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Foreword





The Sons of Adam


From the Arabic saying Kullina beni Adam… We are all Sons of Adam


On December 17 2010 a fruit seller in the central Tunisian town of Sidi Bouzid set fire to himself in protest at police corruption and harassment, thereby triggering a chain reaction of uprisings throughout the Middle East that came to be known as the Arab Spring. Egypt’s precursor was a 28-year old computer programmer called Khaled Mohammed Sa’eed who some six months earlier had been hauled from an internet café in Alexandria by the police in plain daylight and beaten to death in a nearby alley. Images posted on Facebook and the internet of the brutal beating and of his mutilated corpse hardened public opinion against the regime so that it only needed the quick and clinical dispatch into exile of Tunisian president Zineddin ben Ali to persuade Egypt’s nascent protest movement that the same could be done to Hosni Mubarak.


The democracy movement had prepared assiduously for this moment, studying the political psychology of non-violent protest – even contacting peace activists in Serbia to find out how they ousted Slobodan Milosevic – and the role of the new technologies in engaging world opinion.


The Revolution when it came was breathtaking in its speed and efficacy, surprising and delighting those like myself with a deep affection for Egypt who had despaired that Egyptians could ever slough the yoke of a primitive ‘pharaonic’ rule and disprove western stereotypes of Arab societies as congenitally incapable of finding a middle way between the sterile dichotomy of autocracy and Islamic extremism.


I was travelling through central India when the protests started on January 25, 2011. It was surreal and frustrating to be watching events in real time unfold in Tahrir Square as if from another planet, so insulated is India.


However, if my innate optimism about Egypt built over two decades working in and covering the country as a journalist and consultant had waned in recent years the manner of the Revolution when it came did not surprise me. I had witnessed the temper of the people living in Shobra, a populous suburb of northern Cairo during the October 1973 War. That war came out of the blue just like the Arab Spring.


Eighteen months on and the Revolution is still some way from achieving its two principal goals: removing the army completely from politics and business and installing an accountable, civilian government; and putting an end to western meddling in the region’s internal affairs. None of the issues that sparked it: the rampant corruption of the business elite and the excesses of an out-of-control security apparat have been properly addressed. No one has been charged for any of the deaths of over nine hundred protestors, or for hundreds of documented cases of torture. The military remains firmly in control of its vast fiefdom of tourist development projects and toll roads, armament manufacturing and industrial ventures – effectively a parallel economy outside civilian purview amounting to as much as 15 per cent of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP).


Far from being dislodged the generals appeared for a time to have consolidated their hold on power, helped by the failure of politicians of all persuasions to exploit the opportunities created by the November 2011 parliamentary elections to consolidate civilian rule. Political uncertainty, concerns over the stagnating economy and fears over deteriorating law and order persuaded a significant minority of Egyptians to vote for the candidate of the filoul (the remnants of the ancien régime) in the first round of the presidential elections in May 2012. Ahmed Shafiq, a retired air marshal as well as having been Mubarak’s last prime minster, went on to run the Moslem Brotherhood candidate, Mohammed Morsi, a close second in the runoff in mid June.


However the confirmation, after nail biting delays, of Morsi as Egypt’s first civilian president may mark a decisive turning point in the Revolution, signifying the end of the beginning of the democratic march rather than the beginning of the end of the whole experiment, which it would have been had he not been confirmed. For the precedent of free and fair elections and the legitimacy this bestows is now established.


It was an extremely close run thing. The fear was that the Supreme Council for the Armed Services (Scaf), which had governed the country after the Revolution, would find a pretext to shoe in Shafiq. Morsi assumed the presidency shorn of any real power, however, as the Scaf had dissolved the Brotherhood dominated People’s Assembly on the eve of the election and arrogated to itself control of security and its funding, foreign policy, the national budget and the right to draw up the Constitution.


Yet Morsi’s confirmation offered Egypt’s fledgling democracy a second chance, one the Brotherhood which had been mainly responsible for its failure first time round seemed keen to seize. Morsi resigned from all political affiliations as he had pledged, and formed a bipartisan administration.


His biggest challenge is the economy which is in freefall. Tourism has been badly hit, at least in the Nile Valley, throwing a large swathe of the urban workforce out of work. The government has been forced to draw down reserves at an accelerating pace to keep people fed. His most pressing priority is to formulate a credible plan to create jobs, tackle corruption, staunch the haemorrhage of reserves and rebuild business confidence. In the crucial matter of economic competence - arguably the greatest threat to the viability of the transition - the Brotherhood has a solid record. Morsi, himself, is said to advocate ‘productive’ as opposed to ‘corporate’ capitalism and to want to build a market economy for the poor.


That aside, the stage is set for a possibly protracted power struggle between a fledgling political authority and the military. In mid August 2012 Morsi unexpectedly turned the tables on the military and reignited the power struggle by ‘retiring’ the Defence Minister and head of the Scaf, Mohammed Tantawi, sacking the top military command and annulling the law that had given the military broad powers.


The political and constititional issue is thus the manner in which the transition is undertaken: whether Egypt repeats Turkey’s experience in the 1980s, suffering a decades long and ultimately destabilizing power struggle between the military (as guardians of the secular tradition) and civilian rule, or whether this phase can be bypassed.


Democracy may be a fragile seedling, but the soil in which it is planted has been considerably enriched by the Revolution. The main change is within Egyptians themselves. In facing down Mubarak’s intimidating security machine Egyptians overcame their fear as they had done in the October War when they challenged Israel’s vaunted invincibility and stormed the Bar Lev line. Just as in 1973 they experienced for a few exhilarating days what it was like to control their destiny. The reliving of that experience is why Sadat, the batal al-ubour (Hero of the Crossing), has undergone a belated rehabilitation.


The main difference between 2011 and 1973, however, is generational. The Tahrir Square generation is travelled and better educated than its forbears and above all plugged into a global culture. Of course, not all young people supported the Revolution, and by no means did all their parents support the regime. But this younger generation is less likely to take at face value what its elders say – and this break in the hierarchical link goes for the Brotherhood and elements in the Army as well.


The transition has been messy because the political elite signally failed to create a united front to the military. The chief culprit was the Moslem Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party which interpreted a landslide in the legislative elections – it gained 37.5 per cent of the votes cast and the Salafists who call for the strict imposition of Sharia law picked up a further 27.8 per cent – as a green light to steamroller an Islamist programme through parliament at the expense of other political stakeholders such as the secular New Wafd Party and the Nasserists.


This naked power grab confirmed a widely held suspicion that the Brotherhood was incapable of putting the national interest before its own. And it was punished at the polls. So disenchanted was the electorate with the ineffectualness of the Brotherhood in office that Morsi garnered a mere 24.8 per cent of the vote in the first round of the presidential elections on a turnout of less than 50 per cent, compared with 23.7 per cent for Shafiq. This may have had something to do with the fact that Morsi was not the Brotherhood’s first choice and was little known – voting for a president is as much about personalities as it is about policies, in contrast to voting for a constituency candidate. Nevertheless it represented a disturbing drop in support for the Brotherhood that left it vulnerable to the military countercoup. It also left Egyptians polarized. Morsi’s narrow victory over Shafiq in the runoff – by less than a million votes – begged the fact that more than half the electorate had voted for neither of them in the first round and felt cheated in the choice it had to make in the second. He therefore faces an uphill struggle to build a consensus with such limited authority.


However, it is the flux at the grass roots of conventional affiliations that gives the Revolution its energy and Morsi, using the prestige of the presidency, everything to play for.


The revolutionary experience has brought Egyptians together across traditional alliances, turning established structures on their head and pitting friend and foe of the ancien régime against new forces that occupy the middle ground. It has thrown together some strange bedfellows: Brotherhood disciplinarians allying with the military and the business elite; open-minded Salafists siding with progressives.


It has energized political debate at all levels of society. The Revolution may have been sparked by the Tahrir Square activists communicating on Facebook and Twitter but it gained momentum and heft by news spreading by word of mouth in the popular quarters of Cairo and Alexandria and in provincial cities where processions formed, processions that in Cairo converged on Tahrir Square. Labour and professional syndicates also played their part in activating mass support, as did feminist groups.


As the demonstrations became more established, neighbourhoods set up community centres and organized their own social and security networks just as they had done in the October War, which accounted for the extraordinary self discipline with which the demonstrations were orchestrated. Shops adjacent to Tahrir Square and the adjoining streets escaped without a pane of glass being broken, while the flat dwellers above came down to the streets, as they did in the slums, offering demonstrators food and drink, and took them in for a change of clothes and a wash and brush-up.


Religion has not escaped this intellectual ferment. Egyptians have shown a healthy scepticism to the whole idea of formal or politicized religion – as the Brotherhood discovered to its cost. The political movement can no longer take the backing of members of its social networks for granted. The foundations of conventional authority are being challenged; women in particular are clamouring for a better deal. All this has ramifications for both the Brotherhood and the Salafists who may well have to abandon outdated orthodoxy if they are to shore up their support base.


Tahrir Square proved a particularly formative experience for Islamist militants. Writing in the New York Times Magazine in May 2011 the journalist Robert Worth illustrated just how formative in interviews with members of the radical Islamist group, the Gamaat Islamaya. These hardened activists, many with blood on their hands, referred to Tahrir Square as ‘a holy scene, not a human scene’ and admitted the success of nonviolent protest reaffirmed their conviction that their use of violence in the 1990s had been wrong not just, wrote Worth, ‘as a matter of principle but also because violence failed to achieve any of their goals.’ Asked if they were bitter about the persecution they endured under Mubarak, the spokesman said: ‘When you see a thing like this [Tahrir Square], you forget everything you suffered.’


Their avowal of peaceful democratic change was an unexpected upshot of the Tahrir Square uprising and suggests Islam in Egypt is not necessarily set on the arid, sterile course of Wahhabi extremism but, given half a chance and building on the sacrifices of the Revolution’s martyrs, a regenerated and reformed Islam may emerge, one that draws on gentler, more tolerant observances and in particular the syncretic traditions of the Sufis who travelled the trade routes in the ninth and tenth centuries spreading Islam through the exchange of ideas, so helping to create the greatest civilization of the time.


The children of the Revolution need no reminding that there are powerful forces at work abroad as well as at home with no interest whatsoever in seeing it succeed, which brings us to the activists’ second objective: an end to western meddling in the region’s affairs.


Egypt’s relations with the West have always been fraught. Infitah, the West’s most recent engagement has been a mixed blessing, The Open Door policy, which is seen by many as an invitation to crony capitalism and an open door to exploitation.


However, there is a neo-colonialist dimension to relations that harks back several generations to the ‘veiled’ protectorate and the politics of oil, and of course Israel, more particularly to the West’s unequivocal support for the Jewish state and by default – through its failure to rein them in – its territorial ambitions. These neo-colonial interests have a particular concern to ensure Egypt remains ‘locked down’, not out of any designs on the country itself but because a ‘progressive’ Egypt, as the most influential and populous Arab state, could indirectly threaten and undermine their stakes in the region.


The nationalization of the region’s oil resources in the 1970s forced the US to recalibrate its game. Having lost physical control over the oil the US sought to protect supplies by underpinning the region’s conservative rulers who by then had no interest in playing politics with oil as Saudi Arabia’s King Feisal had done in the October War – the 1973 oil embargo was in this respect an aberration; the Saudi establishment is now so vested in Wall Street it would never rock the boat – and maintaining a military and naval presence in the Gulf. No less important in this recalibration have been the longstanding security arrangements dating back to the colonial era the UK and the US maintain with Oman, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and more recently Qatar which give them informal ‘advisory’ access to their rulers.


Israel is an altogether more complex issue, tied in as it is profoundly with ideas of national and pan-Arab identity. Egyptians, in line with most Arabs, are outraged that Britain in 1917 should have unilaterally purloined their patrimony to bestow a national homeland in Palestine upon the Jews. The contemporary argument had it that Britain was quite within its rights to do so; it had acquired the Palestine Mandate as part of the post World War I imperial settlement. Moreover the Bible associates the Holy Land uniquely with the Jews and granting them a homeland in their ancestral lands atoned conveniently for centuries of western anti-Semitism. It was a gesture given terrible poignancy by the Nazi Holocaust a quarter of a century later.


Meanwhile America’s overwhelming economic and military power, which underpins the Jewish state, has come to be accepted as a basic fact of Egyptian life, especially since the demise of the Soviet Union. However, it has not made Americans or for that matter the British any more loved or respected. America backed two military dictators simply to keep the Peace Treaty with Israel intact. It is not coincidental that the US and UK embassies in Cairo’s Garden City occupy a cordoned off ‘Green Zone’, encircled by barricades, armoured personnel carriers and paratroopers.


For Egyptians Pax Britannica gave way to Pax Americana – an eighteen year flirtation with non-alignment proved a damp squib – there merely being a change of imperial dispensation answering to the US Congress in place of the Palace of Westminster. And Congress has pretty much done Israel’s bidding when it comes to Middle East matters over the past two decades.


The Lex Imperium is primarily about control, keeping order and projecting its interests; it has little to do with justice. It may be benign to those in its ideological camp – western allies, emerging markets playing by International Monetary Fund (IMF) rules and of course the Arabian Peninsula oil states with plenty of money to splash around – although allies better beware not to step out of line, especially post 9/11. The Americans can be as ruthless with their allies as they are with their enemies, threatening to cut them out of the intelligence loop – a fate tantamount to being cast into outer darkness – if they fail to back policy objectives deemed vital to US security interests. And these include protecting Israel from UN censure, especially in the Security Council. Further, membership of Pax Americana does not come cheap; the US still runs a huge network of sovereign bases around the globe, maintained to a large degree at the host countries’ expense.


However with Israel the exploitation has worked the other way thanks to a shared sense of ‘manifest destiny’, the Zionist lobby’s deep roots in the American political system and 9/11, which has enabled the Jewish state to clone its own security interests onto those of America’s in the ‘War on Terror’. Thus perhaps uniquely in imperial annals a small foreign power has come to dictate policy in an area of vital interest to the imperium.


For those on the wrong side of the American imperium it is not the force for good its allies and fellow travellers would have us believe. Stripped of its bonhomie and undoubted generosity to some friends it can be every bit as baneful as other empires. The peoples of Latin America, living for nearly two centuries under the aegis of the Monroe Doctrine, have a very different perspective of US power, as do those Arab states who have tried to steer an independent path – and, of course, the Palestinians.


Egyptian (and indeed most Arabs) identify with the Palestinians’ tragedy, because it is part of their story, their struggle for a national identity and self respect. There was a time in the late 1960s when Egyptians, embroiled in costly adventures in Yemen and elsewhere, turned against Nasser’s attempts to force-feed them his brand of Arab nationalism. Sadat won popular support in 1971 when he scrapped the United Arab Republic and restored ‘Egypt’ to the country’s name. But the history of the subsequent four decades has made Egyptians realize they are part of the Arab world and their destiny is to be at the centre of it. And Palestine has come to epitomize that struggle and all that is wrong with the Arab world’s relations with the West.


The first prejudice relates to a neo-colonial attitude to territory. The West, or rather its body politic, primarily the US political, military, business and media establishments and those western liberal democracies (including the EU although not necessarily individual members) that are locked into defence alliances with the US fail to grasp why the Arabs, and especially the Palestinians, get so emotional about land. Yet established states are inordinately sensitive about territory. Imagine anyone breaching the territorial integrity of either the US or the UK Consider too how exercised is Spain at the UK continuing to occupy Gibraltar (though this sense of injustice does not extend to Moroccan claims to the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla) or Argentinean claims (backed by the Organization of American States) to Las Malvinas.


Colonized lands are different; fair game, uninhabited. They don’t belong to anybody, or so the colonialists would have us believe, and the indigenous people who live on these lands either by undertaking pastoral activities or arable farming do not ‘inhabit’ them as civilized peoples do and therefore cannot claim the same rights to them. Winston Churchill vividly illustrated this mindset when in 1937 he described Arab opposition to Jewish immigration into Palestine thus:


‘I do not agree,’ he wrote to the Peel Commission which was investigating the setting up of a Jewish Homeland in Palestine, ‘that the dog in a manger has the final right to the manger even though he may have lain there for a very long time. I do not admit that right. I do not admit for instance, that a great wrong has been done to the Red Indians of America or the black people of Australia. I do not admit that a wrong has been done to these people by the fact that a stronger race, a higher-grade race, a more worldly wise race to put it that way, has come in and taken their place.’


The key difference between Palestine and the ‘terra nuova’ described above by Churchill as a land ripe for exploitation by a more deserving race – an idea that gave rise to the Zionist myth of ‘a people without a land, a land without a people’ – is that Palestine was long settled. Some Palestinians possess house deeds dating back generations if not centuries.


There has throughout been an assumption in the West that Israelis’ right to a state is of a higher order than that of Palestinians despite the fact that the competing claims are between a people established on the land over several generations if not centuries, and another based on a two millennia old ancestral title. True, the waters were muddied by the Palestinians in the late 1940s having no clear political identity and Jordan laying claim to the territory as well. But there was a world of difference for the Palestinians in being subsumed into a Jordanian political entity rather than into an utterly alien Israeli one.


Thus in 1948, thanks mainly to the West’s intercession, Israel got the UN chair when the music stopped. And with the chair, came the incomparable advantage of legitimacy and international recognition while the Palestinians were left in the cold, disenfranchised, on ‘common land’ to which the Israelis, ensconced in their new ‘territorial integrity’ continued to lay claim although they were not entitled under international law.


And did they lay claim! Israel has implacably exploited this dynamic by building settlements on this ‘common’ land.


Now the international community, including the US, is unanimously agreed that settlement building is not only illegal but an obstruction – indeed not just an obstruction but a comprehensive roadblock – to resolving the conflict. However, Israel has somehow been able to buck the international will on settlements and one has to ask how they have been able to get away with it.


The conspiracy theorists would say – and there are plenty in the Middle East – it is down to Israel’s control over America’s Middle East policy.


American democracy works through the separation of powers between an executive president and a legislative Congress. Liberals complain that the executive has been steadily accruing power at the expense of the legislative branch since the Vietnam War. However, with issues on which Congress is bipartisan, such as Israel, the executive defers; it may propose but it is ultimately Congress that disposes. Only twice has the executive challenged Israel. The first time was in 1956 when President Eisenhower called a halt to the tripartite invasion of the Suez Canal by Britain, France and Israel and ordered Israel to withdraw its troops from Sinai – which it did in double quick time.


The second was in 1991 when President George Bush Senior, flush from ousting Saddam Hussein from Kuwait and keen to exploit the opportunity to build a new, more stable world order, threatened to withdraw US loan guarantees if Israel didn’t stop its settlement building. It came to a standoff with Congress. The administration blinked and Bush went on to lose the ensuing presidential election to Bill Clinton. Commenting on Bush’s defeat, which was attributed amongst other things to the defection of the Jewish vote, Israeli Premier Yitzhak Shamir declared it was ill-advised of any US president to cross Israel on its vital interests. The lesson was well learnt; those vital interests it was tacitly conceded included settlement building.


With US resolve broken, the dye was cast. However, rather than admitting they were compromised and recusing themselves, successive administrations set about covering up their impotence by assuming the role of ‘honest broker’ in the conflict and playing true dog in a manger by excluding anyone else from the peacemaking. Then, to cap it all President Clinton in mid 1993 appointed Dennis Ross, a founding member of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, as his special Middle East envoy. Aipac is the most powerful Israeli lobby in Washington. Ross has played a pivotal role in formulating the Middle East policy of successive Democratic administrations over the past two decades.


Having conceded the principle of settlement building (or rather failed to impose sanctions that would have stopped it) the Clinton Administration then engineered the massive fudge that was the Oslo Peace Process. Oslo left the question of final borders open while allowing Israel, on an ‘agree to disagree’ basis, to continue settling Palestinian lands. It was the best possible outcome for the Jewish state, providing it with seven years of relative tranquillity in which to double the number of settlers implanted in the Occupied Territories, before it all disastrously unravelled with the outbreak of the second intifada.


No one should have been surprised that the Occupied Territories erupted in September 2000, least of all the Americans. For no matter how the cat was skinned, the endgame of Oslo as far as the Palestinians were concerned, was a state in the lands east of the 1967 demarcation lines (with small modifications to iron out anomalies as intended by UN Security Council Resolution 242) in return for a comprehensive peace. For Israeli premier Ehud Barak therefore to declare that Israel bent over backwards to accommodate the Palestinians by offering to return ‘97 per cent’ of the Occupied Territories (a figure that is disputed) simply begged the point. It was the sovereignty of that ‘common land’ that counted which Resolution 242 apportioned to the Palestinians to build their state. After the denouement President Clinton confessed – a trifle disingenuously – he hadn’t realized land was so important to the Palestinians!


Oslo set the framework for the charade of the current peace process that goes through pointless motions to keep a certain number of international bureaucrats employed and the fiction alive that the West is doing something.


The second major hang-up relates to the way the US uses security as a means of control just as Israel does to further its territorial ambitions.


Israel exploits America’s settler instinct – hardwired into its DNA as deeply after 9/11 as it is into Israel’s – to view threats existentially. The concept of mutual security is alien to Americans at the best of times as it is to Israelis. They exploit fear to arrogate to themselves the sovereign right to impose their defence requirements on others, no matter how unreasonable, burdensome or an infringement of the other’s sovereignty these may be.


How else to explain why their security concerns differ qualitatively from anyone else’s? Thus America feels free to ring China and Russia with nuclear bases but objects to the same being done to itself on the self righteous premise that America is working for freedom and democracy and all right thinking people should understand that. Israel cites its own beleaguered birth in a hostile neighbourhood and the Holocaust as justification for requiring a defence capability several times greater than all its neighbours put together. It is a nuclear power, though not publicly admitting to it, declaring it will not be the first to ‘introduce’ nuclear weapons into the region, (whatever that means) but considers it a casus belli for any of its neighbours to seek to become one too.


As the confrontation with Iran illustrates nuclear capability is not ultimately about security, it is about control. Israeli Premier Benyamin Netanyahu has admitted Israel does not fear physical annihilation from Iran. How could it with an arsenal of several hundred nuclear warheads and the fourth most powerful military in the world? Rather, Iran having a nuclear capability would spell the end of Israel’s (and by extension America’s) hegemony over the region. Here lies the real threat from Iran and why Iran enjoys such popularity on the Arab street, despite its appalling human rights record, as the only power in the region prepared to stand up to the US and Israel.


Israel has taken this notion of security into its negotiations with the Arabs, never dealing with them as equals and instead taking to heart Churchill’s dictum: only make concessions to people you have beaten. In the immediate aftermath of the June 1967 War Israel offered to make a complete withdrawal to its June 5 borders, and made much of the ‘The Three No’s’ this offer elicited from the Arab League in Khartoum four months later as evidence the Arabs were not interested in peace.


Yet behind the scenes moderate Arabs were already putting out feelers for a peace settlement based on Resolution 242 which to them represented an historic compromise: a bargain between equals, not the victor’s diktat.


We will never know if the Arab world would have swung behind Sadat’s trip to Jerusalem in 1977 if Israel had responded to his peace initiative in the spirit in which it was made. Certainly the Arab League and the Islamic Conference Organization have come round to endorse unanimously the 2002 Saudi Peace Plan based on Resolution 242. But by then Israel had moved on and the West had bought the line the Arabs did not want peace, or at least the peace Israel was prepared to offer them (whatever that is; it has never been defined).


With a seat at the table and thus legitimacy Israel has been able to exploit the West’s predisposition to side with democracies. For instance, settlement building has never been taken as seriously as the resistance (or terrorism in settler parlance) it provokes. So a Palestinian rocket fired from Gaza (invariably in response to an Israeli raid or targeted killing) is considered qualitatively more heinous than the systematic clearance of Palestinians from their homes and lands which is the original cause of the conflict. Dennis Ross drew attention to this telling distinction when in mid 2010 he took exception to the Obama Administration ‘condemning’ Israel for announcing the construction of new East Jerusalem settlements on the eve of Vice President Joe Biden’s arrival in Israel to resurrect peace talks, which was language he complained usually reserved for terrorism.


Nothing more eloquently illustrates the West’s colonialist mindset (and its hypocrisy) than the complaisance with which it turns a blind eye to Israel’s recourse to ‘legality’, the meretricious and selective use of laws and administrative orders, some dating back to the British Mandate, to evict Palestinians from homes they may have occupied for generations while branding resistance to these evictions as ‘terror’. If the Palestinians were given the protection of the law the West so piously advocates they would never have needed to resort to terrorism.


The West has also been scandalously, shamefully blind to Israel’s liberal resort to excessive force as an instrument of policy. It was the case in the first intifada in 1987 where stones were met with bullets and the resistance eventually segued into the desperate and tragic blind alley of suicide bombings. But it reached grotesque heights in Operation Cast Lead, Israel’s 2009 invasion of Gaza. The lengths Israel’s western friends went to neuter the highly critical conclusions of the Goldstone Commission set up by the UN to investigate allegations of war crimes said much for Israeli sensitivities to perceptions of its moral standing. But these criticisms were conveniently overshadowed by the Arab Spring and the righteous (and justified) furore over the barbaric response of certain autocracies to it.


However, nothing in the Arab Spring, not even the well aired brutality of the Assad regime in Syria, quite matched Israel’s overwhelming and merciless onslaught on the Palestinians of Gaza in January 2009. In the space of three weeks the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) killed more than one thousand three hundred Palestinians for the loss of thirteen Israelis. In a statistic beloved of Israelis to show how small, vulnerable and beset by powerful and vengeful neighbours they are, this kill rate represents close to 0.1 per cent of the entire population of the Strip. It was the most spectacular turkey shoot since Churchill witnessed the dervishes being mown down by Maxim machine guns at Omdurman in 1898. The way western governments (as opposed to popular opinion) ‘bought’ into the invasion as an unfortunate but necessary measure to put an end to rocket attacks that had been ‘terrorizing’ the inhabitants of southern Israel enraged Arab opinion.*


In its efforts to bring the Palestinians to heel the West has been happy to do Israel’s dirty work by attempting to finesse Hamas, which is affiliated to the Moslem Brotherhood, out of the political equation. It connived with Israel to subvert the result of the Occupied Territories’ first ever legislative elections in January 2006. Unhappy Hamas won the election – one of the freest and fairest ever held in the Arab world – the West sought to sideline the group by imposing sanctions on the Occupied Territories and helping the Palestine Authority (PA) to cling to power. The PA had been rejected at the polls because it was endemically corrupt and deeply compromised by its links with the Israeli forces. The internal divisions stirred by this meddling led sixteen months later to Hamas seizing control of Gaza and to Israel imposing a blockade – and eventually to Operation Cast Lead.


With the Rafah Crossing to Egypt, open since May 2011, some of the pressure on Gaza has been relieved. But the economic and financial limbo imposed on the Strip and also the West Bank by the withholding of funds by Israel, the West and its financial institutions and Arab oil states essentially inimical to the Arab Spring continues to create enormous hardship and resentment.


Popular anger at the way the Palestinians have been treated, and the West’s collusion in their oppression, colours the political discourse in the new Egypt. In the face of realpolitik the transition government had to rein in its initial open embrace of the Palestinian resistance – as it did approaches to Iran – and Morsi has declared Egypt will honour existing agreements. However, future relations with the Jewish state will be on a different footing. There has even been talk of a referendum on the Peace Treaty at some point to give the authorities diplomatic cover for a tougher policy.


As it runs down its foreign exchange reserves to dangerous levels, Egypt also faces a financial squeeze, principally from the drying up of the Gulf and Saudi funding which had sustained the pre crash boom.


These states have indicated their financial backing is contingent on an IMF seal of approval; Egypt has balked at some conditions the IMF has put on its lending, but in late 2012 was negotiating a $4.8 billion loan with the fund. Their support has consequently (and predictably) been parsimonious. As Egypt’s potential paymasters the oil sheikhs are distinctly uncomfortable with the populism inherent in the Revolution for the future not only of their investments in Egypt – although some big investors have renegotiated the terms of their deals – but for the challenge it represents to the neoliberal policies that underpin their own power base and indeed their very legitimacy. For the logic of the Revolution raises the discomfiting question who really owns the Middle East’s oil: a handful of ruling families or the umma, the common weal?


We can expect the pro business Brotherhood to avoid creating waves and to be pragmatic in its dealings with the Saudi and Gulf leaderships. However, it is the private sector in these countries, carrying less baggage than its political masters that may offer the best hope for an Egyptian economic recovery, for all things being equal, Egypt is more familiar terrain to Gulf investors than competing markets in Africa, South America, South Asia and the Far East. And the Brotherhood, with its long and successful experience running medical clinics and social welfare networks, not to mention commercial enterprises large and small, is well attuned to understand what is needed to attract them.


I have written at length about Israel and Palestine. It is necessary to do so because Palestine defines the Arab world’s relations with Israel and Israel defines the West’s relations with the Arab world. US attitudes to its Gulf States proxies are determined by Israel’s interests as are its attitudes to Egypt. This is the political landscape Egypt’s new leaders will have to navigate.


Israel is umbilically linked to the Anglo-Saxon colonial tradition by ties that predate the Geneva Conventions and the UN Charter and go back to a time when imperiums assumed the right to occupy other people’s lands. Israel is thus as much a product of the British colonialist tradition as is the US itself and the Dominions.


But Israel was a colonial enterprise a century too late. Unlike its liberal democratic cousins who were able to establish themselves and subjugate their indigenous populations without much ado, Israel has yet to find its place in the sun. It survives by force of arms, unable to find the internal and external equilibrium that will ensure its long term viability. As the Belgian photographer I was to meet during the October War observed, coming from a small country himself he could not understand how holding land in depth could guarantee security; the only way to do that was to make peace with your neighbours.


The peace feelers the Arabs have put out to Israel have been systematically rebuffed, rebuffed one can only conclude because Israel’s leaders believe the deal offered by Resolution 242, the cornerstone UN Security Council resolution generally regarded as the basis of a settlement which gives the Jewish state 78 per cent of historic Palestine, was insufficient. Putting the kindest interpretation on their expansionist policies, their aim has been to get their hands on as much of the remaining territory as they can and then swap the choicest expropriated real estate for less desirable property, trading Old Kent Road for Mayfair as it were, and corralling the politically emasculated Palestinians into Bantustans. Or they may feel locked in a zero sum game where simply to admit the Palestinians have rights undermines their own legitimacy.


But occupation has ineluctable and unpalatable consequences: it brutalizes and dehumanizes the colonizer and it breeds racism. Israel’s politicians and religious leaders make racist comments about Palestinians and Arabs which, if reiterated by an Arab counterpart against Jew, would immediately provoke furious charges of anti-Semitism. Worse still is an apartheid mentality that values a Jewish life above a Palestinian one. How else to explain defence minister Ehud Barak during the Gaza invasion extolling the ‘bravery’ of young Israeli airmen about to embark on a mission to bomb the living daylights out of utterly defenceless Palestinians, or indeed the obscene disparity in casualties in the campaign?


Despite their wholesale annexation of large swathes of the West Bank, Israelis are no nearer achieving the peace, security and global acceptance they purportedly crave as they were when Sadat addressed the Knesset in 1977 and warned them there would be no peace in the Middle East that was not a comprehensive one. Indeed, they have lost ground; for western governments are finding it increasingly difficult to shield Israel from the consequences of its occupation and to resist calls to brand it an apartheid state.


Though still brainwashed by Zionist propaganda, American opinion is fracturing too.* Public confidence in Congress, the main bulwark of Zionist support, is at an all time low; confidence in Wall Street, the other main bulwark, is even lower. Populist dissent at the way the political and business establishments have run the country has never been greater. And interestingly, the most salient manifestation of this ferment, the Occupy Wall Street and the other Occupy movements that have sprung up throughout the country, draw their inspiration directly from Tahrir Square.


There is nevertheless, a newfound introspection about America’s role in the world after the foreign misadventures of the past decade, an uncomfortable awareness that it ill behoves the US to cast the first stone on the question of human rights abuses when it has Guantanamo, Iraq and Afghanistan and Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians to answer for.


Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s reticence over the three hundred and twenty Palestinian children killed by the IDF in Gaza contrasts eloquently with her rush to judgement on the Syrian regime’s ‘slaughter’ of twenty-three children in Houla in May 2012. And what does it say about America’s moral compass that the House of Representatives should vote three hundred and ninety to five in favour of a resolution supporting the Gaza invasion, an invasion that killed in all some seven hundred and fifty Palestinian non-combatants for the loss of three Israeli civilian lives, an invasion moreover that was invoked to put an end to rocket attacks that had killed fourteen Israelis in some three years – a death toll which would barely merit comment on the other side of the ledger, being considered minor collateral damage in Israel’s illegal occupation of Palestinian lands?


The administration has tried to work round the massive roadblock of Congress. Its rearguard attempt at damage limitation could bear fruit should Barack Obama be re-elected in November. But whatever the election outcome, America still has a huge goodwill deficit to make up in the Arab world. Redressing that deficit will only begin in earnest when it stops treating Israel as the fifty-first state of the Union and starts dealing with it as a foreign power whose interests may, and often do, conflict with those of most Americans.


At the heart of America’s dilemma is a divorce between its interests and its principles. The US claims to stand for freedom and democracy. Yet it tacitly accepts Israel’s illegal occupation thereby denying Palestinians their human rights. And to sustain the unstable equlibrium this creates it has to underpin neighbouring autocracies. Continuing a policy of blind support for Zionist expansionism will simply condemn the US and by extension its western allies to fraught relations with any truly independent Arab state that may emerge from the Arab spring. It will be a stumbling block in relations with a democratic Egypt.


The conundrum for the West is whether these societies will be able to reach consensus, with all that implies in terms of political institution building, or whether they will fall apart, with all that implies for regional secrurity. I would argue the process of consensus building in Egypt is in hand but will need goodwill and practical help and above all space to bring to term in the face of the gathering storm in the Fertile Crescent and the Arabian Peninsula. As the biggest country in the region, a successful Egyptian transition will have a profound impact on the future of the Arab Spring.


When the great Arab explorer Ibn Battuta traversed the globe in the fourteenth century he would have relied on a ganglion of medieval trading connections and on interpreters to pave his way. And nothing else came between him and the experience. He would have taken with him the cultural values of the umma and for much of the time been amongst coreligionists. But the reach of even the greatest empires in those days were finite and he would have soon rubbed up against alien customs and beliefs and had to accommodate them. Travel being so slow, he would hardly have been conscious of change, adjusting organically to geography, climate and cuisine. His experiences therefore had an authenticity it is very difficult to replicate today. For the combination of fast travel and the overarching pervasiveness of American power make it very difficult for the western traveller to step out of the bubble of his culture.


The West has tended to engage with other cultures through its own stereotypes: alien cultures demonized if considered hostile or ‘anthropomorphized’ if thought merely quaint. A small group, which is quaint but refuses to be stereotyped presents a quandary like Churchill’s famed bacillus which may be interesting to observe in the laboratory but poses a potential threat if allowed to exist in a natural state. Into this category fit Egypt and Palestine.


Resisting America’s view of reality has been one of the most daunting challenges Egyptians and other Arabs have had to face, so overbearing and ruthless is the juggernaut of military and economic power deployed to impose it and unnerving the faith Americans place in their democracy to ‘do right’.


But resistance to it, or more accurately, the instability that attends resistance, there has always been, exacerbated by US support for Middle Eastern autocracies and an expansionist Israel. The wars America has fought to avenge 9/11 have exposed the limitations of its military might, which in turn has affected its ability to project soft power and is now affecting its ability to control the narrative.


The new media have something to do with this. The cell phone has become a potent and ubiquitous propaganda tool making it difficult for security forces to manage the reporting of their nefarious activities; the media blackout Israel successfully imposed on its Gaza invasion was probably the last of its kind, certainly in the western world.


Then there is the emergence of foreign English language news channels like Al Jazeera and Russia Today that provide a perspective on events often at odds with the western media. They plug a certain agenda, we know, but in so doing show up the western media for doing the same.


And then there is Tahrir Square which has presented western audiences with a whole new perspective on the Arab world and on Islam, young Egyptians talking to camera in excellent English about their dreams and aspirations, calling for honest, competent and above all accountable government – aspirations that find considerable resonance with western audiences. Their breathtaking courage in facing down and unmanning the Mubarak security machine, often with little more than their bare hands, and the way they have since conserved the energy of the Revolution through their wit, humour and self-discipline, despite several attempts to derail it, have transformed western perceptions of Egypt and Egyptians.


As regards the broader Arab Spring, it was always unrealistic to imagine that the kind of autocratic power structures to be found in most other Middle Eastern countries, interlaced as they are with tribal and sometimes sectarian rivalries, could be neatly dismantled; or that the full scale reformation of Islam which must follow if the revolution is to succeed would be easy. Islam does not have a copyright on extremism even if it is entirely legitimate to be concerned at extremist elements in Islam. However, these same elements have been and continue to be provided with oxygen by the West’s antipathy and prejudice towards and ignorance of Islam - as the region wide protests sparked by the release in the US in September 2012 of a sacrilegious film of the Prophet attest - and its tendency to meddle in the region’s affairs.


Soon after coming back from Egypt in 1974 I wrote an unpublished memoir: part portrait of a city, part personal journey, part journal. I came away then with the sense that the West, and by that I meant the loose association of vested interests that has at its core the US establishment – Congress, the administration, the military, Wall Street and the media – which since the Second World War has orchestrated the liberal democracies (and much of the rest of humanity besides) in a Manichean struggle to save the world from totalitarianism and other malign forces, isn’t very good at ‘listening’. Rather, it tends to talk down to other cultures, assuming a natural projection of its values a universal good. Neither does it ‘do’ introspection – apart from a kind of narcissistic self-analysis that leaves little space for other ways of seeing and doing things. This has created enormous problems with the Arab and Muslim worlds whose cultural dye has proved extraordinarily impervious to western cultural imperialism.


All this changed shockingly with 9/11 when the West woke up to the fact that a large part of the world, if not actively ‘hating us’ as a flummoxed George W. Bush was challenged at a press conference to explain, at least wanted to be taken into consideration and heard. Since then a profound shift in economic power eastwards is forcing the West to adapt to different ways of seeing things, whether it likes it or not.


The Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein famously averred that if a lion could speak we wouldn’t be able to understand what it said as there would be no context in which the words it uttered could have any correspondence of meaning with human beings. Philosophers since have explored this paradox to gain a better understanding of how language is rooted in cultural constructs. Although bewitched by Wittgenstein at university I didn’t realize at the time the extent to which he conditioned my own understanding of how we see the world through a cultural lens and that only by total immersion in Cairo and coming up from within it to find a commonality of experience could I make sense of my Egyptian adventure.










*In the twenty-one months from September 2005 when Israel withdrew from the Gaza Strip through to May 2007, just before Hamas seized power (a period of intense shelling), Palestinian armed groups fired almost two thousand rockets into Israel and killed four Israelis according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. In the same period, the IDF fired over fourteen thousand six hundred shells into Gaza, or more than seven times the number of rockets and missiles fired out, and killed at least fifty-nine Palestinians. In fact, during this twenty-one month period the IDF launched more than one and a half times the number of shells and mortars into Gaza as were fired by the Palestinian resistance into Israel in the eight years from the start of the second intifada to the Gaza invasion in late December 2008. Given Gaza is the size of a pocket handkerchief, the intensity of the shelling and the disproportionate losses on the Palestinian side, it is rich indeed for Israelis to claim they were the ‘terrorized’ party.


* The conflicting objectives set by Congress lead to a collective schizophrenia in Washington over US Middle East policy. Consequently different arms of government pursue objectives that often work at cross purposes with each other. This was vividly illustrated at a prestigious conference the author attended in Washington in October 2010. The annual US Arab Policymakers’ Conference brings together the US diplomatic and military elites with those of their Middle East allies. The military sessions were mostly given over to the prosecution of the ‘War on Terror’ and protecting America’s interests in the region: namely maintaining the security of these autocratic regimes. On the other hand, the diplomatic sessions and those of NGOs and aid agencies, being mainly given over to promoting American values, were preoccupied with damage control: mitigating the political and material fallout from these military interventions and Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and East Jerusalam and its blockade of Gaza.






















Prologue





This book is the product of a dream, the universal dream for home.


It begins in Beirut in 1965. It was never, I should immediately say, my intention to go to Beirut or to the Middle East for that matter. But in the manner sometimes of events, it happened that way. That summer vacation hitching to Greece my luck ran out in the southern Austrian town of Graz. I caught a student train which I imagined was bound for Athens; but somewhere in Yugoslavia it turned left, and went instead to Istanbul. Once there it seemed best to head east and, by way of Antioch, Aleppo and Damascus, I eventually landed up in Beirut.


It was August and Beirut was submerged under a pea soup haze which kept the temperature rock steady at eighty-four degrees and the humidity around 90 per cent. The city was deserted, anyone with the time and the money having disappeared to the hills. The place was creepy and I had no desire to stay. However, it proved more difficult to get out of Beirut than it had been to get in. I could find no boat leaving with deck class accommodation. I was stuck and running out of money. Linda saved me.


Linda Kanelous was American and then about twenty-eight. She had been at various times she told me a New York model, a secretary to a Senator and girlfriend to a baseball star. One day she had received an invitation to a girlfriend’s wedding in Baghdad. Bored with life she packed her bags and went. That was 1963. Linda’s first encounter with the Arabs made a deep impression on all concerned. She arrived at Baghdad Airport in a minidress, an experience she likened to stepping out at Idlewilde in her birthday suit. Thereafter, sensation was to follow her like a comet’s tail.
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