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ACROSS
1 Common allergen
5 Marshy areas
9 Tubular pasta
10 Dark
12 Be of one mind
13 Take care of
14 Visions
16 Nile serpent
17 Cubicle fixture
18 Texting tools
21 So far
22 Formal
23 Docking spots
24 Sacred beetle
26 Wallet bill
29 Apollo Theater setting
30 On this spot

31 Had supper
32 Prepares veggies
34 Cache
37 Planet’s path
38 Knight’s wear
39 Sounds of suffering
40 Egyptian goddess
41 Border

DOWN
1 College award
2 Turmoil
3 Furtive fellow
4 Abound
5 Tour carrier
6Wallet bill
7 Sparkles
8 Does nothing

9 Rice field
11 Spinning toys
15 Flows
19 Tarragon or thyme
20 Battleship letters
22 Dreadful
23 Buddy
24 Zen enlightenment
25 Defeats decisively
26 Brewing item
27 Royal fur
28 High homes
29 “Very funny!”
30 King of Judea
33 Big book
35 King of France
36 Hosp. workers

CROSSWORD BY THOMAS JOSEPH
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YESTERDAY’S ANSWERS

Why does the passage of the Antisemitism 
Awareness Act by the United States House of 
Representatives on May 1 (it will become a law 
after Senate votes) worry a newspaper editor 
in faraway Bangladesh? Simply because the 
so-called Awareness Act will curb freedom 
of expression and media guaranteed by the 
First Amendment to the US Constitution. 
It is a fact that nothing comparable 
exists in the world that guarantees these 
freedoms as resolutely and robustly as the 
First Amendment does, and any erosion of 
its impact worries journalists like myself 
everywhere around the world. 

I have often wondered as to the foresight of 
the authors of that amendment as early as in 
1791. Whatever the US did since then—enact 
hundreds of laws and treaties, conduct wars 
and military interventions, and all the coup 
d’états it engineered or supported—it did not 
touch the First Amendment. In fact, it was the 
US’s biggest attraction, intellectual freedom—
something it never tires of flouting. Economic 
opportunities were obviously a significant 
factor, but “freedom” was an incomparable 
allure, especially for the academically minded, 
to immigrate to the US. Now that sacrosanct 
piece of legislature is under threat only to 
protect Israel from legitimate criticism. 

As a lifelong journalist, nothing is as 
endearing to me as the Magna Carta, with 
which modern day rights began, and the First 
Amendment, where freedoms of religion, 
speech and the press got their most robust 
recognition. The First Amendment states, 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom 
of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 
people peaceably to assemble and to petition 
the Government for a redress of grievances.” 
The world changed, but the Americans hung 
on to it, though losing a significant amount 
of their credibility with the WMD lies. 

But the passage of the Antisemitism 
Awareness Act is the most direct attack on the 
principles and values of the First Amendment, 
and it makes us journalists—however far we 
live—nervous and worried, simply because 
what will happen in the US could be used 

to curtail freedoms in other countries. The 
danger to freedom of speech, freedom of 
media, and freedom of the academic world is 
at our doorstep, and it is being midwifed by 
US lawmakers.

We all knew about Israel’s hold on US 
politics; the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC) is heavily involved in 
funding election campaigns of candidates, 
especially newcomers. But what we did not 
know of is its hold on the US academia. Such 
an unprecedented crackdown—after the anti-

war protests more than half a century ago—
on faculty members and students, including 
the removal of presidents of Ivy League 
universities like Harvard and the University 
of Pennsylvania, has shaken the academics 
and the students to the core. The arrest of 
protesting students, commendably peaceful 
in their demonstrations, and expulsion of 
hundreds of them have spotlighted a new 
and extremely revealing aspect of the US 

universities: freedom of speech and assembly 
must end where Israeli interests begin. 

Why is the Antisemitism Awareness Act, 
passed by a vote of 320 to 91 in the House of 
Representatives, such a threat to freedom of 
expression and media? Because it expands 
the definition of antisemitism to include 
“targeting of the state of Israel, conceived 
as a Jewish collectivity.” This definition 
equates the state with a religious community, 
namely the Jews. A state is a political entity, 
a human construct and subject to all the 

frailties of human weaknesses. But religion, 
to its followers, is divinely ordained and 
guided. The basis of the state is political. 
The basis of religion is moral. The former 
strives to gain and retain power through the 
political process, while the latter demands 
authority and obedience through faith and 
moral values. If a state is given the sanctity 
and obedience of “faith,” then it is a return to 
the theocracies of the Middle Ages. Nothing 

about the state can be questioned.
To delve further, a state—in this case, the 

“Jewish collectivity”—is run by governments 
that are elected through a political process 
involving wheeling and dealing, occasionally 
of the worst kind. Governments make policies 
that impact the lives of citizens. Must they not 
be scrutinised and criticised when needed? 
How can criticism of Benjamin Netanyahu and 
his extreme right-wing government—which 
has launched a policy of depopulating the 
Gaza Strip and taking over Palestinian land 

in the West Bank, and commands very low 
public support within Israel—be “anti-Jewish 
collectivity” and, as such, antisemitic? 

The ongoing student protests in the US and 
other parts of the world are not against Israel. 
They are against the Israeli government’s 
policy against the Palestinians. Again, these 
protests did not burst into this massive scale 
just like that. They are against the killings of 
nearly 35,000 unarmed Palestinians since 
October 7, 2023 (till May 9, 2024), of whom 
at least 13,000 are children. There are daily 
bombings on Gaza, and each day head counts 
come out in the press as if these lives are 
nothing but numbers. Recently, the UN Mine 
Action Service (UNMAS) estimated that there 
were 37 million tonnes of debris in Gaza, which 
will take 14 years to clear as the Israeli army has 
reduced much of the narrow coastal territory 
of 2.3 million people into a wasteland. 

So, are the students in the US and the 
rest of the world indulging in antisemitism 
when they are protesting these globally 
recognised atrocities—acts that are contrary 
to all international laws and norms and against 
fundamental human values?

There is another point to be made here. 
Did the university authorities need to call the 
state police to handle the protesters who were 
mostly peaceful ? Generally, most, if not all, 
US universities have their own campus police, 
who are trained to handle students and the 
faculty if the need should arise. But calling 
for the regular police, whose mindset and 
training are always to use force—most often 
excessive—to contain any situation, and who 
are mostly dealing with criminals, was to sow 
fear and curb a protest that, to repeat, the 
First Amendment guarantees. Photographs 
and videos showing the way students were 
brutalised and even faculty members attacked 
proved the ferocity with which the students’ 
protests were met. It seemed as if the students 
needed to not only be taught a lesson, but 
be brutalised to a level that they would never 
think of protesting against Israel again.

To a lifelong cheerleader of the First 
Amendment, the students’ protests appear 
to be salvaging the somewhat dwindling 
credibility of the Western powers as to their 
commitment to the Universal Rights, which 
they are constantly preaching to the rest of the 
world. The protests in the US campuses appear 
to uphold values that we all aspire to adhere 
to. To attack them, discredit them as being 
antisemitic, and punish them with expulsion 
and imprisonment provide irrefutable proof 
that like US politics, US academia is now under 
Israel’s dominance.

End of academic freedom 
on US campuses?
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Social media seems to be flooded with 
celebrities flaunting their extravagant outfits 
and accessories from this year’s Met Gala, 
popularly regarded as the world’s most 
glamorous fashion event and an annual 
fundraising event for the benefit of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Costume 
Institute in New York, US. The theme this 
year was “Garden of Time,” and with a little 
digging, it is easy to see how the theme is 
counterproductive to the so-called “prestige” 
of the event.

The Garden of Time is the title of a short 
speculative fiction written by JG Ballard, a 
British author of dystopian literature. The 
protagonists of the story (or perhaps it would 
be best to call them anti-heroes?), Count 
Axel and his unnamed wife, are filthy rich, 
dressed in finery and bedazzled in precious 
gems and metals. They live idly in a fancy villa 
and have a garden that has magical flowers, 
with “opaque outer petals enclosing a crystal 
heart.” The “light trapped within the core” 
would be emitted once plucked from its 
glass-like, transparent stem. These are time-
slowing flowers that Count Axel plucks out 
in order to slow down a working class “army” 
that is getting closer to their mansion, in an 
attempt to besiege the estate. The garden is 
dying though, and it is easy to deduce that 
Count Axel exploits nature in the sense that 
he keeps picking out the mystical flowers for 
his selfish, materialistic motives, just as the 
wealthiest (Met Gala invitees included) do the 
most damage to the environment in today’s 
world. 

Ballard himself compares the “approaching 
horde” with a Goya painting. Francisco Goya 
was an important Spanish artist whose works 
included grotesque scenes from upheavals 
and wars: “a vast confused throng of people, 
men and women, interspersed with a few 
soldiers in ragged uniforms, pressing forward 
in a disorganised tide. Some laboured under 
heavy loads suspended from crude yokes 
around their necks; others struggled with 
cumbersome wooden carts, their hands 
wrenching at the wheel spokes; a few trudged 

on alone; but all moved on at the same pace, 
bowed backs illuminated in the fleeting sun.” 

After the last flowers are plucked, we can 
assume that the “ceaseless tide of humanity” 
will break in and there will be a class conflict/
rebellion that will end in the annihilation of 
aristocracy. If I am being honest, I expected 
a French Revolution-eque, gory ending, but 
the writer was kinder to the protagonists 
because the story culminates with a rather 
cold imagery of the count and countess being 
turned into stone—almost as if the time-
slowing flowers kept them and therefore their 
titles/nobility alive. I cannot help but draw 
up a Medusa reference here—it is almost as 
if the wrath of the wronged Gorgon is the 
driving force of the angry mob that eventually 

goes up against the embodiments of the evil 
system that creates a stratified society.

If we are to draw parallels between the Met 
Gala and the story which inspired this year’s 
theme, how sickening is it to realise that the 
rich celebrities in their themed costumes are 
in a sense “protected,” just as Count Axel and 
his wife were safeguarded? It is almost as if 
their opulent outfits and ritzy jewels, which 
even the celebrities themselves cannot own 

(they cost an arm and a leg or are archival 
pieces and are therefore “borrowed” from 
designers’ vaults), put them high up on a 
pedestal—one that the masses can never 
reach—which in turn grants those superstars 
with exclusivity and an inaccessible, cult-
like membership. Ballard’s story is ironically 
fitting because the rioting mob’s sentiments 
can be found in the general masses’ social 
anger towards hedonistic elites today, who 
indulge in excesses, in the face of abject 
poverty, genocide, gender apartheid, and 
many other forms of societal ills that plague 
the world—a world that is no less dystopian 
than Ballard’s fictional realm. 

Will the growing inequalities in this 
nightmarish reality tip the scales and cause 

Is the theme of this year’s Met Gala ironically prophetic?

NOORA SHAMSI BAHAR

Noora Shamsi Bahar
 is senior lecturer at the Department of English and 

Modern Languages, North South University (NSU), and a 
published researcher and translator.

The exhibition of opulence and exclusivity at this year’s Met Gala garnered much anger from 
the general masses. FILE PHOTO: REUTERS

mass outrage, leading to a world where 
moderation becomes the motto? Will there 
be a literal and figurative “tide,” as Ballard 
put it, which will take humankind forward 
by paradoxically backtracking into a world 
of anti-capitalism? Is the theme of this 
year’s Met Gala ironically prophetic then? 
That the extremes of wealth will eventually 
cease to exist and be brought to naught, 

just as the embodiments of nobility were 
turned to stone in Ballard’s story? Well, 
even if the organisers knew that this would 
get people talking, perhaps I myself have 
fallen into the trap of hyping up the Met 
Gala, despite criticising it, because bad 
publicity is publicity nonetheless, at least in 
the consumerist, capitalistic world we find 
ourselves in.


