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    Preliminaries


    Author


    
Samir Amin was born in Egypt in 1931 and received his Ph.D. in economics in Paris in 1957. He is director of the Third World Forum in Dakar, Senegal.


    Abstract


    The Arab Spring uprisings comprise an integral part of a massive « second awakening » of the Global South. In his latest book, Samir Amin examines the complex interplay of nations regarding the Arab Spring and its continuing, turbulent seasons. Amin sees the United States, in an increasingly multi-polar world, as a victim of overreach, caught in its own web of attempts to contain the challenge of China, while confronting the staying power of nations such as Syria and Iran.


    The growing, deeply-felt need of the Arab people for independent, popular democracy is the cause of their awakening. This is what the United States fears most, since real self-government by independent nations would necessarily mean the end of U.S. empire, and the economic liberalism that has kept it in place. The way forward for the Arab world, Amin argues, is to take on, not just Western imperialism, but also capitalism itself.




    Introduction to the english edition - An Afterword on the Reawakening of the Arab World


    I would like to comment on the important events that have taken place since I sent the original French edition of this book to the publisher in May 2011.


    Why the so-called Arab spring?


    The uprising of Arab peoples as of early 2011 was not unexpected, at least by many Arab activists, if not by the Western powers.


    During the Bandung and non-alignment period (1955-80), the Arab countries were in the forefront of the struggles of the peoples, the nations and the states of the South for a better future and a less unequal global system. Algeria’s National Liberation Front (FLN) and Boumediene, Nasser's Egypt, the Baath regimes in Iraq and Syria, and the South Yemen Republic shared common characteristics. These were not « democratic » regimes according to Western criteria (they were one-party systems), nor even according to our criteria, which imply positive empowerment of the people. But they were nevertheless legitimate in the eyes of their peoples for their actual achievements - mass education, health and other public services, industrialisation and guarantees of employment, upward social mobility - all of which were associated with independent initiatives and anti-imperialist postures. They were therefore continuously and fiercely fought by the Western powers, in particular through Israel’s repeated aggressions.


    These regimes achieved whatever they could within a short time frame, say 20 years, and thereafter ran out of steam, as a result of their internal limits and contradictions. This, coinciding with the breakdown of Soviet power, facilitated the imperialist neoliberal offensive. The ruling circles, in order to remain in office, chose to retreat and submit to the demands of neoliberal globalisation. The result was a fast degradation of social conditions and the loss within a few years of all that which had been achieved in the era of the national popular state, to the benefit of the popular and middle classes, with poverty and mass unemployment being the normal result of the neoliberal policies that were pursued. That created the objective conditions for the revolts. It is curious to note that some of the most vocal supporters of the « democratic revolutions », calling on the West to come to their rescue, are some of the former leaders who supported the neoliberal alignment with enthusiasm.


    The revolts were therefore not unexpected and many indicators pointed in their direction, for example the strike of the Tunisian miners (Gafsa), the Egyptian mass strikes of 2007-08, the growing resistance of small peasants to their accelerated expropriation by the rich peasants and the protest of the new middle class organisations such as Kefaya. I would also point to similar processes in Bahrain, which were savagely crushed by the army of Saudi Arabia (without the least protest from the West), and in Yemen where al Qaida was « introduced » in order to neutralise the « menace » coming from the progressive forces, which were particularly strong in the South.


    This chapter was concluded by the elections in Tunisia and Egypt.


    The electoral victories of political Islam in Egypt and Tunisia


    The electoral victory of the Muslim Brothers and the Salafists in Egypt (January 2012) came as little surprise. The degradation produced by contemporary capitalist globalisation has brought about a breathtaking expansion of so-called « informal » activities which, in Egypt, provide the means of survival of more than half the population (60 per cent, according to the statistics). The Muslim Brothers are in a strong position to take advantage of this degradation and to perpetuate it. Their simple ideology gives a legitimacy to this primitive bazaar economy. The fabulous amounts of money put at their disposal (by the Gulf countries) enable them to carry out effective actions : financial advances to the informal economy and charity work (healthcare centres and others). This is how the Brothers have insinuated themselves into society and rendered it dependent on them. But this success would have been difficult if it had not responded perfectly to the objectives of the Gulf countries, Washington and Israel. These three intimate allies share the same concern : to dismantle the recovery of Egypt. A strong Egypt, standing on its own feet, would mean the end of the triple hegemony of the Gulf (submission to the discourse on the Islamisation of society), of the United States (a compradorised and impoverished Egypt that remains in their fold) and of Israel (a powerless Egypt that leaves Palestine alone).


    The planned aborting of the Egyptian revolution would thus guarantee the continuation of the system that has been in place since Sadat, based on the alliance between the army command and political Islam. Any change in the sharing out of the benefits of this alliance to the benefit of the Brothers may, however, prove difficult.


    The Constituent Assembly that issued from the elections of October 2011 in Tunisia will he dominated by a right-wing bloc, bringing together Ennahda, the Islamist party and numerous reactionary cadres who used to he part of the Ben Ali regime and who are still in place, infiltrated into the « new parties » under the name of « Bourguibism ». They all share the same unconditional support for the market economy - such as it is - in other words, a system of dependent and subaltern capitalism. France and the United States want nothing more : « If we want things to stay as they are, things will have to change » (from Lampedusa’s The Leopard)!


    Nevertheless there are two changes on the agenda. The positive one is that it will be a democracy that is political but not social (that is, a low-intensity democracy), which will tolerate different opinions, have more respect for « human rights » and put an end to the horrors of the preceding regime. The negative one is that there will probably be a regression as far as women are concerned.


    In other words, it will be a return to a multiparty Bourguibism with Islamic colouring. The plan of the Western powers, which is based on the strength of the reactionary comprador bloc, is to end this transition that should be short (which the movement has accepted without calculating the consequences) so as not to give time for the social struggles to organise themselves, thus allowing the reactionary bloc to claim exclusive legitimacy through proper elections. The Tunisian movement has not been very interested in the economic policy of the deposed regime, concentrating its criticism on the corruption of the president and his family. Many of the protesters, even on the left, do not question the basic orientations of the development model that Bourguiba and Ben Ali have implemented. The result was therefore foreseeable.


    However, the same causes sometimes produce the same effects. What will the popular classes in Egypt and Tunisia think and do when they see their social conditions inexorably deteriorate, with all the unemployment and precariousness that this entails, not to mention probable further deteriorations intensified by the general crisis of the capitalist world? It is too soon to say, but one cannot ignore the fact that only a rapid consolidation of a radical left, going well beyond the demand for proper elections, can enable a return to the struggle for change that is worthy of the name. It is the responsibility of this radical left to formulate a strategy for the democratisation of the society which will go much further than the simple holding of proper elections and associate this democratisation with social progress. This would mean abandoning the present development model and reinforcing initiatives for an international stance that is independent and openly anti-imperialist. It is not the imperialist monopolies and their international servants (the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organisation) that will help the countries to climb out of their ditch. It is by turning towards new partners in the South that this can become less difficult.


    None of the fundamental questions seem to concern the main political players. It all seems as if the final objective of the revolution had been to proceed rapidly to elections - as if the exclusive source of the legitimacy of power lay in the ballot boxes. But there is a higher legitimacy - that of struggle. These two forms of legitimacy will face some serious confrontations in the future.


    A word about the Salafism (salafiyya)


    Salafism came to complement an obscurantist advocacy by Rachid Reda and the Muslim Brotherhood. It openly rejects the idea of liberty (and therefore democracy) as it contradicts, in their view, the nature of the human being, who is created as a slave (note the word used by the Salafis) to serve the creator-master in the way that a slave is required to serve their master. Of course, this doctrine does not explain how we come to establish the actual demands of this master-creator in


    the modern world. Does he accept or reject the increase in wages, for example? This opens the way for a religious, Iranian-style rule (wilayat al-faqih), through the dictatorship of the clerics, who declared themselves ulema, who monopolise this knowledge.


    The Salafis are the enemies of modernity because modernity is grounded on the right to human creativity in dealing with earthly matters and questions concerning human society. And creativity requires freedom and free critical thought, which is rejected by the Salafis. What then about Salafi leaders who say that they belong to the modern world because they teach their students about computers and business management (and this by resorting to the mediocre kind of American pamphlets distributed by USAID)? These statements are not only a farce; they also show that the real master here is the prevailing capitalist imperialism that needs servants who practise this art and nothing more.


    The Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafis operate in conjunction and divide the tasks between them. The Muslim Brotherhood needed a « certificate » of democracy, which Obama gave them, and to win that had to separate themselves from the « extremists », the Salafis.


    Are internal reforms possible in Algeria?


    Algeria and Egypt were, in the Arab world, the two avant-garde countries in the first « awakening of the South », the Bandung era of non-alignment and the victorious affirmation of post-colonial nationalism. This was because of their authentic, progressive and important economic and social achievements and it should have ushered in a promising future. But then these two countries got bogged down and finally accepted their « return to the fold » of the states and societies dominated by imperialism.


    The Algerian model gave clear signs of being more coherent, which explains why it has been able to resist further deterioration. For this reason the Algerian governing class remains composite yet divided, split between the national aspirations still held by some and the rallying to compradorisation of others (sometimes these two conflicting elements combine in the same individuals). In Egypt, on the other hand, the dominant class has become, after Sadat and then Mubarak, a comprador bourgeoisie that no longer has any national aspirations.


    There are two major reasons for this difference. The war for liberation in Algeria naturally brought about a social and ideological radicalisation. But in Egypt, Nasserism developed towards the end of the period of growth, initiated by the revolution of 1919, which became radical in 1946. The ambiguous coup d'état of 1952 occurred in response to the impasse of the movement.


    The colonisation of Algeria wrought major destruction of the society, and the new Algeria that emerged after the victory of independence had nothing in common with the pre-colonial epochs. It became a plebeian society, with a strong aspiration to equality. The strength of this aspiration was not to be found anywhere else in the Arab world, either in the Maghreb or in the Mashreq. In contrast, modern Egypt was built up from the beginning (starting with Mohamed Ali) by its aristocracy, which gradually became an aristocratic bourgeoisie (or a capitalist aristocracy). These differences led to another one, clearly important, concerning the future of political Islam. As Hocine Belalloufi shows in La démocratie en Algérie : réforme ou revolution? (forthcoming), Algerian political Islam (the FIS) had revealed its hideous face and was put to rout. This certainly does not mean that the question is definitively shelved. But this is very different to the situation in Egypt, which has seen a solid convergence between the power of the comprador bourgeoisie and the political Islam of the Muslim Brothers.


    The different possible responses to the current challenges stem from these differences between the two countries. It seems to me that Algeria is better placed (or less badly placed) to respond to these challenges, at least in the short term. Economic, political and social reforms controlled from inside seem to me to still have some chance in Algeria. In contrast, in Egypt the confrontation between the movement and the anti-revolutionary reactionary bloc must, inexorably become more acute.


    Algeria and Egypt are two prime examples of societies that until now have been powerless to deal with the challenge. They are two countries that would be possible candidates for « emergence ». The main responsibility for failure can certainly be put down to the governing classes and the existing power systems. But the role of society, its intellectuals and the militants in the movements in struggle, must also be seriously examined.


    Is the same hope of a peaceful democratic evolution possible in Morocco? I doubt that the Moroccan people will continue to subscribe to an archaic dogma that does not dissociate the monarchy (of the divine right : amir el mouminine) from the nation. This is doubtless the reason why the Moroccans do not understand the Sahrawi question : the proud nomads of the Sahara have another conception of Islam, which prohibits them from kneeling to anyone else but Allah, even if he be the king.


    The Syrian disaster


    The US were surprised by the Tunisian and Egyptian popular revolts. They now plan to pre-empt possible similar movements by initiating armed revolts of small groups supported by them. This strategy was tested with success in Libya (now a disintegrated country) and, as I write, in Syria. The reader can refer here to my papers on Libya (2011a) and Somalia (2011b) in Pambazuka News.


    The Syrian Baathist regime belonged in the past to the cluster of national popular experiences (though not democratic) in the style of Nasserism and other experiences in the era of Bandung. And when the limits of possible, actual achievements within this framework became apparent, Hafez el Assad turned to a project that sought to combine the preservation of nationalist patriotism that is oppositional to colonialism on the one hand and, on the other hand, to benefit from the right- conservative concessions reflected in the « openness » (liberalisation) which was similar to the route taken by Nasser following the defeat of 1967.


    The subsequent history of this project became apparent. In Egypt, it led immediately after the death of Nasser in 1970 to surrender without reservation to the demands of the reactionary axis consisting of the United States, the Gulf and Israel. In Syria, this liberalisation led to the same results as it had in other countries, that is, to the serious, rapid deterioration of social conditions for poorer classes, which eroded the legitimacy of the regime. In the current developments, the Syrian regime has confronted protests with repression, and nothing else. The Muslim Brotherhood took advantage of the opportunity to cast itself as the opposition. Thus a coherent plan crystallised under the leadership of imperialism and its allies, which sought not to rid the Syrian people of a dictator, but to destroy the Syrian state in a manner modelled on the United States’ work in Iraq and Libya.


    This is where the profound relationship of the tripartite interests is apparent : (l) for the US, the goal is the breaking up of the Iran-Syria- Hezbollah alliance, which is an obstacle to the US entrenching its control over the region; (2) for Israel, the goal is to have Syria fragmented into sectarian mini-states; and (3) for the Gulf Arab states, the goal is the entrenching of a Sunni dictatorship in the Wahhabi style, although this dictatorship will be established on the massacres and criminal elimination of Alawis, Druze and Christians. Turkey plays an active role, along with the US (never forget that Turkey is a NATO member) in the implementation of that plan. In its Hatay province, Turkey has established camps for the recruitment and training of killers (so-called Muslims) who are infiltrated into Syria (see Kimyongur 2011).


    In the face of this possible, dangerous fate, the Assad regime remains apparently unable to respond with the only effective policy, which is to engage in genuine reforms and negotiations. This is the only way to strengthen a democratic front, components of which are present despite the efforts being made to mute its voice. This wide movement has resisted joining the so-called liberation front, manipulated by the foreign powers, but simultaneously does not support the regime and the strategy of simply opposing state terrorism to the « Islamic/Salafi » terrorism.


    The geostrategy of imperialism and the question of democracy


    What I have wanted to show in this book is that depoliticisation has been decisive in allowing political Islam to come to the fore. This depoliticisation is certainly not confined to Nasserite Egypt. It has been the dominant practice in all the national popular experiences in the first awakening of the South and even in the historical socialisms after the first phase of revolutionary fervour had passed. The common denominator has been the suppression of democratic practice (which I do not reduce to the holding of multiparty elections), in other words the lack of respect for the diversity of opinions and political proposals and, possibly their organisation. Politicisation requires democracy. And democracy cannot exist except when liberty is given to the « adversaries ». In all cases its suppression, which is thus at the origin of depoliticisation, is responsible for the subsequent disaster. This may take the form of nostalgia for the past (religious or otherwise), or the adoption of « consumerism » and the false individualism encouraged by the Western media, as was the case for the peoples of Eastern Europe and the former USSR. It was also the case, not only within the middle classes (possible beneficiaries of development) but equally within the popular classes who, lacking alternatives, aspire to benefit from it, even on a very small scale (which is perfectly understandable and legitimate).


    In the case of Muslim societies, this depoliticisation is the principal form of the apparent « return » of Islam. The articulation linking the power of reactionary political Islam, comprador submission and impoverishment through the informal bazaar economy is not specific to Egypt. It is already to be found in most Arab and Muslim societies, as far as Pakistan and beyond. The same articulation operates in Iran : the triumph of its bazaar economy was clearly, right from the start, the main result of the « Khomeini revolution ». This same articulation of Islamic power and the bazaar market economy has devastated Somalia, which has now disappeared from the map of existing nations (Amin 2011b).


    The strategy of contemporary imperialism for the region (the « great Middle East ») does not aim at all at establishing some form of democracy. It aims at destroying the countries and societies through the support of so-called Islamic regimes which guarantee the continuation of a « lumpen development » (to use the words of my late friend A.G. Frank), that is, a process of continuous pauperisation. Eventual « high rates of growth », praised by the World Bank, are meaningless, being based on the plunder of natural resources, associated with fast-growing inequality in the distribution of income and pauperisation for the majorities.


    Iraq provides the model for the region. The dictatorship of Saddam Hussein has been replaced by no less than three (perhaps more) terror regimes, in the name of religion (Sunni and Shia) and of ethnicity (the Kurds), which are associated with the systematic destruction of the infrastructures and industries and the planned assassination of tens of thousands of the elite citizens, in particular engineers and scientists, as well as the destruction of the education system (which was not bad in the time of Saddam) so that it is reduced to the teaching of religion and business. These are also the aims for Syria.


    The next target is Iran, under the pretext of its nuclear development, using to that effect Israel, which is unable to do the job without the active involvement of US forces. Iran, whatever one may think of its regime (associating the rule of Islam and the market economy) does constitute an obstacle to the deployment of US military control over the region, so this country must he destroyed.


    The final real target of contemporary imperialism is containment and thereafter the rolling hack by pre-emptive war of the most dangerous emerging countries (China first). Add here Russia, which, if it succeeds in modernising its army, can put an end to the exclusive military power of the US.


    That implies the total subordination of all other countries of the South with a view to ensuring exclusive access to the natural resources of the whole planet by the societies of the Triad (US, Europe and Japan), their plunder and waste. It implies therefore further lumpen development, further pauperisation and more terrorist regimes. Contemporary capitalism has nothing else to offer.


    What, therefore, could happen if this political Islam takes power in Egypt and elsewhere?


    We are swamped by reassuring discourses about this, which are incredibly naive - whether sincere or false. « It’s fate, our societies are impregnated by Islam. This has been ignored and it is now imposing itself », some say, as if the success of political Islam was not due to the depoliticisation and the social degradation that is deliberately ignored. « It is not so dangerous; its success is only temporary and the failure of political Islam in power will lead to loss of support among the public. » This is what Washington pretends to believe, as do the opinions fabricated by the dominant media and the cohorts of Arab intellectuals, either through opportunism or lack of lucidity.


    No, this is not true. Reactionary political Islam’s exercise in power may last, say, 50 years. And while it helps to sink the societies that it subjugates each day into insignificance on the world chessboard, the others will continue their advance. At the end of this sad « transition » these countries will find themselves at the bottom in the world classification.


    The question of democratic politicisation is, in the Arab world as elsewhere, the central theme of the challenge. Our era is not one of democratic advances but, on the contrary, of regression in this field. The extreme concentration in the capital of the generalised monopolies permits, indeed demands, the unconditional and total submission of political power to its orders. The accentuation of presidential powers seems to be highly individualised but in fact it is integrally subordinated to servicing the financial plutocracy. This is the form taken by the drift that is annihilating the defunct bourgeois democracy (which was once reinforced by the conquests of the workers), replacing it by a democratic farce.


    In the peripheries, the embryos of democracy, where they exist, go hand in hand with a social regression that is still more violent than in the centres of the system and they are thus losing their credibility. The retreat of democracy is synonymous with depoliticisation. Democracy implies the arrival on the scene of citizens capable of formulating alternative projects for society and not just envisaging alternance (alternation, with no change) through meaningless elections. As citizens who have creative imagination have disappeared, they are being replaced by depoliticised individuals who are passive spectators of the political scene, consumers modelled by the system, who (wrongly) believe that they are free individuals.


    Progress towards the democratisation of societies and the repoliticisation of the peoples are indissoluble. But how to start? The movement can begin from one or the other of these two poles. Nothing can substitute the detailed analysis of actual situations, in Algeria and in Egypt, as in Greece, China, Congo, Bolivia, France or Germany. If there are no visible advances in this direction, the world will be caught up (as already it shows signs of doing) in the chaos caused by the implosion of the system. In that case, the worst is to he feared.
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    Introduction to the French edition


    The year 2011 opened with a series of shattering explosions of anger on the part of the Arab peoples. But will this « Arab spring » be capable of finding solutions to the challenges facing the democratic forces in Egypt and other Arab countries? The arguments for positive or negative responses to this question are equally powerful and convincing.


    The Arab world (and beyond it, the Muslim world in general) had managed, long ago, to impose itself as an active protagonist in shaping the ancient, pre-modern globalisation. But it was unable to avoid decline and it succumbed to the assaults of modern capitalist globalisation, despite repeated, serious attempts in the 19th century, and then in the 20th century, to emerge from its status as a periphery dominated by the imperialism of the Western powers.


    If the challenge is to be met it is necessary to abandon, once and for all, backward-looking illusions, that is, the whole perspective of the « Islamisation of society and politics ». This does not mean rallying to the shoddy goods of Westernisation, which can be perfectly compatible with the « Islamisation » in process, but rather a liberation of the inventive capacities of the Arab peoples (oriented towards inventing the future and not harking back to the past). This is necessary if they are going to become active agents in shaping their future with and at the side of other peoples struggling against dominant capitalism/imperialism.


    In order to reflect and act, it is necessary to return to a critical reading of the past and present of the Arab world. When did it become « the Arab world »? I’ll respond to this question in the introduction to chapter 2.


    The first chapter of this book sets out an interpretation of the explosions of 2011, while the following four chapters retrace the long evolution of the place of the Arab world in the world systems of yesterday and today, in the framework of global history!


    These four chapters are organised around four main concepts : the hub, the decline, the leap forward, the drift. These correspond to the historical succession of the place and role of the Arab world in the ancient tributary systems of the world, then in the successive phases of the development of the globalised capitalist system. There is some overlapping because a few of the old characteristics have continued over time, sometimes up to the present day


    These thoughts have been developed in a good number of my former writings, some of them dedicated to countries in the Arab world (Egypt, the Maghreb, Syria and Iraq, the Arab nation), others being about more general issues arising from the nature of the « global » systems concerned. I have retained only the essential aspects of the question for this presentation. The more curious can read further about these developments, as indicated in the bibliography.


    The world system up until 1500 was only concerned with the eastern hemisphere of the planet (Eurasia and Africa), which developed in (reciprocal) ignorance of the « pre-Colombian » worlds. But from 1500 the system concerned the whole planet, integrated in the development of the new globalised capitalism.


    The « springs » of the Arab peoples, like those that the peoples of Latin America have been experiencing over the last two decades, are what I call the second awakening of the peoples of the South. The first awakening occurred in the 20th century until it came up against the counter-offensive of neoliberal capitalism/imperialism. The second has taken various forms, from explosions against the autocracies that accompanied the spread of neoliberalism to a questioning of the international order by the « emergent » countries. These « springs » thus coincide with the « autumn of capitalism » : the decline of the capitalism of the generalised, globalised and financialised monopolies. The movements aim, like those of the preceding century, at regaining the independence of the peoples and states of the peripheries of the system, to recover their initiative in transforming the world. They are, therefore, above all anti-imperialist movements and hence potentially anti-capitalist.


    If the present movements succeed in converging with the workers in the imperialist centres in another necessary awakening, there could be an authentic socialist perspective at the level of the whole of humanity. But this is in no way bound to happen as a « historical necessity ». The decline of capitalism can open the way to a long transition towards socialism - or it can conduct humanity into generalised barbarism. Such a terrifying prospect can be brought about by a combination of the project for the military control of the planet by the armed forces of the United States and their subordinate allies in NATO, which is already under way the decline of democracy in the countries of the imperialist centre and the nostalgic refusal of democracy in the countries of the South in revolt (which take the form of illusions by religious « fundamentalists » as proposed by Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism).


    The struggle for secular democratisation is therefore decisive at the present time, opposing the prospect of an emancipation of peoples to that of generalised barbarism.




    1. An Arab Springtime?


    The year 2011 began with a series of shattering, wrathful explosions from the Arab peoples. Was this springtime the inception of a second awakening of the Arab world? Or will these revolts bog down and finally prove abortive - as was the case with the first episode of that awakening, which was evoked in my book The Awakening of the South (L’éveil du Sud)? If the first hypothesis is confirmed, the forward movement of the Arab world will necessarily become part of the movement to go beyond imperialist capitalism on the world scale. Failure would maintain the Arab world in its current status as a submissive periphery, prohibiting its elevation to the rank of an active participant in shaping the world. It is always dangerous to generalise about the « Arab world », thereby ignoring the diversity of objective conditions characterising each country of that world. So I will concentrate the following reflections on Egypt, which is easily recognised as playing and having always played a major role in the general evolution of its region.


    Egypt was the first country in the periphery of globalised capitalism that tried to emerge! Even at the start of the 19th century, well before Japan and China, the Viceroy Mohamed Ali had conceived and undertaken a programme of renovation for Egypt and its near neighbours in the Arab Mashreq (Mashreq means « East », i.e., eastern North Africa and the Levant). That vigorous experiment took up two-thirds of the 19th century and only belatedly ran out of breath in the 1870s, during the second half of the reign of Khedive Ismail. The analysis of its failure cannot ignore the violence of the foreign aggression by Great Britain, the foremost power of industrial capitalism during that period. Three times, in the naval campaign of 1840 and then by taking control of the khedive’s finances during the 1870s, and then finally by military occupation in 1882, England fiercely pursued its objective : to make sure that a modern Egypt would fail to emerge. Certainly, the Egyptian project was subject to the limitations of its time since it manifestly envisaged emergence within and through capitalism, unlike Egypt’s second attempt at emergence - which we will discuss further on. That projects own social contradictions, like its underlying political, cultural, and ideological presuppositions, undoubtedly had their share of responsibility for its failure. The fact remains that without imperialist aggression those contradictions would probably have been overcome, as they were in Japan. Beaten, emergent Egypt was forced to undergo nearly 40 years (1880-1920) as a servile periphery, whose institutions were refashioned in service to that periods model of capitalist/imperial- ist accumulation. That imposed retrogression struck, over and beyond its productive system, the country’s political and social institutions. It operated systematically to reinforce all the reactionary and medievalistic cultural and ideological conceptions that were useful for keeping the country in its subordinate position.


    The Egyptian nation - its people, its elites - never accepted that position. This stubborn refusal in turn gave rise to a second wave of rising movements which unfolded during the next half-century (1919-67). Indeed, I see that period as a continuous series of struggles and major forward movements. It had a triple objective : democracy, national independence and social progress. These three objectives - however limited and sometimes confused were their formulations - were inseparable one from the other, an inseparability identical to the expression of the effects of modern Egypt’s integration into the globalised capitalist/imperialist system of that period. In this reading, the chapter (1955-67) of Nasserist systematisation is nothing but the final chapter of that long series of advancing struggles, which began with the revolution of 1919-20.


    The first moment of that half-century of rising emancipatory struggles in Egypt had emphasised - with the formation of the Wafd in 1919 - political modernisation through adoption (in 1923) of a bourgeois form of constitutional democracy (limited monarchy) and the reconquest of independence. The form of democracy envisaged allowed progressive secularisation - if not secularism in the radical sense of that term - whose symbol was the flag linking cross and crescent (a flag that reappeared in the demonstrations of January and February 2011). « Normal » elections then allowed, without the least problem, not merely for Copts (native Egyptian Christians) to be elected by Muslim majorities but for those very Copts to hold high positions in the state.


    The British put their full power, supported actively by the reactionary bloc comprising the monarchy, the great landlords and the rich peasants, into undoing the democratic progress made by Egypt under Wafdist leadership. In the 1930s the dictatorship of Sedki Pasha, abolishing the democratic 1923 constitution, clashed with the student movement then spearheading the democratic anti-imperialist struggles. It was not by chance that, to counter this threat, the British embassy and the royal palace actively supported the formation in 1927 of the Muslim Brotherhood, inspired by « Islamist » thought in its most backward « Salafist » variant of Wahhabism as formulated by Rachid Reda - the most reactionary version, antidemocratic and against social progress, of the newborn « political Islam ».


    The conquest of Ethiopia undertaken by Mussolini, with world war looming, forced London to make some concessions to the democratic forces. In 1936 the Wafd, having learned its lesson, was allowed to return to power and a new Anglo-Egyptian treaty was signed. The Second World War necessarily constituted a sort of parenthesis. But a rising tide of struggles, resumed as early as 21 February 1946 with the formation of the worker-student bloc, reinforced in its radicalisation by the entry on stage of the communists and of the working-class movement. Once again the Egyptian reactionaries, supported by London, responded with violence and to this end mobilised the Muslim Brotherhood behind a second dictatorship by Sedki Pasha - without, however, being able to silence the protest movement. Elections had to be held in 1950 and the Wafd returned to power. Its repudiation of the 1936 treaty and the inception of guerrilla actions in the Suez Canal Zone were defeated only by setting fire to Cairo (January 1952), an operation in which the Muslim Brotherhood was deeply involved.


    A first coup d’état in 1952 by the Free Officers, and above all a second coup in 1954 by which Nasser took control, was taken by some to crown the continual flow of struggles and by others to put it to an end. Rejecting the view of the Egyptian awakening advanced above, Nasser- ism put forth an ideological discourse that wiped out the whole history of the years from 1919to 1952 in order to push the start of the Egyptian revolution to July 1952. At that time many among the communists had denounced this discourse and analysed the coups d’état of 1952 and 1954 as aimed at putting an end to the radicalisation of the democratic movement. They were not wrong, since Nasserism only took the shape of an anti-imperialist project after the Bandung Conference of April 1955. Nasserism then contributed all it had to give : a resolutely antiimperialist international posture (in association with the Pan-Arab and Pan-African movements) and some progressive (but not socialist) social reforms. The whole thing was done from above, not only without democracy (the popular masses being denied any right to organise by and for themselves) but even by abolishing any form of political life. This was an invitation to political Islam to fill the vacuum thus created. In only ten short years (1955-65) the Nasserist project used up its progressive potential. Its exhaustion offered imperialism, henceforward led by the United States, the chance to break the movement by mobilising to that end its regional military instrument : Israel. The 1967 defeat marked the end of the tide that had flowed for half a century. Its reflux was initiated by Nasser himself, who chose the path of concessions to the right (the infitah or « opening », an opening to capitalist globalisation, of course) rather than the radicalisation called for by, among others, the student movement (which held the stage briefly in 1970, shortly before and then after the death of Nasser). His successor, Sadat, intensified and extended the rightward turn and integrated the Muslim Brotherhood into his new autocratic system. Mubarak continued along the same path.


    The following period of retreat lasted, in its turn, almost another half century. Egypt, submissive to the demands of globalised liberalism and to US strategy, simply ceased to exist as an active factor in regional or global politics. In its region the major US allies - Saudi Arabia and Israel - occupied the foreground. Israel was then able to pursue the course of expanding its colonisation of occupied Palestine with the tacit complicity of Egypt and the Gulf countries.


    Under Nasser Egypt had set up an economic and social system that, though subject to criticism, was at least coherent. Nasser wagered on industrialisation as the way out of the colonial international specialisation which was confining the country in the role of cotton exporter. His system maintained a division of incomes that favoured the expanding middle classes without impoverishing the popular masses. Sadat and Mubarak dismantled the Egyptian productive system, putting in its place a completely incoherent system based exclusively on the profitability of firms most of which were mere subcontractors for the imperialist monopolies. Supposed high rates of economic growth, much praised for thirty years by the World Bank, were completely meaningless. Egyptian growth was extremely vulnerable. Moreover, such growth was accompanied by an incredible rise in inequality and by unemployment afflicting the majority of the country’s youth. This was an explosive situation. It exploded.


    The apparent « stability of the regime », boasted of by successive US officials like Hillary Clinton, was based on a monstrous police apparatus counting 1,200,000 men (the army numbering a mere 500,000), free to carry out daily acts of criminal abuse. The imperialist powers claimed that this regime was protecting Egypt from the threat of Islamism. This was nothing but a clumsy lie. In reality the regime had perfectly integrated reactionary political Islam (on the Wahhabite model of the Gulf) into its power structure by giving it control of education, the courts and the major media (especially television). The sole permitted public speech was that of the Salafist mosques, allowing the Islamists, to boot, to pretend to make up « the opposition ». The cynical duplicity of the US establishment’s speeches (Obama no less than Bush) was perfectly adapted to its aims. The de facto support for political Islam destroyed the capacity of Egyptian society to confront the challenges of the modern world (bringing about a catastrophic decline in education and research), while by occasionally denouncing its « abuses » (like assassinations of Copts) Washington could legitimise its military interventions as actions in its self-styled « war against terrorism ». The regime could still appear « tolerable » as long as it had the safety valve provided by mass emigration of poor and middle-class workers to the oil-producing countries. The exhaustion of that system (Asian immigrants replacing those from Arabic countries) brought with it the rebirth of opposition movements. The workers’ strikes in 2007 (the strongest strikes on the African continent in the past 50 years), the stubborn resistance of small farmers threatened with expropriation by agrarian capital, and the formation of democratic protest groups among the middle classes (like the Kefaya and April 6 movements) foretold the inevitable explosion - expected by Egyptians but startling to foreign observers. And thus began a new phase in the tide of emancipation struggles, whose directions and opportunities for development we are now called on to analyse.


    The components of the democratic movement


    The Egyptian revolution now underway shows that it possible to foresee an end to the neoliberal system, shaken in all its political, economic, and social dimensions. This gigantic movement of the Egyptian people links three active components : youth « repoliticised » by their own will in « modern » forms that they themselves have invented; the forces of the radical left; and the forces of the democratic middle classes. Youth (about one million activists) spearheaded the movement. They were immediately joined by the radical left and the democratic middle classes. The Muslim Brotherhood, whose leaders had called for a boycott of the demonstrations during their first four days (sure, as they were, that the demonstrators would be routed by the repressive apparatus) only accepted the movement belatedly once its appeal, heard by the entire Egyptian people, was producing gigantic mobilisations of 15 million demonstrators.


    The youth and the radical left sought in common three objectives : restoration of democracy (ending the police/military regime), the undertaking of a new economic and social policy favourable to the popular masses (breaking with the submission to demands of globalised liberalism), and an independent foreign policy (breaking with the submission to the requirements of US hegemony and the extension of US military control over the whole planet). The democratic revolution for which they call is a democratic social and anti-imperialist revolution. Although the youth movement is diversified in its social composition and in its political and ideological expressions, it places itself as a whole « on the left ». Its strong and spontaneous expressions of sympathy with the radical left testify to that.


    The middle classes as a whole rally around only the democratic objective, without necessarily objecting thoroughly to the « market » (such as it is) or to Egypt’s international alignment. Not to be neglected is the role of a group of bloggers who take part, consciously or not, in a veritable conspiracy organised by the CIA. Its animators are usually young people from the wealthy classes, extremely « Americanised », who nevertheless present themselves as opponents of the established dictatorships. The theme of democracy, in the version required for its manipulation by Washington, is uppermost in their discourse on the net That fact makes them active participants in the chain of counter-revolutions, orchestrated by Washington, disguised as « democratic revolutions » on the model of the East European « color revolutions ». But it would be wrong to think that this conspiracy is behind the popular revolts. What the CIA is seeking is to reverse the direction of the movement, to distance its activists from their aim of progressive social transformation and to shunt them onto different tracks. The scheme will have a good chance of succeeding if the movement fails to bring together its diverse components, identify common strategic objectives, and invent effective forms of organisation and action. Examples of such failure are well known - look at Indonesia and the Philippines. It is worthy of note that those bloggers - writing in English rather than Arabic(!) - setting out to defend « American-style democracy » in Egypt often present arguments serving to legitimise the Muslim Brotherhood.


    The call for demonstrations enunciated by the three active components of the movement was quickly heeded by the whole Egyptian people. Repression, extremely violent during the first days (more than a thousand deaths), did not discourage those youths and their allies (who at no time, unlike in some other places, called on the Western powers for any help). Their courage was decisive in drawing 15 million Egyptians from all the districts of big and small cities, and even villages, into demonstrations of protest lasting days (and sometimes nights) on end. Their overwhelming political victory had as its effect that fear switched sides. Obama and Hillary Clinton discovered that they had to dump Mubarak, whom they had hitherto supported, while the army leaders ended their silence and refused to take over the task of repression - thus protecting their image - and wound up deposing Mubarak and several of his more important henchmen.
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