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MOHAMMED HANIF

Dawn, Pakistan’s oldest Eng-
lish-language newspaper, 
carries on its masthead the 

image of a man’s face and this proud 
claim: “founded by Quaid-I-Azam 
Mohammad Ali Jinnah,” who also 
founded the country itself. For the 
last eight years, the centerpiece 
of Dawn’s weekend editorial page 
has been commentary on national 
politics and national security by the 
assistant editor Cyril Almeida. 

Almeida writes in what some call 
very good English, though some-
times in ways that are irreverent 
or annoying to his subjects; he 
also happens to be one of very few 
non-Muslims in a media landscape 
dominated by religious right-wing 
ideologues. Jinnah, a staunch sec-
ular and an Anglophile, would have 
approved.

Three weeks ago, Almeida’s 
column disappeared. His editor 
has said that it’s a temporary and 
well-deserved break. But Almeida’s 
column disappeared after the High 
Court of Lahore issued a non-bail-
able arrest warrant against him on 
treason-related charges for an arti-
cle published in May. In it, he quot-
ed former Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif suggesting that the Pakistani 
authorities had, at a minimum, 
failed to prevent terrorists from 
attacking targets in India in 2008. 
“Should we allow them to cross 
the border and kill 150 people in 
Mumbai?” Sharif said, according to 
Almeida. (Sharif has not contested 
having said this.)

I don’t think Almeida had missed 
a single column except on public 
holidays. One of Pakistan’s most 
brilliant voices, after being hound-
ed for two years, is now being si-

lenced, in the name of national 
security.

Almeida went to a court hearing 
earlier this month, along with Sha-
rif and another former prime min-
ister, both accused of treason. (The 
charge against Almeida is called 
“connivance.”) A TV reporter asked 
him repeatedly: Is the media free in 
Pakistan? Almeida looked straight 
ahead, kept quiet and walked into 
the courtroom. He didn’t look like 
a person on a well-deserved break. 
The court canceled the warrant, 
lifted a ban on his travelling abroad 
and scheduled another hearing for 
later this month.

What did Dawn do to deserve the 
collective ire of our establishment 
and its lackeys? For a long time, 
it was considered an editorially 
conservative paper: Its detractors 
used to call it Daily Yawn. It’s the 
kind of paper that was once read 
by bureaucrats, diplomats and as-
piring young people wanting to 
improve their English. But over 
the past decade, Dawn has become 
a bit more vigorous in its reporting 
and its commentary.

Two years ago, for example, 
Almeida reported that Sharif, then 
the prime minister, had told the 
army’s top brass that if the mili-
tary didn’t act against militants, 
Pakistan would stand isolated in 
the world. The generals apparently 
were so shocked and hurt at the 
suggestion that they weren’t seen 
abroad as a gaggle of peace-loving 
Gandhis that they went into a hud-
dle and emerged shouting breach 
of national security. They demand-
ed an inquiry, and a high-powered 
commission including senior intel-
ligence officers was set up.

The besieged government fired 
its information minister for his 
“lapse” in failing to stop the story 
from being published. When the 
commission announced its find-
ings, the army’s spokesman tweet-
ed that the military “rejected” 
them. The spokesman was made 

to retract the tweet, but the on-
slaught against Almeida and Dawn 
continued by other means.

Media competitors have called 
Almeida an enemy agent and a Sha-
rif lackey. The newspaper stood by 
him, and he continued to write his 
column with occasional referenc-
es to “the muzzle and the leash.” 
Then, during the last election cam-
paign this spring, Sharif — who was 
removed from office for corruption 
last year — gave Almeida that in-

NANA ASFOUR

What does it mean to be 
a Palestinian? In recent 
years, more and more 

individuals have turned to one 
creative field or another to of-
fer up their own answer to that 
question, in the hope that a better 
understanding of it will bring real 
change.

“With the continued failure of 
the political process, many of us 
now believe that culture is where 
we should channel our resources, 
energy and hopes,” Zina Jardaneh, 
chair of the board of the Palestini-
an Museum in Birzeit, in the West 
Bank, told me recently, echoing 
the words and sentiments of a 
number of other Palestinians I 
have spoken to in the past two 
decades. Drowned out by oth-
er events, their efforts deserve 
broader acknowledgment and 
support.

What started out as independ-
ent artists wishing to express 
themselves has grown into a col-
laborative campaign of sorts, with 
individuals and cultural organisa-
tions banding together to promote 
Palestinian arts.

The Palestinian Museum, con-
ceived and built by Taawon, a non-
profit civil society organisation 
formed in Europe by a group of 
Palestinian businessmen and in-
tellectuals, is one example. Since 
the opening of its sprawling home 
in 2016, it has become a symbol of 
the ambitions and determination 
of those involved in this informal 
cultural “movement.”

So has the Qalandiya Interna-
tional, or Qi, a biennial festival 
of contemporary arts, the result 
of seven cultural Palestinian in-
stitutions joining forces, which 
is unfolding this month in the 
West Bank, Gaza and Israel, and in 
cities worldwide, including New 
York. As the organisers note: “Qi 
aims to place Palestine on the 
world’s cultural map by producing 
a series of exhibitions, as well as 
performances, talks, film screen-
ings, workshops and tours, that 

open up channels for dialogue 
and exchange, both locally and 
internationally.”

Among the organisations be-
hind Qi is the Ramallah-based 
A M  Qattan Foundation, which 
this summer unveiled a multi-
million-dollar center to host its 
projects. Over the years, it has 
nurtured untold Palestinian art-
ists, musicians, writers, dancers 
and actors, and it now employs 
more than 100 people.

A M Qattan is far from alone. 
According to the Palestinian Cen-
tral Bureau of Statistics, there are 
625 cultural centers in the Pales-
tinian territories, with 545 cultur-
al centers in the West Bank and 
80 in the Gaza Strip. There are 
also 32 museums — 27 in the West 
Bank and five in the Gaza Strip.

These organisations have 
sprouted and have continued to 
operate despite many challenges, 
including travel restrictions be-
tween Israel and its surrounding 
areas, which complicates some 
Palestinians’ ability to participate 
in their own cultural events.

One of the most immediate 
and wide-reaching art forms, of 
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If Jinnah were alive today, he probably  

wouldn’t be able to write what  
he thought in the paper he founded

Channelling hopes, energy on culture
As avenues towards peace hit a dead end, many Palestinians invest their time and resources in the arts 

1895
The Republic of Formosa 
collapses as Japanese forces 
invade.

1910
HMS Niobe arrives in Halifax 
Harbour to become the first ship 
of the Royal Canadian Navy.

1912
First Balkan War: Kardzhali is 
liberated by Bulgarian forces.

1921
President Warren G. Harding 
delivers the first speech by a 
sitting U.S. President against 
lynching in the deep South.
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Pakistani journalists have 
always been boisterous taking 

on military dictators and 
civilian rulers who have tried 
to curb their freedoms. They 
were out on the streets again 

last week. 
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If the Democrats would 
stop being obstruc-

tionists and come togeth-
er, we could write up and 
agree to new immigra-
tion laws in less than one 
hour. Look at the need-
less  pain and suffering 
that they are causing. 
Look at the horrors tak-
ing place on the Border. 
Chuck & Nancy, call me!

@realDonaldTrump
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Have you noticed, 
#Brexit fans have 

given up claiming that it’ll 
be easy, good for the econ-
omy, save money, enable 
better tradedeals, etc?

The only justification 
they still give is that it’s 
the will of the people.

In which case, best to 
check that it still is!

#PeopesVote
@RCorbettMEP

Respect and thanks to 
everyone on the #Peo-

plesMarch today. Wish I 
could be there marching 
alongside you. For all our 
sakes, shout it loud and 
proud, we deserve a say on 
the final #brexit deal and 
the future of our country. 
@peoplesvote_uk

@jginorton

Crowd reaching Par-
l i a m e n t  S q u a r e 

ahead of 570,000 de-
manding a final #Brex-
it say on #PeoplesVo-
teMarch - great to see 
so many MPs here from 
across the parties, albeit 
if from the backbenches

@ChrisLeslieMP

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

editorial stances)

terview confirming his differences 
with the generals. And now Almei-
da faces criminal and possibly trea-
son charges simply for writing that 
a three-time prime minister said 
that Pakistan shouldn’t be a stag-
ing ground for terrorist attacks on 
another country.

But he isn’t the one who is a 
threat to the nation.

The persecution of Almeida is 
now the center of a clampdown on 
Pakistani media unprecedented in 

scale and sophistication.
Four years ago, after Hamid 

Mir, arguably the country’s most 
well-known television journal-
ist, was shot six times in Karachi, 
his brother accused the chief of 
the military spy agency, known 
as the ISI, of ordering the hit. The 
military establishment turned on 
the Geo TV network, where Mir 
worked, and the Jang media group 
for maligning the ISI.

Seven years ago, Syed Saleem 
Shahzad, a reporter who had ex-
posed suspected connections be-
tween the Pakistani navy and ter-
rorists, was found dead in a canal. 
A judicial commission that probed 
the incident didn’t reach any con-
clusion, but it recommended re-
forming the intelligence agencies.

Those reforms haven’t taken 
place, but the intelligence agen-
cies have found ways to control the 
media without having to resort to 
physical violence. Newspaper dis-
tributors are told not to deliver the 
paper. TV shows keep disappearing 
as cable operators are instructed 
over the phone to take them off the 
air.

Pakistani journalists have always 
been boisterous taking on military 
dictators and civilian rulers who 
have tried to curb their freedoms. 
They were out on the streets again 

last week. But about the same time 
that they were protesting, a dele-
gation of media owners was being 
briefed by the army’s spokesman 
on how to report on national se-
curity.

At the heart of the Pakistani es-
tablishment’s idea of national secu-
rity is a self-aggrandising notion of 
respect. Almeida refers to the army 
as “the boys,” sometimes cheekily. 
The establishment thinks he’s not 
respectful enough. It asks: Why 
did he call the army chief, not Gen. 
Raheel Sharif, but just Sharif? A 
prime minister tells Almeida, on 
the record, that he has different 
ideas from theirs about national 
security? How dare he go write 
that up in a newspaper just under 
the picture of our founding father?

For now, it seems the new cen-
sorship is working. Urdu jour-
nalists are writing about national 
politics in parables. Current affairs 
programs criticising the army are 
routinely dropped at the last mo-
ment. Reporters seen as critical 
of the army are losing their jobs. 
Ghazi Salahuddin, one of Pakistan’s 
most senior journalists, recently 
said that he has never seen such 
restrictions on the media here. He 
has been a working journalist for 
a half-century and through three 
military dictatorships.

Dawn’s first editor-in-chief, Altaf 
Hussain, once wrote that Jinnah, 
the paper’s founder, never gave 
him any editorial directive — that 
he “never said ‘Do this’ or ‘Don’t do 
that.’ In fact, he told me to study a 
given situation and form my hon-
est and independent opinion on it, 
and then to write fearlessly what 
I thought.” If Jinnah were alive 
today, he probably wouldn’t be 
able to write what he thought in 
the paper he founded.

(Mohammed Hanif (@mohammedhanif) 
is the author of the novels “A Case 

of Exploding Mangoes,” “Our Lady of 
Alice Bhatti” and “Red Birds.” He is a 

contributing opinion writer.)

course, is film, and, in the last two 
decades, Palestinians have built a 
robust, internationally recognised 
cinema. While there are some 
recurring refrains, the narratives 
in the films are not delivering a 
monotonous dialogue, neither in 
pitch or content. “Wajib,” a new 
feature by the Palestinian-born di-
rector Annemarie Jacir about the 
generational and political differ-
ences between a father and a son, 
offers complexities of Palestinian 
perspectives that are not often 
seen or heard.

Jacir, whose films were recently 
on view at BAM in a mini retro-
spective, is one of the many Pales-
tinians who understand the power 
that culture can yield. In 2003, 
she curated a festival of Palestin-
ian films at Columbia University, 
which resulted in a book with 
a preface by Edward Said. Re-
cently, alongside her sister, the 
award-winning artist Emily Jacir 
(whose solo exhibition is current-
ly on view at Alexander and Bonin 
in New York), she has transformed 
her family’s 128-year-old home in 
Bethlehem into an arts hub.

While those involved in this 

cultural mission are proud of the 
movement’s independence, its 
organic growth and the increasing 
sense of camaraderie and soli-
darity that accompanies it, many 
would like the Palestinian govern-
ment to do more to help. Jacir said 
she “received a small but symbolic 
support from the Palestinian Min-
istry of Culture” for “Wajib.”

That’s unlikely to change now 
that the United States has decid-
ed to withdraw the more than 
$200 million in aid to Palestini-

ans, which many educational and 
humanitarian institutions depend 
on. Yet it is important for the Pal-
estinian authorities to continue to 
designate a portion of their budget 
— as “symbolic” as it may be — to 
the invaluable contribution of Pal-
estinian artists and filmmakers. 
At a time when the status quo 
between Israeli and Palestinians 
seems intractable, such works 
supply visual documentation of 
Palestinian concerns and a more 
measured portrayal of the condi-
tions under which they exist.

It’s true that there is little prec-
edent to suggest that national arts 
movements alone are capable of 
bringing about political change. 
But such cultural undertakings 
should be viewed as an essential 
component of the road to peace, 
one that provides vital possibil-
ities for engagement, participa-
tion and cooperation among the 
generations of Palestinians who, 
individually and collectively, are 
painting distinct pictures of their 
myriad realities.

(Nana Asfour is an editor in The New 
York Times Opinion section.)

Inspired by the 
vision of His 
Majesty the King, 
HRH the Prime 
Minister and HRH 
the Crown Prince, 
here is a youth 
leader and icon 
whose dedication 
to his nation 
represents the 
future of Bahrain. 

HH Shaikh 
Nasser, Bahrain’s 
youth icon 

With a youth demographic of 
close to 70 per cent, (15-24 
years: 15.65pc  and 25-54 years: 

56.04pc), the Kingdom of Bahrain is a young 
nation. And in HH Shaikh Nasser bin Hamad 
Al Khalifa, what a hero, our youth have got 
to honour and emulate. As President of the 
Bahrain Olympic Committee, His Highness 
has always led by example, offering his 
active and physically gruelling life in the 
international sporting arena as an example 
for a healthy life.

And now, by turning in an incredible 
performance and winning the Ironman 
World Championship 2018 in Kailua-Kona, 
Hawaii in his category, he has put the spot-
light on Bahrain in the finest way possible, 
showcasing the aspirations of its people 
and showing the world that the Kingdom is 
willing and able to compete and win among 
the very best in the whole world.

The Ironman World Championship 
brings together the world’s best endurance 
athletes in a competition that presents the 
ultimate test of body, mind and spirit to 
earn the title.

An endurance athlete and accomplished 
long-distance triathlete, HH Shaikh Nasser 

believes in leading the peo-
ple of Bahrain by example 
and has always sought to 
demonstrate that through 
triathlon and sports partic-
ipation, one can aspire to 
peak fitness and also train 
the mind to accomplish 
great things in every sphere.

B e s i d e s  p r o f e s s i o n -
al athletes, these days we 
see many high-achievers 
in different circles take to 
sport for fitness and also for 
mental strength. In his role 
as a fitness and endurance 
sports champion, HH Shai-
kh Nasser has cleared the 
track for future champions 
to raise the flag of Bahrain 

on the podium. 
Little wonder that under his watch as the 

Chairman of the Supreme Council for Youth 
and Sports, President of Bahrain Olympic 
Committee, the Kingdom’s athletes have 
put in the best ever performance in the 
history of the Asian Games this year, win-
ning 26 medals in total (12 gold, 7 silver, 7 
bronze) – the 11th ranked overall out of 45 
countries. 

Such a score and medal tally means that 
the government of Bahrain and its leaders 
are giving gifted athletes every opportunity 
and support to excel. 

Excellence in sports represents so much 
more than mere physical fitness. Its about 
mental strength too and the will to suc-
ceed and place oneself at the service of the 
nation.

HH Shaikh Nasser’s capacity to push 
himself beyond the normal levels of hu-
man endurance is now a benchmark of his 
commitment to inspire and encourage all 
the sportspeople in the country – indeed, 
it goes beyond the sporting arena because 
his concern touches all areas. 

Inspired by the vision of His Majesty the 
King, HRH the Prime Minister and HRH 
the Crown Prince, here is a youth leader 
and icon whose dedication to his nation 
represents the future of Bahrain. 

(Captain Mahmood Al Mahmood is the Editor-in-Chief of  
The Daily Tribune and the President of the Arab-African 

Unity Organisation for Relief, Human Rights and 
Counterterrorism)    
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Channelling hopes, energy on culture
As avenues towards peace hit a dead end, many Palestinians invest their time and resources in the arts 

It’s true that there is little 
precedent to suggest that 

national arts movements alone 
are capable of bringing about 

political change. 


