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Trump faces perilous 
test as impeachment 
hearings open 

Donald Trump faces the prospect of becoming
only the third US president to be impeached
when open hearings begin this week into his

alleged effort to bolster his re-election hopes by push-
ing Ukraine to find dirt on a Democratic rival. Having
survived special counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation
into Russian interference in the 2016 election, Trump
now faces potential removal from office for pressuring
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky to investigate
Joe Biden, a leading candidate for the 2020
Democratic presidential nomination.

Democrats have amassed evidence - from a
whistleblower complaint to the rough transcript of
Trump’s July 25 call with Zelensky and testimony from
a dozen witnesses - that the president abused his
office by withholding aid and a requested White House
meeting to force Zelensky into helping his personal
political agenda. “This is a very simple, straightforward
act. The president broke the law,” Democratic
Representative Jackie Speier said Sunday on ABC’s
“This Week” program. “This is a very strong case of
bribery, because you have an elected official, the presi-
dent, demanding action of a foreign country, in this
case... and he is withholding aid,” said Speier.

The hearings begin on Wednesday in the House
Intelligence Committee, with the first witnesses two
officials who have already provided evidence against
Trump in private testimony: Bill Taylor, the top
American diplomat in Ukraine, and Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State George Kent.

Risks for both sides 
On Sunday, Trump repeated his charge that the

investigation is a “witch hunt” and that he did nothing
wrong. “The call to the Ukrainian President was PER-
FECT. Read the Transcript!” he tweeted. “Republicans,
don’t be led into the fools trap of saying it was not per-
fect, but is not impeachable. No, it is much stronger
than that. NOTHING WAS DONE WRONG!”

But Democrats say the evidence against him is
strong. Once the coming Intelligence Committee hear-
ings are complete, the Judiciary Committee can draw
up articles of impeachment, or formal charges, against
Trump. Those would then be voted on by the full House
of Representatives, reportedly before the end of the
year. Impeachment would likely pass the Democratic-
controlled House. The case would then be sent for trial
in the Senate, where Republicans dominate and sup-
port for Trump remains firm. Coming just one year
before national elections, and broadcast live, the
impeachment hearings carry great risks for both par-
ties and no certain reward, with the US electorate
deeply divided and weary of Washington infighting.
Polls show a slim majority of Americans favor impeach-
ing the president. But they also show that Trump’s siz-
able voter base, which delivered his shock victory in
2016, is so far impervious to the allegations.

Republicans who disapprove of Trump’s behavior
suggest they will continue to support him. “I believe it’s
inappropriate for a president to ask a foreign leader to
investigate a political rival,” Republican Representative
Mac Thornberry said Sunday on ABC’s “This week”. “I
don’t believe it was impeachable,” he said. “Most
Republicans have said that would be a violation of the
law,” another Republican lawmaker, Will Hurd, told “Fox
News Sunday”. However, he said, they “have to truly
consider whether impeachment is the right tool or not.”

Fiery hearings expected 
The hearings are likely to be fiery, with Republicans

determined to paint witnesses as biased against Trump.
They are prepared to disrupt testimony and shift the
subject to the allegations Trump raised with Zelensky:
that Biden protected his son Hunter’s allegedly corrupt
relationship with a Ukrainian energy company,
Burisma, and that Ukraine helped Democrats in the
2016 race. No evidence has surfaced to support either
claim, but transcripts from earlier testimony show
Republicans pressing witnesses on both counts.

In closed-door testimony, the Intelligence
Committee chairman, Adam Schiff, a veteran prosecu-
tor, proved able to fend off disruptions and maintain a
focus on the allegations against Trump. But that could
change in front of a national television audience.
Republicans are moving one of their wiliest and most
agile counter-attackers, Jim Jordan, to the committee
to joust with Schiff over control of the narrative. On
Saturday, Republicans said they want to call a number
of witnesses relevant not to the charges against Trump,
but to Burisma and 2016, including Hunter Biden. Schiff
made clear he will use his power as committee chair-
man to reject them. “This inquiry is not, and will not
serve... as a vehicle to undertake the same sham inves-
tigations into the Bidens or 2016 that the president
pressed Ukraine to conduct for his personal political
benefit,” he said in a statement Saturday. — AFP

For years, nurse Shokhidakhon Khasanova was signed
out of hospital every autumn to spend weeks labor-
ing in Uzbekistan’s cotton fields along with over two

million others. “One year I was pregnant, but it didn’t mat-
ter. They still told me I had to go,” said Khasanova, a 46-
year-old from Almalyk, a town 65 km from the capital
Tashkent. Women in particular were targeted in the annual
recruitment drive, which Khasanova participated in for 15
years as either a student or qualified nurse.

An ex-Soviet nation of 33 million in Central Asia,
Uzbekistan is the world’s sixth-largest producer of cotton.
Since the Soviet era, production targets have led to forced
labour and taken a heavy environmental toll. Independent
Uzbekistan’s first leader Islam Karimov, a former
Communist party boss who died in 2016, never acknowl-
edged either problem. While child labor was notably
wound down near the end of his 27-year reign under pres-
sure from an international boycott, state employees were
still called up every year to satisfy cotton quotas.

But after reform-touting Shavkat Mirziyoyev took
Karimov’s place, “they stopped calling us to the fields”,
Khasanova told AFP. Mirziyoyev, who oversaw successive
cotton harvests as a prime minister and regional governor
under Karimov, cuts an unlikely labor rights champion. He
has, however, denounced the use of forced labor and the
recruitment of children to gather the harvest.

Old industry, new vision 
Mirziyoyev has also set out plans to shift the sector

away from state management by 2023, echoing other
ambitious top-down economic reforms underway.
Hundreds of Western apparel and textile firms are part of a

decade-long boycott of cotton from the country over the
forced and child labor, following a campaign by non-prof-
its and activists. Many of those organizations remain skep-
tical about the authorities’ commitment to reform.

But the UN’s International Labour Organization sees
signs for optimism. It recorded both a 50 percent fall in
forced labor during last year’s harvest, and increased
wages for pickers. The ILO also points to increased pun-
ishments for labor rights violations and the promised erad-
ication of state quotas and purchases by 2023. “We have
seen a significant change in the conversations we are hav-
ing and the approach of the government,” the ILO’s chief
technical officer in Uzbekistan, Jonas Astrup, told AFP in
Tashkent. “Nobody is trying to hide anything, nobody is
trying to make it difficult for us to do our monitoring.”

About 170,000 people were forced to take part in the
harvest in 2018, according to the ILO - just under seven
percent of the total harvest labor of 2.5 million.
Uzbekistan’s First Deputy Minister of Labour Erkin
Mukhitdinov said increased fines and legislation that will
criminalize forced labor go hand-in-hand with plans to
make cotton a private-sector affair. “Investors are looking
for quality and productivity. When someone is made to
work against their will they are not productive,” said
Mukhitdinov.

AFP journalists interviewed several pickers during a
recent spontaneous visit to a cotton field in the village of
Boyovul about 70 km from the capital. None of them criti-
cized harvests under the hardline Karimov, who is still fet-
ed as a fatherly statesman, including by Mirziyoyev. Nor
did they say they were forced to work in the past. But they
were quick to acknowledge the impact increased wages -

up 15 percent against last year - and a tax exemption had
on their lives. “If before we picked to eat, now we can save
for something,” said 30-year-old Lobar Toshpulatova, as
she wrenched the last soft white bolls of the season from a
cotton shrub and headed to weigh in. Toshpulatova said
she had earned the equivalent of $220 in the first four
weeks of the harvest, recording a personal best of 130 kg
picked in a 10-hour shift in September.  She planned to use
the money to purchase her family’s first washing machine.

‘Why not now?’ 
In March this year, the US government removed Uzbek

cotton from a list of goods prohibited over child labor
concerns, noting that the phenomenon had been “signifi-
cantly reduced to isolated incidents”.  Last year,
Washington imposed a ban on cotton from Uzbekistan’s
fellow ex-Soviet neighbor Turkmenistan, which has also
faced criticism over forced and child labor in its harvest.
But the fall in forced labor reported by the ILO in
Uzbekistan has so far failed to budge more than 300 sig-
natories of the “Uzbek Cotton Pledge”, which includes
retail giants such as Walmart and Adidas.

The government’s insistence that the problem is now
limited to reactionary officials and farms struggling to
meet state targets has not convinced rights groups. Umida
Niyazova, director of the Berlin-based Uzbek-German
Forum for Human Rights, which conducts its own monitor-
ing of the Uzbek harvest, said the abolition of state quotas
and purchases removed “a key stimulant” for the practice.
But she questions why the government is waiting until
2023 to do away with a rotten system. “Why not now,
when people’s rights are at stake?” — AFP

Uzbekistan looks to soften image of cotton sector 

With court ruling, 
Modi Hindu agenda 
barrels forward

Just six months after sweeping to re-election, Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has delivered on two
major promises of his Hindu-first agenda, electrifying

his base but sowing unease among liberals and the nation’s
Muslim minority. The latest boost for Modi came on
Saturday, when the Supreme Court handed Hindu groups
control of a contested site where a 16th-century mosque
was razed over two decades ago, paving the way for the
construction of a temple there that has long been an elec-
tion promise of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

That followed New Delhi’s move in August to strip
Muslim-majority Jammu and Kashmir of its special status
as a state in what Modi’s government said was a bid to
integrate the restive region with the rest of predominant-
ly-Hindu India. Now, the BJP may move towards deliver-
ing on its third traditional plank: Creating a uniform civil
code that does away with the independence of religious
communities.

“After just a few months of Modi 2.0, they’ve accom-
plished two out of three (main cultural objectives). It’s

quite possible that they will accomplish all three by next
year,” said Milan Vaishnav, a senior fellow at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in
Washington DC. “It’s striking that the government has
moved with a clarity of purpose on its social agenda
that’s completely absent when it comes to economic mat-
ters,” added Vaishnav in reference to the slowing of the
country’s once red-hot economic growth.

Many Muslims have watched with a mix of fear and
resignation as the BJP has morphed into the officially sec-
ular country’s near-undisputed political force. The contro-
versial site in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh has been
one of the most explosive issues in the nation of 1.3 billion,
where Muslims constitute about 14 percent of the popula-
tion. In 1992, a rally led by the BJP and affiliate organiza-
tions spiralled out of control and a Hindu mob destroyed
the Babri Masjid or mosque in the city of Ayodhya. That
triggered riots in which about 2,000 people, most of them
Muslims, were killed across the country.

In its verdict on Saturday, the Supreme Court called
the mosque’s demolition illegal but handed the plot of
land to Hindus, who believe the site is the birthplace of
Ram, a much venerated god-king. The court directed that
another plot in Ayodhya be provided to a Muslim group
that contested the case. In over a dozen interviews,
Muslim community leaders, businessmen, and students
said they respected the verdict but it exacerbated their
sense of alienation. “Why did the court then give a ruling
which is completely one-sided? Was the court under

pressure? We don’t know. We can’t trust anyone now. No
door is open for us,” said local Muslim community leader
Azam Quadri during evening prayers in Ayodhya.

‘Best to be numb’
While Modi himself has said the court verdict should

not be seen as a “win or loss” for anyone, many Muslims
Reuters spoke to expressed resignation after the ruling.
Some were bitter that a probe into the demolition has
inconclusively dragged on for three decades and that
many of the politicians accused of conspiring to take
down the mosque are prominent BJP members. Those
people have said the demolition was spontaneous and not
planned. “I feel humiliated by the Supreme Court verdict,”
said one affluent Mumbai-based Muslim businessman,
who declined to give his name. “Others don’t care. They
have become numb. It’s best to be numb in Modi’s India.”

Some people believe that Hindu nationalists, galva-
nized by the Ayodhya triumph, could turn their attention
to two other Uttar Pradesh mosques they believe Mughal
conquerors built over the remains of Hindu temples cen-
turies ago. “This (verdict) seems to generate incentives
for Hindus to take down mosques and resettle,” said
Neelanjan Sircar, an assistant professor at Ashoka
University near New Delhi. Another likely move is the
uniform civil code. New Delhi has already taken steps
toward creating such a code, with the BJP-led parliament
in July outlawing the centuries-old right of a Muslim man
to instantly divorce his wife.  — Reuters

Stand-up scientists 
use comedy to reach 
beyond ivory tower 

By day, Kasha Patel works at NASA writing content
for its website, but she spends her nights commu-
nicating scientific discovery through an altogether

different medium: stand-up comedy. “Part of my job is to
help distinguish the difference between fact versus myth
for the general public,” the 28-year-old explained as she
warmed up an audience at a recent bar gig near Penn
State University. “So for instance, fact: you can get
chlamydia if a koala urinates on you. Myth: your wife
will believe you.”

Patel’s act sits between two seemingly opposing
fields: that of scientific endeavor, famously described by
astronomer Carl Sagan as “stodgy and grumpy,” and the
raucous world of comedy, currently experiencing a boom
that has facilitated the rise of niche genres such as intel-
lectual humor. The founder of DC Science Comedy, now a
recurring live show in the capital, Patel is joined this night
by several scientist-comedians from across the US, united
in their belief that laughter can be a powerful tool for com-
municating complex concepts. 

Shannon Odell, a neuroscience PhD candidate at the
Weill Cornell Medical College who has a live show called
“Drunk Science” in New York, tells the audience that, con-
trary to what they may think, “science and comedy actual-
ly have a lot in common.” “Both are really just making
observations about the world and then sharing it with an
audience,” she says. “Jerry Seinfeld, he’d be like, what’s the
deal with airplane food? ... Whereas scientists are just like,
what’s the deal with rising CO2 levels?”

The science of laughter 
In an interview with AFP, Odell explained that laughter

has a powerful evolutionary purpose and helped early
humans develop camaraderie and more complex social
networks. “I think it’s important for communicating science
to someone, because if you’re laughing with them, then it’s
almost like you’re on an even playing field, and people are
more receptive to messages,” she said. The 30-year-old
uses this dynamic in a series of YouTube videos that
explore the science of the human brain under various stim-
uli - from breakups to kittens to alcohol.

In the latter, which has racked up half a million views,
Odell trades on a bubbly delivery and helpful infographics
as she downs shots and slurs her way through the impact
of heavy drinking on the brain’s cerebellum, responsible
for coordination. Patel, on the other hand, follows a more
traditional comic mold with setups and punchlines, and
told AFP it took hard work to shed her careful science
instincts and embrace the absurdism necessary to make
people consistently laugh on stage.

An Indian-American chemistry graduate who was set to
go to medical school per her parents’ wishes before find-
ing her own unique path, her material often references her
background and personal life. One example: “A few years
ago, SpaceX launched the rocket, but it blew up when it
left Earth’s atmosphere...But NASA did not call it a failure.
They called it a non-nominal launch. “Which is weird,
because last week, I had a non-nominal date. It was not a
failure, because he never showed up.”  She has not, howev-
er, lost her nerdy touch. Patel recently used data to hone
her act, analyzing recordings to see how long the audience
laughed after 500 of her jokes to devise a humor impact
score. “So I found that my science jokes do 40 percent
better than my other jokes,” she said, adding she was
working on an algorithm to automate the analysis.

Connecting with the public 
A recent Pew research poll underscores there is a seri-

ous side: It found the scientific community is the second
most trusted institution in the US after the military, with 44
percent expressing a great deal of confidence in it - as
opposed to just 13 percent for the press. This makes it all
the more important to find new ways to reach out to the
public, particularly in areas that have become controver-
sial such as climate science, argues Odell.

“It’s great for scientists to get out there and talk about
the research because they are the expert on the research,”
she said, even if not everyone can do so through jokes or
comedy routines. Though scientists are often funded by
the taxpayer, their research often ends up being presented
only in specialist conferences or in paywalled, jargon-
laden journals, creating space for misinformation to rise.
“We think of science as this kind of academic ivory tow-
er...(but) there’s a value in making it entertaining, as long
as you’re not losing scientific accuracy,” she said. — AFP 

An Uzbek cotton grower looks on as she works in a cotton plantations outside Tashkent on Oct 24, 2019. — AFP 

Kasha Patel, a chemist and science writer for NASA, performs
stand-up comedy act at State College, Pennsylvania on Oct
26, 2019. — AFP 


