
By Dr James J Zogby 

Because I have a long and complicated history with
Temple University, I have closely followed the sto-
ry of the backlash against Temple Professor Marc

Lamont Hill for the speech he delivered at the United
Nations’ “International Day of Solidarity with the
Palestinian People”.  I’ve never met Dr Hill, but I have
read his speech and was moved by his careful cataloging
of the violations of human rights endured by Palestinians
and his passionate embrace of justice and equality for all
who live “between the river and the sea” in the land of
Israel/Palestine. 

Because, in my work, I have experienced much the
same hostility, it didn’t surprise me that his appeal for
justice and his efforts to humanize the Palestinian experi-
ence would rankle hardline supporters of Israel. Nor did
it surprise me that some would deliberately distort the
meaning of his words and claim that he was threatening
the very existence of the Israeli people. 

For his efforts, Dr Hill was denounced as an “Israel-
hating, anti-Semite”. His speech was termed “malicious”,
“ignorant”, and “an incitement to violence.” That much I
expected. But what confounded and irked me were the
reactions of some American Jews who said that they
found his words “threatening.” Based on my own experi-
ences, however, I expected these expressions of feigned
“outrage”. 

I must say that I was surprised that CNN acted as
precipitously as they did in firing Dr. Hill as a network
commentator. I was also troubled by the denunciations
that came from the Chair of Temple University’s Board of
Trustees who termed Dr. Hill’s remarks “hate speech”
and the university’s president who said that he would
explore the possibility of terminating Hill’s contract. It
appeared that they either hadn’t actually read Dr. Hill’s
remarks or were reading talking points from those who
deliberately overreacted in order to snuff out any and all
criticism of Israel. 

After deliberations, the Board of Trustees issued a
statement expressing their “disappointment, displeasure,
and disagreement” with Dr Hill’s UN speech, while at the
same time begrudgingly acknowledging that since he
was a tenured professor it would be difficult to fire him. I
am proud that in reaction to this uproar, Dr Hill has
remained firm and has received the support of many of
his colleagues. In a beautifully written response to the

attacks, he made clear his absolute rejection of anti-
Semitism, reaffirmed his criticism of Israeli policies and
his commitment to Palestinian rights, and apologized for
words in his speech that may have served as “a danger-
ous and harmful distraction from my political analysis.” 

Despite his strong stance, I can imagine how unset-
tling this entire experience must be for Hill. Five decades
ago, as a doctoral candidate in Temple University’s
Department of Religion, I experienced some of the same
intolerance and threats - but, in my case, without the
protection of tenure. It was the late summer of 1967
when I first arrived at Temple University to begin my
graduate studies. I was greeted on campus by a large
banner hanging in front of a fraternity house screaming,
in capital letters, “GO ISRAEL, BEAT ARABS.” No one
in Temple University’s Administration appeared to
object to the banner since it was not removed for quite
some time. 

A few years later, while I was speaking at a campus
Vietnam antiwar rally, someone shouted out “Why are
they letting the Arab speak?” Shortly thereafter, I
received a note at my apartment that began “Arab dog,
you will die if you set foot on campus again.” I brought
the letter to the attention of the Administration and the
campus police and was disturbed that my concerns were
shrugged off as “boys will be boys.” When, a few days
later, a group of shouting Jewish Defense League
activists attempted to storm the classroom where I was
teaching - there were no campus police around to make
arrests or offer me protection. I was blessed that a group
of four African American students who were taking my
class rose to my defense and confronted the demonstra-
tors, who beat a hasty retreat. 

Troubling 
These events were threatening. But troubling in a dif-

ferent way was what happened in 1971 after a series of
articles I had written appeared in Philadelphia’s African
American newspaper “The Philadelphia Tribune”. In the
summer of 1971, I had traveled to Lebanon on a
University grant to interview Palestinian refugees as part
of my dissertation research. When I returned to
Philadelphia, I decided to share my experiences with a
larger audience and so I excerpted some of my research
notes into a series of columns which I titled “Three Days
in Palestine.” 

In the articles, I told the stories of people whom I had

met; reported their recollections of having been expelled
from their homes; detailed the life they had built for
themselves and their families in the camps; and told of
their passionate desire to return to their homes (many
had showed me treasured photographs of the homes
they had left and the actual keys to their homes in
Palestine). 

I was pleased with the with initial reaction to the arti-
cles from the Tribune’s readers, but was stunned a few
weeks later when my academic department’s director of
graduate studies published a letter in the Tribune,
denouncing my work and, using bizarrely intemperate
language, described me as a “neo-Bolshevik, neo-Nazi,
anti-Semite.”  Reading his harsh letter which sought to
dissociate the university from my writings, I felt as
though my graduate career might be over. Thankfully, it
was not. My advisor, Dr Ismail Al-Faruqi defended me as
did other faculty members. 

After a year as an NDEA Fellow at the University of
Pennsylvania, I returned to Temple, later finished my dis-
sertation, and was awarded my doctorate in 1975. I was
able to feel somewhat vindicated when, three decades
later, the College of Liberal Arts named me a
Distinguished Alumni Fellow in recognition of my life’s
work. Given this personal history, I feel that I not only
have some understanding of what Marc Lamont Hill
might have experienced when he was attacked and not
defended by the administration of his own university. 

I find it incomprehensible that anyone would have felt
threatened by Hill’s thoughtful criticism of Israel’s behav-
ior or his fervent wish for a society “between the river
and sea” where there is justice and equality for all. His
words echo the warnings of the prophets of old and
today’s courageous Israeli human rights activists who are
themselves threatened in the increasingly repressive
environment that currently exists in Israel.

Someday, Temple University will recognize the
prophetic words of Marc Lamont Hill and they will be
embarrassed that they did not come to his defense. They
will realize that he was right and courageous to speak
out in support of human rights and to call for equality for
all peoples, Palestinians and Israelis, who live “between
the river and the sea.” I hope this recognition and their
apology doesn’t take three decades. He deserves it now. 

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

Now is the time for all good citizens to put
their elected politicians on the rack. Torture
is what tyrants visited - and, often, still visit

- upon real or presumed enemies among their own
people. But subjecting their leaders to prolonged
public humiliation has come to be a default position
among democracies. None knows this better than
the United Kingdom’s Prime Minister, Theresa May.

The rack was an invention popular in Europe
among rulers and their enforcers, in use from antiq-
uity to the 18th century. It stretched the victim’s
limbs, causing excruciating pain and at an extreme
dislocated or even tore them from the body. Its use
was declared illegal in Britain in the early 17th cen-
tury but it is now being practiced (in a non-physical
form) on the British prime minister as competing
factions in her own party seek to stretch her this
way and that. Now the stretching is exerted by the
ardent Brexiteers, including some in her own cabi-
net, who wish to crash out of the European Union
even with no deal, now by the Remainers who wish
her to craft a Brexit as near as possible to the posi-
tion the UK enjoyed when a member.

It’s of little comfort, I guess, though it is now the
case, that other leaders have their own experience
of being intolerably stretched. French President
Emmanuel Macron has probably seen off the worst
of France’s recent street violence though not, more
lastingly, the economic costs that the “gilets jaunes”
(yellow vests) loosed on France during their protests
against fuel prices. But the reduction of his authority
was manifest in his repentant speech televised earli-
er this week, in which he both accepted his “share of
responsibility” and that he had “hurt some of you” -
and announced a substantial rise in the minimum
wage, among other aids to the “left behinds” of a
France once apparently entranced by him, now
apparently disgusted. He remains stretched between
his plan to decrease French carbon emissions and
reduce the budget deficit by trying to make fuel
more expensive - and the need to placate the still-
seething masses.

Angela Merkel is still chancellor of Germany and
has seen her preferred successor, Annegret Kramp-
Karrenbauer, backed by a majority of the ruling
Christian Democratic Union. But Merkel has lost
both popularity and power, has seen her party split
on right-liberal lines and is in no shape for major ini-
tiatives at home or abroad. The European Union,
which she and Macron were united in strengthening,
now drifts.

Earlier victims of public torture, who suffered
much and are now all but forgotten - including
Matteo Renzi, Italy’s former prime minister and
leader of the center-left, and Mariano Rajoy, former
prime minister of Spain. Both lost office - the first in
an election in March which saw two populist parties
take over government, the second losing a no confi-
dence vote in June in the Spanish parliament, leaving
a fragile minority government to limp on. Europe is
now shorn of strong leaders.

None, though, has been so stretched as the
British prime minister. Her enemies on the Brexit side
forced a party vote of confidence on her on
Wednesday evening. She won, with 200 parliamen-
tarians supporting her, but with 117 against - a “sig-
nificant” number, as she acknowledged. She then set
off for Brussels, yet again, to plead for more conces-
sions to allow her to get her Brexit plan through
parliament - a challenge she baulked at this past
week, knowing it would fail. Her plea to her fellow
leaders fell on deaf ears. There is a faint hope of fur-
ther clarifications, but it appears that the EU’s firm
position is no more negotiations. A “no-deal” Brexit,
widely seen as a disaster, is now clearly possible -
even likely.

The Remainers, though in some disarray, believe
the country is swinging their way and, according to
some polls, Britain would vote to stay in the EU in a
second referendum. On Wednesday, I attended a
lecture, organized by the British Academy, where the
most passionate Remainer, Andrew Adonis, a
Labour peer and head of policy for former Prime
Minister Tony Blair, lambasted his fellow politicians,
the press and even British citizens for their lack of
enthusiasm for the EU - comparing this deficit of
zeal with the steady approval Americans have in
their democracy, the iconic figures such as Abraham
Lincoln and the founders of the republic. He was
opposed by the writer and academic Timothy
Garton Ash, who though a Europhile, believes skep-
ticism on the Union’s democratic credentials and
efficacy is necessary to make a convincing case to
an already skeptical electorate.

It seems to me - I said as much during the debate
- that Garton Ash is right. The British, especially the
English political temper, simply cannot rise to an
enthusiastic, Macron-style embrace of the EU. The
most Britons would tolerate would be the continua-
tion of a relationship which allowed opt-outs of
membership of the euro, the Schengen no-passport
zone and much else. — Reuters 
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The torture of 
Theresa May

Temple University owes Hill an apology

Garbage oceans 
prompt war 
on plastics 

Faced with images of turtles smothered by plastic
bags, beaches carpeted with garbage and islands
of trash floating in the oceans, environmentalists

say the world is waking up to the need to tackle plastic
pollution at the source. Stories on social media of giant
seas of floating waste or a beached whale found in
Indonesia with six kilos of plastic in its stomach are
bringing plastic pollution into the spotlight. “There is no
question plastic is having a moment,” said George
Leonard, chief scientist at Ocean Conservancy. “We are
in a moment in time where we are starting to stare the
problem in the face, and we’re quite optimistic and
hopeful that we can solve it.”

Leonard and other environmental experts are opti-
mistic the exposure will make the problem of plastics
hard to ignore and focus attention on how best to deal
with such waste. Eight million tonnes of plastic is
dumped into the oceans each year, according to a study
in the Science journal. But that is only what comes from
the land, said Francois Galgani, researcher with the
French institute Ifremer, estimating another two million
tonnes could come from ships especially fishing vessels. 

As a consequence more than 700 species are impact-
ed, including turtles who confuse plastic bags with the
jellyfish they eat, Galgani said. More than 5 billion plastic
bags are used every year, and a ban step by step, coun-
try by country is underway, the first phase towards a
possible general ban. Bags could be followed by bans on
plastic straws and cotton swabs. The European Union

wants to ban certain single-use plastics by the end of
2021. For Galgani, that would be good news, as it would
represent around 30 to 40 percent of the plastic that
ends up in the oceans. “Everyone is working for the
good cause, even industries,” he said.

Cleaning up? 
But according to a study in Science Advances review,

from the 8.3 billion tonnes of plastic produced between
1950 and 2015, 6.3 billion tonnes became garbage that
was not very biodegradable material and only 9 percent
was recycled. For Greenpeace’s Mirjam Kopp, though,
recycling is not enough. “We cannot continue this busi-
ness as usual, we need to change the throw-away culture
we have developed,” Kopp said. “We need to tackle the
problem at the source. “Industries are putting the blame
on the consumers, saying they should recycle more, but
we don’t think it will help. They are responsible for the
single-use plastics they put on the market.”

The UN Environment agency has already declared
war on plastics in the oceans and made it the environ-
mental theme of 2018. “We need stop treating plastic as
something that we can just throw away after we have
used it, and start treating it as a material that has real val-
ue,” said Petter Malvik, campaign manager for the Clean
Seas campaign launched by UN-Environment in 2017.
Already around 60 countries have joined in the campaign
started in 2017 to ban non-reusable plastics. “Although
bans alone won’t solve the problem, they are definitely
more than just a drop in the bucket,” Malvik said.

Another problem is so called “ghost nets” - fishing
nets lost at sea or left intentionally and which continue to
catch fish for months after. When it comes to cleaning
the oceans, though, experts say the task may be far more
complex. Scientists, for example, have doubts for over a
giant floating clean-up device proposed by Ocean
Cleanup foundation, which aims to clear half of a huge

waste deposit floating in the Pacific in the next five years.   
Dubbed the “Great Pacific garbage patch”, the abnor-

mal mass of floating debris caused by marine turbulence
has now reached 80,000 tonnes spread over an area
three times the size of France, according to a study in
Scientific Reports. And if you want to clean up the
ocean, Leonard says, then the surface is not the place to
start. What floats on the surface - particles of micro-
plastics and larger objects - is nothing compared to
what ends up on the ocean floor, experts say. So what is
the solution? “Degradation,” says Galgani of France’s
Iremer institute, referring to the breakdown of plastics.
But for some plastics that means a process that may take
“hundreds of years”. — AFP 

A rubbish collector retrieves plastics bottles from debris
and rubbish washed up by the tide on Kuta beach on
Indonesiaís tourism island of Bali on Dec 9, 2018. — AFP 


