchy”. 


