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JORGE RAMOS

Mexico is the only coun-
try in the world where 
the president holds a 

news conference every day (ex-
cept Saturdays and Sundays). It is 
known as la Mañanera: At 7 in the 
morning Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador sets the agenda for his 
young government, responds to 
criticism and answers questions 
from the reporters in attendance.

It’s an extraordinary demo-
cratic exercise. The president’s 
communication office has laid 
out the 13 rules that journalist 
must abide by: Each reporter 
is granted two questions, and 
questions are not censored, nor 
is it necessary to submit them 
in advance. The microphone 
circulates among reporters and 
AMLO, as he is known, calls upon 
them. The daily routine lasts for 
an hour or more.

I was there recently, and 
couldn’t miss the opportunity to 
participate. In our over 20-min-
ute exchange, we talked about 
security in Mexico — 8,524 Mex-
icans were murdered in his gov-
ernment’s first three months — 
and his strategy of silent restraint 
(rather than fighting) towards the 
Trump administration. But it’s 
his torturous relationship with 
the press that has sparked a fiery 
debate on social networks. I also 
asked about that.

The Mañaneras benefit from 
wide distribution on social net-
works and, often, dominate the 
news in the traditional media 
as well. Despite the journalistic 
effort on display, López Obrador 
has systematically used the space 
to discredit reporters, column-
ists, and the media that criticise 
him. He calls them “fifí media,” 
among other qualifiers (such as 
conservatives and dishonest). 
He says he is only exercising his 
“right of reply,” which he is en-
titled to.

But the criticism is worrisome. 
Mexico is ranked one of the dead-
liest countries for journalists. 

Six have been murdered since 
AMLO’s inauguration on Dec 1. 
At least 124 people have died in 
connection with their work since 
2000, according to the organ-
isation Article 19. In a country 
wracked by violence related to 
drug trafficking, journalists fall 
as if they were in a war zone. 
The president can and must do 
much more to protect my brave 
colleagues.

The primary social responsi-
bility of journalists is to question 
those in power. It is up to us to 
serve as a critical counter-power 
and to ask difficult questions. 
But López Obrador doesn’t seem 
to understand this. He recent-
ly praised those journalists he 
deemed “prudent,” and declared: 
“If you cross the line, well, you 
know what happens, right? But 
it’s not me it’s the people.”

Indeed the wild jungle of social 
media can be brutal in the face of 
criticism of López Obrador. He is 

a very powerful president — he 
controls Congress — and won 
the presidency thanks in part to 
a wide popular social support. 
More than 30 million people vot-
ed for him in a nation mired in 
violence and corruption. After 
Enrique Peña Nieto’s disastrous 
presidency, it’s understandable 
that López Obrador has man-
aged to garner people’s hopes for 
change. Particularly among the 
most vulnerable Mexicans.

But that doesn’t mean that 
AMLO is untouchable. It would 
be grievous for Mexico to resus-
citate some of the practices of the 
period from 1929 to 2000, when 
presidents dictated what could 
and could not be published. And 
the only way to avoid that is by 
being irreverent and disobedient 
toward authority. It’s not a lack 
of respect; it’s the way in which 
vigorous and independent jour-
nalism is done. The president is 
not our boss. As journalists, we 

are accountable to our readers, 
viewers, and listeners, and above 
all, to the truth. In the end, it’s a 
simple matter of credibility. And 
credibility is not achieved by be-
ing close to power, or by praising 
it. He must develop a thicker skin.

López Obrador was out of 
line when he asked the Mexican 

newspaper Reforma to reveal its 
sources. Reforma published the 
text of a private letter that the 
Mexican president sent to the 
king of Spain requesting his apol-
ogy for the abuses and grievances 
committed during the conquest. 
Asking for the disclosure of jour-
nalistic sources, I told AMLO at 
the Mañaneraon April 12, is an at-
tack on press freedom. “No jour-
nalist, Mr President, will reveal 
their sources. None.” He didn’t 
agree, but he hasn’t followed up 
on his request to the newspaper.

One of the few points in com-
mon between AMLO and Donald 
Trump is their obvious annoy-
ance and impatience with the 
press that questions them. Both 
have very thin skin, overreact to 
their adversaries, and demon-
strate great skill in handling 
Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. 
These are different times, López 
Obrador says often. “The blessed 
social networks,” he has called 

them. But there is one signifi-
cant difference between the two: 
López Obrador endured and an-
swered all my questions during 
the news conference in Mexico 
City, while Trump, in 2015, ex-
pelled me with a bodyguard from 
a news conference in Dubuque, 
Iowa.

The governments of Mexico 
and the United States recently 
cooperated to get me out of Ven-
ezuela, along with a team from 
Univision — for which I am grate-
ful — after President Nicolás Ma-
duro detained us and confiscated 
our cameras and video cards from 
our interview with him. And they 
still have not returned anything 
to us.

It’s clear that Mexico is not and 
will not be Venezuela, and López 
Obrador has nothing to do with 
Maduro. Nor with Trump’s rac-
ist and xenophobic affronts. But 
the president of Mexico should 
not disqualify journalists who 
question his work; that is precise-
ly our job. Personal attacks are 
unnecessary, and unfortunate-
ly, they proliferate and intensi-
fy dangerously in social media. 
Especially if they come from the 
president.

Journalists do not question his 
well-earned legitimacy — that’s 
why I addressed him as “Mr. 
President” during the news con-
ference — just as he should not 
resort to personal attacks, nor 
ask media groups like Reforma to 
violate journalistic ethics. López 
Obrador says he wants transpar-
ency. And yet, if he had made the 
text in the letter he sent to the 
king of Spain available, Reforma 
would not have had to publish it.

The power-press relationship 
will always be tense. But in a de-
veloping democracy like Mexi-
co’s, it is fundamental to discuss, 
defer and dialogue; not attack. 
The challenge is to coexist, even 
if at times we disagree. We inhabit 
different spaces — ours must al-
ways be on the other side of pow-
er, regardless of who wields it.

(Jorge Ramos is an anchor for the 
Univision network and the author 

of, most recently, “Stranger: The 
Challenge of a Latino Immigrant in the 

Trump Era.”)

I REALLY DO BELIEVE THAT 
GOD IS LOVE, ONE OF DEEP 
AFFECTION AND GRACE 
AND FORGIVENESS AND 
INSPIRATION. 
WILLIAM P. YOUNG
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AMLO is not our ultimate boss
The Mexican President has systematically discredited journalists and media  

outlets. He is powerful and popular, but he is not untouchable 

The power-press 
relationship will always be 
tense. But in a developing 
democracy like Mexico’s, it 
is fundamental to discuss, 

defer and dialogue; not 
attack. 

Hate, division can’t heal wounds 

According to the Global Terrorism Database, almost two-thirds 
of terrorist attacks in the US in 2017 were tied to right-wing 
extremism. 

This statistic, which was garnered from media information, leaves 
us in no doubt that extremism isn’t just confined to far eastern or 
Asian countries.

It is something that is very much on our doorstep.
Dangerous rhetoric is what we have heard this past number of years.
It has not been helped by the President of the US, Donald Trump, 

who tries to put the blame for an attack on a Pittsburgh synagogue 
on the fact there was no armed guard to repel the attacker, and not 
on the fact that his acidic vitriol and rhetoric has assisted some right-
wing supporters and extremists to use it as an excuse to carry out 

their deadly deeds.
Instead of President Michael D’s “hope over division and fear” 

speech, in America sadly the opposite has become a reality.
We should not be complacent when we saw how well former pres-

idential candidate Peter Casey did when he touched a raw nerve in 
the Irish psyche when he spoke about “ethnicity” and “welfare” in 
both very loose and, to some, inflammatory terms.

Hopefully, we will never see any of the attacks as we saw in Char-
lottesville or in Pittsburgh come to our island.

Thirty years of terrorism in Northern Ireland should tell us that 
“hate and division will never succeed in healing wounds, only respect 
for each other’s point of view”.

Christy G 

A man 
prays at the 
memorial for 
Pittsburgh 
synagogue 
attack 
victims. 
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Strongly condemn the 
horrific blasts in Sri 

Lanka. There is no place 
for such barbarism in 
our region. India stands 
in solidarity with the 
people of Sri Lanka. My 
thoughts are with the 
bereaved families and 
prayers with the injured.

@narendramodi

St ro n g l y  c o n d e m n 
the horrific terrorist 

attack in Sri Lanka on 
Easter Sunday  result-
ing in precious lives lost 
& hundreds injured. My 
profound condolences go 
to our Sri Lankan breth-
ren. Pakistan stands in 
complete solidarity with 
Sri Lanka in their hour of 
grief.

@ImranKhanPTI

We grieve for those 
affected by the 

violence and devasta-
tion of today’s attacks 
in Sri Lanka. Today of 
all days we are remind-
ed of the sacrifices that 
have been made for 
peace, and that love will 
always rise up and tri-
umph over hate.

@tim_cook

The acts of violence 
against churches and 

hotels in Sri Lanka are 
truly appalling, and my 
deepest sympathies go 
out to all of those affect-
ed at this tragic time. We 
must stand together to 
make sure that no one 
should ever have to prac-
tise their faith in fear.

@theresa_may

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

editorial stances)

1500
Portuguese navigator Pedro 
Álvares Cabral lands in Brazil.

1519
Spanish conquistador Hernán 
Cortés establishes a settlement 
at Veracruz, Mexico.

1529
Treaty of Zaragoza divides the 
eastern hemisphere between Spain 
and Portugal along a line 297.5 leagues 
or 17° east of the Moluccas.

1622
The Capture of Ormuz by the East 
India Company ends Portuguese 
control of Hormuz Island.
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Hate, division can’t heal wounds 
their deadly deeds.

Instead of President Michael D’s “hope over division and fear” 
speech, in America sadly the opposite has become a reality.

We should not be complacent when we saw how well former pres-
idential candidate Peter Casey did when he touched a raw nerve in 
the Irish psyche when he spoke about “ethnicity” and “welfare” in 
both very loose and, to some, inflammatory terms.

Hopefully, we will never see any of the attacks as we saw in Char-
lottesville or in Pittsburgh come to our island.

Thirty years of terrorism in Northern Ireland should tell us that 
“hate and division will never succeed in healing wounds, only respect 
for each other’s point of view”.

Christy G 

RACHEL CERNANSK

As the war in Syria has 
uprooted lives by the 
millions, humanitarian 

organisations have worked to 
supply food, shelter and med-
ical relief. These services are 
a lifeline for millions, and it’s 
a herculean task to fulfil them 
on the scale that refugee cri-
ses demand. But humanitari-
an workers are also now doing 
more to address the mental and 
emotional health of refugees, 
particularly children.

It’s a need that until recent-
ly has been largely overlooked. 
Research reveals that the trau-
matic experiences of many ref-
ugees can affect their health 
in wide-ranging ways that can 
last a lifetime — social anxie-
ty, depression, addiction, car-
diovascular disease and more. 
Children and youth are most 
vulnerable. A mounting body 
of evidence demonstrates that 
repeated traumatic events early 
in life, if unbuffered by adults 
who can restore a child’s sense 
of calm, interfere with healthy 
brain development. This phys-
iological response is known as 
“toxic stress.”

But the damage is not irrepa-
rable if treated in time.

Alexandra Chen, a child trau-
ma specialist affiliated with 
Harvard who works with refu-
gee families around the world, 
said humanitarian intervention 
has not done nearly enough to 
build resilience in children who 
face circumstances unimagi-
nable to those who have never 
been forced to leave their homes 
for safety; and programs that 
have been designed to provide 
psychosocial support have been 
insufficient in their reach and 
inadequate in their quality.

“We need to act in a strate-
gically different way,” she said. 
That includes exploring the 
potential for intervention pro-
cedures that haven’t previous-
ly fallen into the psychosocial 
services category “but that may 
in fact be more effective” in pro-
viding psychosocial support.

Rasha Al Masry, who fled Syr-
ia in 2014, may be part of this 
shift in the community in Jordan 
where she now lives. Al Masry, 
30, is an “ambassador” for We 
Love Reading, a local organi-
sation that trains adults to read 
aloud to children in dedicat-
ed public spaces and provides 
books written specifically for 
the context they’re going to be 
read in, with messages and im-
ages that the children can relate 
to. “It’s through these stories 
that kids learn to deal with their 
challenges,” from gender ine-
quality to migration, said Rana 
Dajani, the founder of We Love 
Reading.

A few months ago, Al Masry 
started leading story times twice 
a week at a nearby community 
center, and she has already no-

ticed changes in the children 
who attend. One book in par-
ticular, “Above the Roof,” has 
helped some identify and over-
come fears triggered by every-
day events, a residual effect of 
having lived through conflict.

“It’s about children who hear 
sounds like wind and rain, and 
there’s one boy, he always feels 
afraid,” Al Masry said, through a 
translator. For some children she 
was reading to, sudden sounds 
and other everyday things had 
become emotional triggers, and 
the book resonated with them. 
By the end of the story, the boy 
understands the wind and rain 
are sounds of nature and that 
there’s nothing to be afraid of.

One boy in Al Masry’s group 
had been wetting his bed at 
night because he was afraid to go 
to the bathroom alone. His par-
ents had no idea what was hap-
pening, so they couldn’t help. 
After a few reading sessions 
with Al Masry, that changed. 
He no longer wets his bed, but 
the root issue — the discomfort 
or fear of talking openly about 
the problem — is what the story 
sessions really helped him over-
come. As Al Masry put it: “The 
children, they can’t speak about 
their fears, they can’t share 
these fears with others. After 
the stories, they start to share 
their fears.”

Dajani, a molecular biologist, 
started We Love Reading in 
2006 in her neighbourhood in 
Amman, Jordan, with the goal 
of fostering a love of reading in 
the children. The program has 
since been adopted more widely, 
and it demonstrates the links 
between education and psycho-
social health, and between sup-
portive, loving relationships and 
resilience in children.

With the backing of UNICEF, 
the organisation embarked on 
a pilot program for Syrian refu-
gees in the Za’atari refugee camp 
in Jordan in 2014. Two years 
later, it was working in all of 
Jordan’s refugee camps for Syr-
ians and in the Gambella camp 
for South Sudanese refugees in 
Ethiopia.

The program has gained the 
respect of renowned child spe-
cialists like Chen because it not 
only makes space for education 
in environments where that is so 

often missing but also restores 
a semblance of normalcy and 
fosters healthy relationships. 
“Because of the way in which 
it’s designed, bringing together 
parents and children in a posi-
tive organic way of reading to-
gether at home, my theory is that 
this improves the bond between 
parent and child, and in doing 
so may very well improve chil-
dren’s psychosocial well-being,” 
Chen said. It can also be adapted 
to different cultures and remain 
responsive to children’s specific 
needs.

While refugee camps have 
long had dedicated safe plac-
es for children, said Catherine 
Panter-Brick, a medical anthro-
pologist at Yale, “they’re just 
providing a safe space, without 
changing anything for the fam-
ily or their structural environ-
ment.”

Books are also read in the chil-
dren’s native language, which 
Dajani emphasised is crucial for 
building confidence and a sense 
of identity — important qualities 
for healthy development in any-
one, but paramount for building 
resilience in children dealing 
with trauma. “If you want to 
plant a love of reading — not 
education, but a love of read-
ing — it has to be in your native 
tongue,” Dajani said. “We use 
We Love Reading as a stepping-
stone to falling in love with your 
identity, which is so important 
for psychosocial health. When 
you know who you are, you don’t 
get lost.”

The bonding that the dedi-
cated reading time promotes is 
especially important. The most 
powerful finding about trauma’s 

effects on brain function and 
development is that a healthy, 
loving relationship with a par-
ent or caregiver can provide a 
buffer against the problem, even 
— perhaps especially — in highly 
stressful settings. To the degree 
that story times increase the 
time that grown-ups focus on 
and attune to children, they may 
help to form or strengthen that 
protective buffer.

Dima Amso, a neuroscientist 
at Brown University who studied 
the impact of We Love Reading 
on children’s cognitive function 
and regulate their emotions, said 
that one of the most important 
benefits identified wasn’t literacy 
but mental health, particular-
ly relating to anxiety and anger 
management. And it had the 
greatest impact on the most trau-
matised or vulnerable children.

When We Love Reading was 
being set up in the refugee camp 
in Ethiopia, Zahra Kassam, an 
independent consultant who 
helped the rollout, noticed some-
thing similar. Children fleeing 
South Sudan have experienced 
different kinds of trauma than 
children in Syria, and started out 
with different backgrounds. Yet 
the reading program filled a need 
that was not being addressed by 
the services providing food and 
shelter.

“It helps to create connection 
in a lost space,” Kassam said. 
“Imagine these kids, they’ve 
left everything they’ve ever 
known. These camps are not 
places where people are thriv-
ing. They’re simply surviving. A 
programme like this gives kids a 
little bit of focus, even without 
the formal setting of schools.” 
That provides a value that can 
be hard to see and even harder 
to measure.

“We grow up and we forget 
these little things need, she said. 
“I’m grown up and I completely 
forget that maybe bedtime sto-
ries had more things attached 
to them than getting kids to go 
to sleep.”

We Love Reading has received 
grants from both UNICEF and 
USAID, an indication that the hu-
manitarian community is waking 
up to the growing body of evi-
dence about toxic stress. 

Dajani has partnered with re-
searchers at institutions that in-

clude Yale and New York Univer-
sity Abu Dhabi to demonstrate 
the importance of such mental 
health intervention.

There is still a long way to go, 
both in the quality and the reach 
of programs, Chen said. “Even 
the best psychosocial support 
intervention programs in exist-
ence require more precise impact 
evaluation and more dedicated 
coaching supervision for front-
line facilitators and service pro-
viders.”

Efforts towards those goals 
are growing, if slowly. The hu-
manitarian organisation Mercy 
Corps now runs a programme 
specifically for adolescents af-
fected by the Syrian crisis. The 
goal is to foster healthy social-
isation in safe spaces, through 
activities like sports and chess, 
and education or training in skills 
like technology and carpentry, 
to help them start dreaming and 
preparing for their future. The 
International Rescue Committee, 
under its Healing Classrooms in-
itiative, has developed resources 
for teachers in the Democrat-
ic Republic of Congo and oth-
er conflict areas to ensure that 
schools support not just academ-
ic learning but psychological and 
social development as well.

The International Rescue 
Committee has also formed 
a partnership with “Sesame 
Street” to provide early child-
hood education to refugees in 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan. 
They plan to introduce a ver-
sion of “Sesame Street” this fall 
with Arabic-speaking Muppets 
that deal with experiences that 
children in these countries can 
relate to. The first season will 
focus on the “emotional ABCs,” 
to help children develop the so-
cial-emotional skills that build 
resilience. The program also 
works with community centres 
to train staff and provide ed-
ucational tools like books and 
activity sheets, and conducts 
home visits. Dajani is an adviser 
on the project.

Dajani says We Love Reading 
and programs like it offer ex-
amples of an intervention that 
helps to fill the gap in psycho-
logical and social health services 
— without reinforcing the power 
dynamic that all too often pre-
vails between nonprofit organ-
isations and communities they 
aim to serve. “If you’re designing 
for refugees, you should have 
refugees with you at the table,” 
Dajani said. “And make sure that 
the power dynamics at that table 
are equal.”

That’s a shift that many see as 
long overdue in the humanitarian 
world in general. For working 
with traumatised populations, 
it is particularly important. “We 
may need to shift the narrative 
from trauma and stress to resil-
ience,” Panter-Brick said, observ-
ing that the world has focused on 
the narrative of a lost generation 
of children in Syria. “There’s a 
counternarrative,” she said, ” in 
the hopes and aspirations, in the 
resilience of these children.”

(Rachel Cernansky is a freelance 
journalist based in Denver.) 

For refugee children, reading helps heal trauma 
Psychologists find that story time can build the strong 

 relationships they need for healthy development

The International Rescue 
Committee has also formed 
a partnership with “Sesame 

Street” to provide early 
childhood education to 
refugees in Syria, Iraq, 
Lebanon and Jordan. 


