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PREFACE

20/20 Vision


This is an essay about the fall and rise of the Arabs. It is an attempt to understand how their revolution evolved, what went right, why it is paramount, and how it could still go terribly wrong.

In much of the world’s media, the narrative goes like this: an oppressed people who have suffered passively suddenly decide that enough is enough and, thanks to Western technology and inspiration, spontaneously rise up to reclaim their freedom, inspiring what is called the Arab Spring.

Like most revolutions, however, this one was a long time coming. The historic takeover of Tunis’s November 7 Square, Cairo’s Tahrir Square, and Manama’s Pearl Square, among others, were the culmination of a long social and political struggle—countless sit-ins, strikes, pickets, and demonstrations by people who risked and suffered intimidation, torture, and imprisonment.

What started as a desperate act of self-immolation by Mohamed Bouazizi, a street vendor, soon became a viral event on the Internet, one that led angry Tunisians to pour into the streets by the thousands. Demonstrations turned into national upheaval  and culminated in a full-fledged revolution that toppled the Tunisian dictatorship and spread east to other countries to kindle the greatest Arab transformation in memory. Never had the region witnessed such collective vigor and yearning for change.

Within a few weeks, millions of Arabs filled their streets and squares, giving new meaning to the claim that there’s power in numbers. The silent majority finally spoke, breaking the psychological barrier of fear erected by regimes through decades of oppression, and discovering in record time that, as the fairy tale foretold, the emperor had no clothes.

If we are to do justice to the immense courage of those who stood up to—and in some cases brought down—their regimes, we need to not only recognize their determination, but also listen to what they have said and are saying about how to bring justice and democracy to the Middle East. We also need to back their efforts in every way possible. They have earned the right—with their blood and, in many cases, lives—to be respected and supported.

This story begins with the young Arabs whose networking and organization brought the people out into the streets. The youth, who make up 60 percent of all Arabs, have been looked upon as a “demographic bomb,” an “economic burden,” or as a “reservoir for extremism.” However, unlike previous generations, this group heralded change.

The young Arabs were not alone, though. Their “awakening” has been inspired by political, community, labor, and national leaders who offered countless sacrifices in years past. They have been influenced by the experiences and successes of others around the world who have suffered from similar challenges arising from globalization, while at the same time taking advantage of its byproducts: the information revolution and the popularization of technology. Important as these technological advances are, however, sensationalizing the role of Facebook or Twitter and  crediting them with the revolution is like crediting the inventor of portable cassettes—the Dutch conglomerate Phillips—with the Islamic revolution in Iran, which relied heavily on mass circulation of the Ayatollah’s recorded messages. There is no doubt new media played an important role in the Arab uprising, but the heart of the revolution was made up of people who had long been deemed invisible by dictators as well as by their international sponsors.

For decades these Arab citizens and their social and political movements have been either unfairly demonized or totally ignored in the West—by both its leaders and the media—who saw the region through the prisms of Israel, oil, terrorism, or radical Islamism. But today’s Arabs are presenting a stark contrast to the distortion, disinformation, and outright humiliation heaped upon them. Characterized as unreceptive to democracy and freedom, they are now giving the world a lesson in both.

For decades, Arab underdevelopment was blamed on cultural distinctness and dreamy pan-Arabism or insolent Islam. Countless books and studies in the West spoke of “the Arab exception,” which cast doubt on Islam’s or Muslims’ capacity to cope with or integrate into modern democratic societies. Few ever bothered to understand the societal evolution in the Arab and Islamic world, preferring to look at Islam exclusively without also taking notice of Muslims, and to build stereotypes about a “captive Arab mind” while failing to understand today’s Arabs.

Since September 11, 2001, international media coverage of Arabs ha continued to degenerate, portraying them as a hateful, chronically underdeveloped, and violent people who loathe modernity and freedom. And when the robust, creative, and mostly peaceful revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt proved the media wrong, the Western media credited U.S. presidents, Western technology, and politicians as modern-day Lawrences of Arabia. Some media  went as far as to credit “Israel’s justice system” and “Chinese development” for inspiring the Arab Spring.

But the Arab Spring is exclusively Arab, and this essay traces its roots by looking at the complex factors peculiar to Arab society as well as the universal influences that made it possible. It explains why the inclusive, pluralistic nationalism that motivated the revolution has been brewing for some time and is indispensable to its long-term success.

 



 




THE INVISIBLE ARAB is a voyage in time and space from the “liberation generation” of the 1950s, through the “defeated generation” of the 1970s and ’80s, the “lost generation” of the 1990s, onto today’s “miracle generation.” The book examines how this demographic “time bomb” has proved to be the carrier of progress, unity, and freedom, how social networks of people have demanded social justice, and how new and satellite media intertwined to reconnect Arabs across borders, ethnicity, and religion.

Above all, this book is a reflection on Arab defiance and hope against all odds; on how a new generation of Arabs overcame decades of fear, oppression, torture, and outright slaughter at the hands of some of the cruelest and bloodiest dictatorships of the twentieth century; on how the revolution exposed Western clichés about Arabs as neo-colonial farce, some of which were internalized by many of the West’s “good Arabs” over the decades.

These issues are why this revolution will ultimately be judged on how it scores with freedom and justice and on whether it can pave the way for accommodating the various ideological, religious, political, and civic trends, as well as reconciling nationalism and Islam with democracy as the indispensable trinity of stability and progress in the Arab world. Whether this revolution  will culminate in an Arab, modern, and universalistic vision of the future remains to be seen.

This essay begins with events leading up to the revolution in Tunisia and finishes in the autumn of 2011. Along the way, it attempts to investigate the root causes of many of the components of the Arab upheavals.

 



NOTE: I realize as this book goes to press, in December 2011, that the situation in many of the countries I am writing about remains fluid. Egyptians have returned to the streets and public squares of their major cities, forcing the military to apologize for its policies, to appoint a new government with full authority, and to promise to vacate its executive role after presidential elections by the middle of 2012. Forty-two people died in the anti-military riots. The situation will remain fluid for some time in Egypt and elsewhere. The ebb and flow of the Arab revolutions is producing further political storms that could flood the Arab world with chaos. However, I sincerely believe that the peoples of the region have made a decisive break with the past.






INTRODUCTION

The Promise of a New Dawn


They took everyone by surprise, including themselves. T-shirted youths filled public squares, cheered and sang, chanted and demonstrated peacefully, and, in the process, turned the tables on their violent regimes. People of other generations joined them—not as moderates or extremists, jihadists or atheists, Muslim or Christians, rich or poor, young or old, men or women, conservatives or liberals, but as citizens united for freedom and justice.

A long nightmare, shaped by political oppression, military defeats, social regression, and economic stagnation, finally gave way to a new dream of national unity, development, stability, legality, transparency, and accountability. Like Eastern Europeans, Latin Americans, and others before them, the Arabs at last took matters into their own hands.

Their long-held motto Insha’Allah or “God willing” was replaced with Masha’Allah or “God willed it.” “Down with the regime” overtook “Long live the leader.” Arabs offered their blood for the freedom of their homelands instead of sacrificing it for the leader whose praises they’d been forced to chant.

Their revolution has brought the best out in Arabs—their collective conscience, their deeds and slogans, which have been peaceful but firm, elegant but revolutionary, poetic but strategic—and it has energized millions. Never has personal and national dignity been so intertwined and mutually reinforcing. Never has a transformation come so fast when the stakes were so high, the people so daring, or the change so within reach.

If it was Tunisia that lit the Arab imagination, it was the determination of the people of Egypt, the Arab world’s largest country, that served as the catalyst. Never has the power of the people appeared so humane, so inspiring, so personal, so determined as in Tunisia, so daring as in Syria, so diverse as in Yemen, so humble as in Bahrain, so courageous as in Libya, or so humorous as in Egypt. If, as one keen observer noted, every joke is a tiny revolution, the Arabs, and most notably the Egyptians, are revolutionaries par excellence.

No longer would revolutionaries fear change in accordance with the Arab dictum, “Better one hundred years of tyranny than one day of chaos.” Considering that the Arabic word for “regime” and “order” is one and the same—nitham—any attempt to bring down a regime is equated with chaos, along the lines of France’s Louis XV’s après moi le deluge. Over history, this fallacy has been internalized by many, even by opposition parties that allowed themselves to be domesticated through blackmail and bribery. The end result was stagnant regimes, subservient oppositions that acted as mere puppets, and continuous social and economic regression.

The youth-led upheaval has embarrassed “loyal opposition” groups in Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries. The speed and efficiency with which the demonstrations have been organized and maintained have shamed the old establishment parties that have boasted large memberships and state controlled media outlets. Unlike the timid demands of the “domesticated” opposition  parties that advocated for limited reform, or worse, colluded with despots in order to gain power, the new revolutionaries have insisted on wiping the slate clean, demanding regime change and constitutional reform.

By illustrating the power of the people, the revolutionaries have marginalized the extremists who ran amok in the region and the world, claiming to speak for all Arabs and Muslims through violence and terrorism. No longer would those who terrorized Arabs, polarized their societies, and gave rulers and foreigners justification to use excessive force be the only Arab face visible on the international stage. The millions that have filled the Arab political and metropolitan landscape have ridiculed and shrunk the megalomania of the few hiding in faraway hills, using the passion of believers to commit some of the worst atrocities.

Forced to choose between despotic regimes and foreign intervention, between oppressive stagnation and the threat of Islamist tyranny, Arabs have chosen an even more radical third option: freedom—freedom of expression, freedom from want, freedom from humiliation. The threat of “either dictatorship or chaos” was exposed and confronted. The Arab revolution has taken on regimes, bypassed the traditional opposition (and then incorporated them once their protests reached critical mass), marginalized extremist movements, and put foreign powers on notice. And, in the process, it has begun to reverse decades of colonial myths and authoritarian thinking.




THE PERILS OF A RUDE AWAKENING

But as time has gone by and the new Arab awakening has swept through complex societies that have been ruled by ruthless dictators who handle their states like private estates, the Egyptian and Tunisian “honeymoons” have given way to difficult and bloody  confrontations in Libya, Bahrain, Yemen, and Syria. It soon became clear that the swift beginnings of peaceful transition in Tunisia and Egypt were the exceptions to the rule; in other tribally entrenched, ethnically divided, religiously diverse societies, the state had been marginalized by canny, oppressive regimes and the national military subordinated to better-trained, loyal units under the direct control of leaders—units that were all too ready to use naked and disproportionate force against unarmed and peaceful protestors.

In spite of everything, a new, more courageous, and individualistic Arab seemed to break out of restrictive, patriarchal loyalties. This Arab was ready to make sacrifices for a brighter, less-haunting future. One young Syrian activist wrote on Facebook, “I am going to demonstrate, knowing that I might not come back.” Demonstrating became synonymous with sacrifice and even martyrdom, as the protestors reclaimed the word from the jihadis. It became clear that the Arabs’ struggle for freedom was by definition national and personal.

Many important events will follow and continue to unfold after I finish writing this essay. But as Zhou Enlai joked when asked by U.S. president Richard Nixon’s entourage in 1972 about his opinion of the French revolution, “It is too early to tell.”

I doubt it will take us that long to evaluate the Arab revolution, and we might now draw some very basic and general conclusions. The way back is not the way forward, and in a relatively short time, people will have a greater say in the making of their future than ever before. It is the nature of this participation that will, in the end, define the very transformation of the Arab region.

The absence of a unifying political agenda or revolutionary philosophy behind the uprisings beyond general demands for democratic change leaves the door wide open for interpretation of the meaning of the revolutions and their specific goals. Seeking  change and attaining freedom is one thing; building democracy and modern nationhood is a different matter.

The harder part of this revolutionary journey will come as the Arabs, sooner rather than later, discover that democracy and freedom come with greater responsibility. Defeating dictatorship is a prerequisite for progress but does not guarantee it, especially in the absence of functional state institutions, democratic traditions, and modern infrastructure. The prevalence of poverty, inequality, and rising regional and international competition present huge challenges.

Transnational cooperation can open the way toward greater unity, economic integration, and the strengthening of pluralism in each and every Arab country. That will require Arabs to revisit and reshape their national identity, adapt religion to modern statehood, and reconcile to a pluralistic, democratic process for regional stability, unity, and good governance.

Be that as it may, the Arab uprising has already reinvented, indeed revolutionized, the region’s political reality, thinking, and discourse.




A MELANCHOLIC AUTUMN

On a sunny day in December 2010, my colleagues and I stood outside the Al Jazeera English cafeteria, looking toward the Al Jazeera Arabic building. We were wondering what to do after a particularly depressing week. One frustrated executive whispered that producers couldn’t find enough interesting images to adequately capture the gloom of the evening news hour. Television is a 24/7 beast that needs to be fed constantly with image-rich dramas. We could do only so much with leaked documents, as the network had done with WikiLeaks in the late summer of 2010.

Al Jazeera Arabic had gained prominence with its breaking news and live coverage of events in its own backyard—the Arab and Muslim worlds—through a vast network of journalists, as well as through engaging talk shows and controversial debates. Its coverage of the 2000 Palestinian Intifada, the U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the Israeli wars in Lebanon and the Gaza Strip provided, for the first time, a real alternative to Western-dominated satellite media networks. Since Al Jazeera English aims to uphold the same courageous principles that made the Arabic brand so globally celebrated, we felt duty-bound to make our coverage as exciting and insightful as our sister Arabic network.

But the autumn of 2010 had been particularly long and melancholic. A mélange of political chaos, geopolitical paralysis, and economic depression had taken hold of the region. The tension in the air was palpable. The Israeli-Palestinian “peace process” had deadlocked yet again, Iran was full of bombast, the United States menaced the region with its imperial ambition, Iraq was paralyzed, conflict was brewing in Lebanon, the Horn of Africa suffered from insurrection, drought, and civil war, Afghanistan and Pakistan were heating up, Yemen and Sudan, like Somalia, were disintegrating. The region was heading to the abyss with little fanfare.

None of these pent-up tensions interested international media outlets that had long turned their attention away from the war-ravaged Middle East. Even the few U.S. networks left in Iraq were closing or scaling down their bureaus, despite the deterioration of conditions and the continued presence of more than one hundred thousand soldiers and contractors. Instead, the summer was one of overwhelming banalities, such as the controversy over the plan of a rather opportunistic Arab American Feisal Abdul Rauf—a realtor and an imam who had long toured on behalf of the U.S. State Department’s public relations division—to build a  community center near Ground Zero that would include a swimming pool, auditorium, and sports facilities. It was befitting of the media affair that the imam’s wife, Daisy Khan, an interior designer, became the authority to turn to for insight into U.S.-Muslim relations, acting as a spokeswoman for Islam and as the executive director of the American Society for Muslim Advancement, which was founded by her husband.

The fact that the community center wasn’t a mosque, wasn’t grand, and wasn’t going to be built on the 9/11 site, didn’t prevent the “sensitive affair” or the “provocative act” from taking over the headlines and “inflaming passions,” threatening a religious backlash in the West and East alike. Republican leader Newt Gingrich compared the “mosque” to a Nazi memorial, inflaming emotions and, in the process, covering up for and perhaps justifying U.S. wars in the Islamic world.

And if that wasn’t enough of a silly side show, an unknown American pastor, Terry Jones, whose idea of getting attention consisted of burning Qurans in front of TV cameras, became the next big media story to shake already fragile U.S. relations with the Arab and Muslim world. Jones asked people around the world to join him in burning the Quran on September 11, 2010—a demented plea that required the intervention of President Obama, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, General David Petraeus, NATO chief Anders Fogh Rasmussen, and former Alaska governor Sarah Palin to get Jones to cancel his action. But attention grabbing wasn’t limited to eccentric pastors from obscure churches in America’s South. As often happens during dark and depressing times, false prophets and populist leaders cashed in on the fear and anger in a variety of ways, making a bad situation untenable.

The strongest example of this has been Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda and other al-Qaeda branches that have masterfully  exploited modern communications to incite violence and carry out sensational terrorist acts and, in the process, grab headlines that misrepresent the reality of the Arab and Muslim worlds. The latest salvo came from the mountains of Yemen where Anwar al-Awlaki, then figurehead of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, and a dual U.S. and Yemeni citizen, called in November 2010 for killing Americans “without hesitation.” The fact that he spoke American English made his media sideshows compelling viewing for an audience spellbound by threats since the 9/11 attacks. (Al-Awlaki would be silenced in the summer of 2011 by a drone attack, apparently President Obama’s weapon of choice in his war against al-Qaeda—an extrajudicial killing of a U.S. citizen without trial, justified on national security grounds.)

Alas, one falling tree makes more noise than a whole growing forest. Away from the media creations such as Abdul Rauf and Terry Jones and media grabbers bin Laden and al-Awlaki, the region was going through some of the darkest moments of its recent history as new powers and international configurations were defining the future of the greater Middle East and North Africa.

In the absence of real alternatives, many have placed bets on dangerous populist leaders (or as the Arabs say, “For lack of horses, they put saddles on dogs”). Bin Laden was only the latest and most surrealistic attempt to overcome the despair and impotence of a lost generation. Iraq’s Saddam Hussein and Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi had all made similar attempts to champion the cause of Arabs against the backdrop of constant failure. The lack of development, unity, and robust public opinion led to further failures that sowed even more disappointment and bitterness. As the Arab world became hostage to destructive forces from within and without, pent-up tensions were brewing under the gathering of a winter storm.




FORECASTING A HOT WINTER

“This is going to be a hot winter,” I wrote in a memo in November 2010, forecasting the political temperature of the coming season. Warning of a possible deterioration in the region, I recommended that special plans be drawn up to strengthen Al Jazeera’s presence in various conflict zones.

“The Middle East’s falling temperatures will do little to cool off what appears to be a hot winter season. As a number of fragile or deadlocked states heighten tensions toward major crisis, conflict, and possibly terrible violence, it’s paramount that we at Al Jazeera reflect and prepare for various scenarios including the worst, war.”

The list of countries was long, but they shared similar characteristics: deepening division, frustrated populations, compromised sovereignties, instability, and the threat of violence and inter- and intra-national conflicts. The modern Middle Eastern state had always been in crisis, but at no time in recent memory had the region looked so gloomy, its politics so cynical, official disagreements so stark, tensions so high, and impoverishment so widespread. Despair lingered on every street corner.

In occupied Palestine, bottled-up frustrations two years after Israel’s 2008 war in Gaza gave the impression that we were seeing the calm before the storm. Israel carried out aerial bombardments against “suspected targets” in the Gaza Strip killing hundreds, issued threats to Hamas—the democratically elected Islamist movement in control of the besieged strip—and warned that the situation would lead to military action if any rockets launched from the strip fell on Israel. Hamas’s relative respect of the ceasefire agreement with Israel made little difference. The closed-off Gaza Strip—one of the world’s most densely populated and impoverished areas—had turned into a pressure cooker. In the West Bank,  the diplomatic deadlock between the Ramallah-based National Authority of Mahmoud Abbas and the Binyamin Netanyahu government created a dangerous political vacuum in which Palestinians were discredited further as “peace partners,” and Israeli settlers were allowed to continue building in the occupied territories. The result dangerously escalated tensions between Palestinian inhabitants and settlers. The Obama administration’s inability or unwillingness to put the necessary pressure on Israel to halt its destabilizing colonization of Palestine had further alienated Palestinians and radicalized Israelis. Mind you, no previous U.S. administration had managed or was willing to resolve this perennial problem.

Internal Palestinian papers revealed by Al Jazeera underlined what had been long known of Israel’s humiliation of their Palestinian counterparts. The papers exposed the futility of negotiations, with every Palestinian compromise being met with arrogant rejection and the promise of continued Israeli occupation. Unprecedented Palestinian compromises on Jerusalem, borders, and refugees were met with Israeli intransigence and chutzpah. Furthermore, the U.S.’s indifference as sponsor of the talks embarrassed the Arab “peace partners”—Egypt and Jordan—which had been all too willing to provide political cover for the failed negotiations.

Lebanon, in a constant state of political turmoil since its civil war in 1975, was edging toward another major national crisis among its leading ethnic elites. Five years after a U.N.-mandated international investigation into the assassination of Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, the United States and its allies were eager for the Special Tribunal for Lebanon to issue indictments of four Hezbollah fighters. Such a development threatened to further inflame the situation in the divided country and possibly present Israel with a pretext for restoring the strategic deterrence it lost against Hezbollah in the 2006 war.

Hezbollah had confronted and rebuffed the Israeli invasion in a way not seen before in six decades of Israeli-Arab conflict. As a result, the group’s popularity and that of its leader rose rapidly in the Arab world. The Arabs, who had lost the June 1967 war against Israel in six days, watched with wonder as a small but well-trained and dedicated group broke the myth of Israeli invincibility. Its leader, Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah, warned that any indictments against Hezbollah fighters, based mainly on telephone records, were part of an Israeli-U.S.-engineered conspiracy against the resistance group. He issued unmasked threats from his secret bunker that raised the stakes for the U.S.-supported government and Lebanon’s neighbors.

Sudan, too, was suffering instability and violence as the country approached the January referendum over the secession of the south, which was clearly set on splitting away from the north (and has since become independent). In western Darfur, conflict continued as President Omar al-Bashir, who has ruled since his military coup d’état in 1989, was indicted on genocide charges by the International Criminal Court in The Hague and issued arrest warrants against him. Under the shadows of al-Bashir’s dictatorship, and with many outstanding and contentious issues unresolved, Sudan’s countdown toward division was saturated with tension.

Yemen fared no better. President Ali Abdullah Saleh’s opponents in the south continued to call for secession two decades after Saleh imposed the capital Sana’a’s will on the region, following a civil war against the former self-declared “Marxist” rulers in Aden. Meanwhile, a series of confrontations against the Houthis in the north of the country provoked Saudi military intervention in the border region and exposed the fragility of the tribal Yemeni state and the weakness of its sovereignty. This weakness allowed al-Qaeda to establish a foothold in the country, a development  that Saleh used to his advantage by parlaying the incursion into U.S. support for his dictatorship. Hiding behind the all-purpose bogeyman provided by al-Qaeda, President Saleh responded to Washington’s requests to confront and curtail the group’s presumably growing influence in the country by escalating the use of force in various tribal areas alongside U.S. drone attacks on suspected al-Qaeda havens. To make matters worse, widely publicized WikiLeaks revelations exposed the president’s complicity with the U.S. bombing of Yemeni territory. Saleh reportedly asked U.S. officials to allow his forces to take responsibility for the aerial attacks to defuse public anger at the carnage wreaked by Americans conducting anti-terrorism activities. The disclosure of the president’s lies further embarrassed the regime and infuriated the opposition.

The same went for Iraq. Seven years after its invasion, the torn nation continued to suffer from instability, conflict, and signs of de facto secession by the Kurds in the north of the country. Ethnic and political divisions, dismal economic performance, and a deadlocked parliament, coupled with mounting bomb attacks, an ever-increasing death toll in Baghdad’s Sunni areas, and deepening insecurity against the backdrop of conflicting regional pressures, all seemed to pave the way for another showdown. Under the leadership of the increasingly autocratic Nouri al-Maliki, Shia political parties continued to dominate the government and in the process alienated Sunni parties and the Sunni Awakening, or Sahwa councils that had switched sides in favor of the U.S. occupation. They began to abandon the new Iraqi military and state security structures, threatening to return to the dark days of sectarian violence. The silent majority that had voiced its opposition to sectarian parties in the local elections was ignored as tensions brewed in the political void.

Frustrated by the escalation, the Iraqi government renewed its warning to Syria, demanding that it stop supporting Iraqi opposition groups. Syrian denials did little to dispel the tensions as Iraq’s neighbors continued to show more than brotherly interest in the evolution of its post-occupation political landscape while the United States began to pull out of Iraq.

Similar escalation continued across the Red Sea in Somalia, against the background of increased tensions in the Horn of Africa. The country has long suffered from the secession of Somaliland, the U.S.-supported invasion by Ethiopia, and protracted civil war, to which there is no end in sight. The Islamist Shabab militias made advances against the U.S.-supported coalition government, which was on the verge of breaking down in Mogadishu.

These areas might seem like discrete examples of political instability, but in this region things never happen in isolation.




ROT AND DECAY

The tragedy of the Arab world took a bitter, comic twist with the release of a new batch of WikiLeaks documents, following those released the year before on the subject of the U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The so-called Wiki cables exposed political corruption, decadence, and cynicism in the corridors of power throughout much of the Arab world. U.S. reports from various Arab capitals revealed a plethora of politically bankrupt, financially corrupt, and conspiring Arab regimes. Written by U.S. diplomats, the cables were perhaps more political, even anthropological, than historic, decrying inept, indifferent, and contemptuous leaders with lavish lifestyles that the United States “had” to tolerate in order to maintain and expand its economic and strategic interests. The wide dissemination of these cables, which aired the dirty laundry of so many Arab leaders, was  further humiliation. I could see from the responses we were getting on air the degree to which the new revelations, shocking but hardly surprising, had completely and utterly undermined the already discredited regimes.

Cables from secretive Tunisia a few weeks before the revolution offered a glimpse into the inner workings of a repressive regime bent on robbing the country of its wealth for the gain of the ruling family and its close business partners. They describe how Tunisia’s brutal and corrupt regime, one of the most repressive in a rather oppressive neighborhood, was kept afloat by a network of primordial relations. President Zine Abidine Ben Ali’s twenty-nine-year-old son-in-law, Sakher el-Materi, acted as the country’s de facto banker. He owned, among other things, a shipping cruise line, concessions for Audi, Volkswagen, Porsche, and Renault, a pharmaceutical manufacturing firm, and real estate companies.

In one cable from July 2009, U.S. Ambassador Robert Godec wrote
Tunisia has been ruled by the same president for 22 years. He has no successor. And, while President Ben Ali deserves credit for continuing many of the progressive policies of President Bourguiba, he and his regime have lost touch with the Tunisian people. They tolerate no advice or criticism, whether domestic or international. Increasingly, they rely on the police for control and focus on preserving power. . . .

Corruption in the inner circle is growing. Even average Tunisians are now keenly aware of it, and the chorus of complaints is rising. Tunisians intensely dislike, even hate, First Lady Leila Trabelsi and her family. In private, regime opponents mock her; even those close to the government express  dismay at her reported behavior. Meanwhile, anger is growing at Tunisia’s high unemployment and regional inequities. As a consequence, the risks to the regime’s long-term stability are increasing.1






Apparently the writing was on the wall, but nobody bothered to read it. Alas, such corruption and greed were hardly limited to Tunisia.




THE SUCCESSION THAT TRIGGERED A REVOLUTION

In November 2010, Egypt held its first round of parliamentary elections. However, it soon became clear that heated and energetic election campaigns would lead nowhere. The eighty-one-year-old Egyptian president, Hosni Mubarak, had no intention of sharing power after three decades at the helm, at least not until he would install his son Gamal as his successor.

For the majority of Egyptian youth, Mubarak was the only ruler they had known. “Through him everything was done, and without him nothing was done that was done.” For three decades, this former air force general refused to appoint a vice president, even though the consitution required him to. And despite an assassination attempt on his life in 1995 in Ethiopia, and his collapse in front of the national assembly in 2003, he kept the position of president empty for his son to fill. Gamal Mubarak, a London-based investment banker during the 1990s, moved back to Egypt and got involved in national politics in 1998, becoming adviser to his father and later deputy head of the National Democratic Party (NDP), responsible for its Policies Committee—a euphemism for the new influential business elite branch in the party. Gamal, like his counterparts among  dictators-in-waiting, was seen by the Western establishment as a liberal, modernizing partner. Gamal and his brother are thought to have $340 million worth of deposits in Swiss banks, according to Assem el-Gohari, head of Egypt’s Illicit Gains Authority; in contrast, 40 percent of the country’s 80 million people live on two dollars or less per day.

The November 2010 elections were the Mubaraks’ last chance to secure an absolute majority in parliament, a feat that that would have paved the way for Gamal’s succession. Reportedly, no more than 10 to 15 percent of the electorate bothered to vote, despite official claims of a majority turnout. Indeed when voters did turn up at polling stations in opposition strongholds, they found that some of the voting centers had been closed by the NDP’s armed thugs. Those who were able to enter polling stations were given ballots with the names of opposition candidates removed. While observers from the opposition were excluded from the counting process, independent election observers reported that envelopes and lists were stuffed and switched. It came as no surprise then that the Muslim Brotherhood, which held 88 out of the 518 seats in the outgoing parliament, did not win a single seat in the first round.

Most of the opposition quit before the second round of voting, giving the NDP free reign. By the end of the rigged process, the ruling party—predictably—had an absolute majority of seats that allowed Mubarak and his cronies to pass any constitutional resolution they deemed necessary. Hailed by the regime as democratic, everyone else thought the elections were little more than a farce. The rigging was so flagrant that Egypt’s High Administrative Court couldn’t turn a blind eye, and it annulled the first and second round of voting in twenty-four districts, making clear in a statement that the “High Election’s Commission’s nonimplementation of previous rulings nullifies the results [in  these districts], making the composition of the People’s Assembly fraught with the suspicion of invalidity.”2


While Mubarak couldn’t have cared less about the judiciary, his government was worried about popular anger at the brazen and humiliating way in which it had confiscated the Egyptian people’s right to vote.3 I could sense that anger from my Egyptian colleagues at Al Jazeera Arabic during our regular chat over coffee at the modest second-floor cafeteria, which overlooks the parking lot but offers a 360-degree view of the Arab world. The atmosphere in this cafeteria is always bristling with the exchanges of those entering and leaving the world’s conflict zones. And now, in mid-December, the atmosphere was one of shock. Many argued that there was no point to the futile voting theatrics anywhere in the Arab region, let alone in Egypt. But some were bullish about the future of the Arab world: they won’t succumb to this circus lying down; the regime will not get away with it; not this time; Mubarak has gone too far to ensure a succession that most Egyptians just didn’t sign on to.

Feeling the threat of growing mass opposition, Egypt’s state security services undertook the usual measures to preempt an outbreak of protest, including rounding up political activists under the country’s old emergency laws. This wasn’t a massive campaign of arrests, as the regime remained confident then that the people were quiescent. The preparations for the anti-government protest could have been hampered by a car bomb that exploded in front of a church in Alexandria on New Year’s Eve, killing twenty-one people and triggering a new cycle of sectarian violence in the country. On January 23, 2011, two days before the first major Tahrir Square demonstration was to take place, Habib el-Adly, the interior minister, declared that he had exclusive evidence indicating that an unknown fringe Palestinian Islamist group in the besieged Gaza Strip had carried out the operation. The minister  was later jailed on corruption charges for ordering the killing of unarmed demonstrators in the subsequent protests. His security services destroyed and burned much of their archives before the revolutionaries got to them, but some among opposition groups and journalists suspected that the minister of the interior was behind the New Year’s Eve explosion that turned public attention away from the election results.

 



 




IN THE NEXT PART OF THIS ESSAY, I will look into what went wrong in the Arab world over the last decades. How, as in Egypt and Tunisia, most of the Arab world had come to suffer from unscrupulous ruling families at the helm of repressive regimes supported by private armies. How post-colonial optimism gave way to a cohort of totalitarian leaders of Arab republics who were often more cynical and bloody than their authoritarian monarch couterparts. And, how these gom-lokiyyahs , or republic-monarchies, have been as preoccupied with family succession as the monarchies.

Indeed, in this surreal post-republican order, leaders looked beyond two-, three-, or four-term presidencies to life-terms. They sat at the helm for decades, running their countries like family businesses that are passed down from father to son, sharing a ruling philosophy with the likes of Louis XIV of France, who claimed, “L’État, c’est moi.” Worse, as I will show, these kleptocra-cies acted as the agents of Western neoliberalism, robbing Arab nations of their wealth and presiding over terrible impoverishment and deepening disparities.

Despite the regime’s attempts to contain simmering discontent, Egyptian youth were clearly determined to take on the regimes that oppressed them. And they were ready for the task. Helped by years of practice in organizing, protesting, and picketing, and inspired by their Tunisian neighbors’ success in the bringing down of their dictatorship and the exiling of Ben Ali, they were unafraid and undeterred. They planned their protest for January 25, 2011, with two very specific demands in mind: democracy and social justice. Thousands took hold of Cairo’s Tahrir Square and, from then on, in the words of Nobel Peace Prize–winner and former director general of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Mohammad el-Baradei to the cheering crowds only three days later, “What we started can never be pushed back.”

As I discuss later, Egyptians, like the Tunisians and other Arabs, had reached their limit. They were no longer willing or able to endure political and economic humiliation. So a new generation of Arabs came together to resist ignominy and tyranny. They inspired millions from all social strata, including outlawed labor unions, civil society, and women to join, and in the process and turned their demonstrations into national uprisings. In no time these full-fledged revolts brought down the frail but violent ancien regimes as they mutated through the Arab world.

No longer would autocrats be able to silence their people. After decades of oppression, the invisible victims made themselves visible, and the masses made themselves heard. The promise of a better future healed past wounds, fulfilling that long ignored national slogan, “If the people want to live, destiny must respond.”

But what explains the contagion? Why did the revolution spread so quickly from Tunisia to Egypt, and then on to Yemen, Libya, Syria, and Bahrain, causing people across the region to fill the main streets and public squares with their calls for social justice and reform? Yemenis first demonstrated in solidarity with Tunisians and Syrians in support of their fellow Arabs in Libya. The first slogan I heard coming out of Syria was “Syrian germs salute Libyan rats.” It mocked the official Libyan response and  underlined the solidarity among the various upheavals. Paradoxically, Islamist and Western leaders that have made the most noise over the future of the region during the last few decades were caught in the headlights. But their determination to catch up and support the revolutions has complicated the process toward democracy.

To be sure, three transregional factors—nationalism, Islamism, and Western interventionism—have had major influences on the transformation of Arab societies, including the makeup and the undoing of Arab regimes. In the final part of this essay, I will discuss the effects of these three dynamics on the success or failure of the Arab revolution.

 




O people 
I am the first, the fairest 
And the finest among the rulers 
I am the full moon and the whiteness of jasmine 
I am the inventor of the first gallows, and the best divine messenger 
Whenever I think of retiring from power, my conscience holds me back 
Who, I wonder, will govern after me this good people? 
Who, after me, will heal the lame, the leper, and the blind . . . 
And who will revive the bones of the dead? 
Who, I wonder, will take out the moon from his coat? 
Who, I wonder, will send the rain to people? 
Who, I wonder, will flog them ninety lashes? 
Who, I wonder, will crucify them above the trees? 
Who, I wonder, will force them to live like cows? 
And die like cows? 
Whenever I thought of leaving them 
My tears overflowed like a cloud 
And in God I trusted . . . 
And decided to mount the people . . . 
From now until the day of resurrection . . .
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