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    To Mattie and Boatie, so that they will know why

     I wasn’t around much when they were ten and eight.

    To my friends, who made life on the road

    during the Arab uprisings possible.
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    A NOTE ON THE TITLE

    When Tunisians were overthrowing their dictator president Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali at the very beginning of 2011, demonstrators came up with a new chant. In Arabic it has a nice rhythm: Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam. The people want the fall of the regime. It caught on across the Arab world, sometimes with local variations, sometimes with the classic words. It became part of the soundtrack of revolution, which is why it is part of the title of this book.

  
    

    

    
Prologue

    BEFORE THE SPRING

    The day after Hosni Mubarak resigned as president of Egypt tens of thousands of people packed Tahrir Square in central Cairo and celebrated their elevation from subjects to citizens by cleaning it up. They brought brooms and buckets, paintbrushes and scrubbing brushes and set about demonstrating that they were the new owners of the city. Around the fringes of the square a shingle beach of rubble and rocks had been deposited during eighteen days of protests, thrown in spiky black clouds by thousands of hands at those supporters of the ex-president who had tried to break in to stop the revolution. Now the beach was shovelled into bags and taken away – except for the granite cobblestones that had been Tahrir’s heavy artillery, which were picked out of the rubble and put back in their original spots.

    The political symbolism of the clean-up was in the mind of everyone who was there. For years Egypt had felt like a country drowning in difficulty. But, that morning, not only was it bliss for them to be alive; there was also an extraordinary sense of the possible. People lined up to tell me that they had done the job of removing the president themselves. Their determination and their steadfastness had made the difference. They were taking control of their own political destiny and regaining their dignity: so different to 2003, when any satisfaction at the fall of Saddam Hussein, the tyrant of Baghdad, was outweighed by humiliation that Americans and their Western friends, not Arabs, had deposed him. Day one, year zero of the new Egypt – 12 February 2011 – was so full of euphoria and sheer outright happiness that they brushed aside, very cheerfully, anyone who tried to remind them of one iron law of revolution: that the hardest job is not overthrowing the dictator; it is making the new order.

    This book does not pretend to be a comprehensive account of the turbulence in the Arab world since the end of 2010. I have concentrated to a very large degree on what I experienced myself – and I discovered during those remarkable months that too much was happening in too many places for one individual to witness it all. I have tried, as much as telling the story allows, to concentrate on events I saw first-hand. But, since I think I have seen as much as anyone, I hope the reader can get an idea not just of why the Middle East has been convulsed but also why it is happening. At the time of writing in some places revolution has happened, in others it is happening and in others it is still something for the future. If this is a five-act play, it’s getting towards the end of act two, and the play’s authors, the people themselves, are still trying to work out where the story ends. It is not too early, though, to conclude that Arabs from the Mediterranean to the Arabian Sea have embarked on a process of real, historical, revolutionary change. The old certainties have gone. No country is immune.

    Arab dictators, generals and kings presided over countries that were under severe economic, political and social stress. Removing the old leader, or trying to, didn’t take away all the other problems. It was not a magic cure. It even sharpened them sometimes. The police states that kept the old leaders in power had acted as a dampener, a limiter. They scared people into accepting the by-products of authoritarian rule, especially corruption and the feeling that the states’ agents could get anyway with anything they liked. The longer that went on, the more discontent increased. In the places where the intimidating weight of the police states was removed, issues that had been buried surged to the surface.

    When Hosni Mubarak stepped down it looked as if the Arab dominoes were going to tumble as fast as the communist ones had in Eastern Europe in 1989. Less than two months earlier, a Tunisian market trader, Muhammad Bouazizi, had set fire to himself after being humiliated by government inspectors once too often. His death started a protest movement that spread to Tunis, the capital, by the end of the year and forced the authoritarian and corrupt president, Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, in power since 1987, to flee to Saudi Arabia. That was sensational enough, but Mubarak’s fall in Egypt, the traditional centre of gravity in the Arab world, energised protestors across the region. They rose up in Libya, Bahrain, Yemen and Syria. Governments in Jordan, Morocco, Algeria and Oman were forced into rapid talk of reform. Even Saudi Arabia redirected a huge chunk of its oil revenues to education and welfare items the king hoped would buy off any new discontent. The speed of events made some predict a transformation of the Middle East by the summer. It has not been that simple, and it has not been at all easy. How could it have been, after the years of authoritarian rule, and the accumulation of so many layers of economic, political and social problems?

    In 2011 Arabs across the region – not just the Egyptians who took their mops and brushes to Tahrir Square – pushed to be citizens, not subjects. Citizens of any country want to be able to choose their leaders and to sack them if they do a bad job. They tend to prefer leaders who know what they are doing and can make decisions that work and make the lives of the people easier. Arabs, like everyone else, do not want rulers who depend on fear, who wield power based on police states that terrorize the people.

    One day towards the end of 2011 I was talking about the way politics in the Arab world works with one of Britain’s top diplomats in the Middle East, Sir John Jenkins. At the time he was ambassador to Libya, and was preparing to move on to do the same job in Saudi Arabia. We were walking through the ruins of the official British residence in Tripoli, the Libyan capital. The British had taken over a floor of a hotel because the ambassador’s house and the embassy, which were in two halves of one of Tripoli’s most historic houses, had been burnt out by a mob of Gaddafi’s supporters after NATO started bombing at the beginning of March that year.

    Jenkins said that governments in the Middle East operate at the ‘intersection of legitimacy and consent. A lot of governments in the region have pretty low levels of legitimacy, but moderate levels of consent’. In other words, many people had for years received just enough from repressive states to keep them from taking active steps to bring their governments down. If anyone wavered, the police state would give them a sharp reminder of who was boss. You could tell, Jenkins said, when consent rose, because people felt a bigger stake in their societies. That was why thousands of Egyptians turned up in Tahrir Square with the contents of their broom cupboards. Public spaces in Arab countries could be filthy. Most homes, however poor, were immaculate, but their residents had no compunction about chucking their garbage into the street.

    As we walked round the residence that he could not use, past the skeleton of the charred 1920s snooker table, our shoes stirring up clouds of ash, Jenkins suggested that a garbage index could be a measure of change. Under the dictators ‘consent never stretched far enough to get the people to do something about the rubbish or clean the streets up [. . .] It sounds a bit odd to say that you can tell how successful a revolution is when people start picking the bags up outside their houses, but in a way you can.’

    The Arab people wanted to seize the big chance they had in 2011 to change the game, to find a better way, without leaders who in some cases were turning dictatorships into dynasties. President Hafez al-Assad had set the precedent as he prepared the succession in Syria in the 1990s. He groomed his son Basel to follow him and when Basel was killed in a car crash in 1994 he was replaced as heir apparent by another son, Bashar, who left his studies in ophthalmology in London to return to the family business. Bashar took over what looked increasingly like a throne when his father died in 1999. In Egypt, it looked as if Gamal Mubarak, who was the younger of the president’s two sons, was being fast-tracked into politics. By the time Gamal, an investment banker, turned forty in 2003, he was in charge of the state’s privatisation programme and looked to be his father’s candidate for the succession, though both men denied it. Gamal busied himself ticking the necessary boxes. One problem was that he had never married. That box was ticked in 2007 when he had a highly publicised celebrity wedding to the beautiful twenty-three-year-old daughter of one of Egypt’s richest businessmen. As President Mubarak became older and sicker, Gamal was rumoured to be taking many of the daily decisions, with the help of one of a new class of oligarchs, Ahmed Ezz, a steel tycoon who had been enriched by privatisation. In Yemen, too, there was a family-succession plan. President Ali Abdullah Saleh, in power since 1978, would drop occasional hints about retirement but there was also an assumption that he would be handing over the national enterprise to his sons and family.

    Many of the people who rose up against the old order in 2011 took action when they realised that not even the death of their aging despots would free them. The demonstrations were dominated by a generation of young people who were more politically conscious, more aware of the outside world and better connected to it than their parents and grandparents had been. Arab police states obsessively tracked threats to their regimes. But they could not defuse the biggest bomb of all – demography. No statistics in the Arab uprisings of 2011 were more important than those concerning population growth. The exact numbers vary from country to country, but getting on for 60 per cent of the population was under the age of thirty; sometimes the percentage was greater, sometimes it was a little less. The under-thirties were in the vanguard of all the Arab uprisings. They had been born in the 1980s, when relative prosperity and better healthcare produced a baby boom. Even in places where there was still high infant mortality, like Yemen, the population rose. By the turn of the century the Arab boomers were coming to maturity and finding a world that was not at all to their liking. They wanted their share of the national cake, but it was shrinking at a time when more people wanted a slice. The people at the top took their own huge cut, while the people further down the pecking order concluded that they could wait forever for their turn, but it would never come. By 2011 the boomers had had enough.

    Economic problems powered their discontent. In 2010 world food prices rose sharply. Wheat and maize went up by a third. Food prices rose 21 per cent in Egypt in the last year or so before the uprising against Hosni Mubarak. The price of tomatoes, supposedly cheap and plentiful in season, hit almost record levels. In 2008 food prices had caused riots in twenty-eight poor countries around the world. The global problem magnified local crises. In Syria a severe drought between 2006 and 2011 ruined the livelihoods of at least one million people. Arab states subsidised some staples, but rising prices increased the pressure on people who were already discontented and close to their breaking point. As food prices went up, unemployment was also rising. The economies of many Arab countries had been hobbled by corruption and the years of under-investment. Many economies appeared to be expanding but they were not creating jobs for the new generation entering the labour market, and most of the profits went into the hands of a small elite. By the time Mubarak fell, 700,000 young people were joining Egypt’s workforce every year. But only around 30,000 new jobs were available. In Tunisia around half the population was under thirty and 30 per cent of them did not have jobs. In 2011 nearly 38 per cent of young Tunisians had never been employed and 66 per cent of college graduates were still jobless eighteen months after graduation.1

    In a small, dusty, forgotten Tunisian town called Sidi Bouzid, Muhammad Bouazizi, born in 1985, was an archetypal representative of his generation, dissatisfied by the prospect of a life that would neither make him richer nor give him enough political freedom to make him believe that he could influence his own chances. Early, incorrect reports from Tunisia, claiming that Muhammad Bouazizi was a university graduate who had been forced to sell fruit and vegetables because he could not get a job, were seized on by educated, impoverished Arabs who saw in Muhammad a mirror image of their own lives. In fact he had been forced to leave high school before he took the baccalaureate, the leaving examination, to go to work to support his family. He had no chance of getting close to university. One day in December 2010 inspectors confiscated his produce and, much more seriously for a poor trader, his cart and his weights, which were the only capital in his business. Muhammad went to the governor’s offices in Sidi Bouzid and set light to himself, inflicting terrible injuries that eventually killed him. His act of rage, humiliation and frustration touched off the political storm that is still howling through the Arab world.

    They felt like revolutions, even looked like them. In the narrow streets to the east of Tahrir Square, the epicentre of protest against the Egyptian regime, there is a small mosque where a first-aid station was established during the protests against President Mubarak. At the height of the stoning and brawling, men with improvised stretchers – sheets of metal, doors torn out of shops, or just linked arms – were bringing casualties in about every twenty seconds. They laid them down in the street, because the mosque had run out of space, and went back for more. The doctors carried out triage in the gutter and on the pavement, assessing who needed urgent treatment and who could be left for a while. They said the injuries were caused by shotgun pellets and knives as well as stones and clubs. One of the doctors kept working on a cut head as he talked about the patient he had just put in an ambulance, a seventeen-year-old boy with a ruptured globe, a tear in the surface of the eyeball.

    I kept getting reminders, perhaps absurdly, of heroic, idealised engravings of nineteenth-century revolutionaries with their bloody dressings and their flags, flashes of the Paris commune reborn 140 years later in the narrow streets around Tahrir Square. Bandages crusty with dried blood were worn like campaign medals, left on long after they were necessary. It was a perfect revolutionary moment, unity in a city where life was often hard enough to drive people apart, as dramatic, tragic and triumphant as an opera. And there was the setting; the buildings, the backstreets around the dressing station, a rotting stage of urban revolution planted in what was once Cairo’s European quarter, canyons of steep art-nouveau apartment buildings off grand avenues, balconies choked with junk behind finely wrought, broken balustrades. Every time I was in those streets in 2011, with the blood and the bandages in the spring and, later, in the autumn, when heavy clouds of teargas hung like mist, I wondered about the buildings when they were new, in the years before the First World War. That was a time when Arabs were not in revolt from the modern world but were taking steps to be part of it, when there were aspirations to parliamentary democracy and when the rich got richer by investing in their own country rather than channelling their cash into safe havens abroad that no taxman or revolutionary could ever touch. The streets they left behind around Tahrir Square were not even all that poor by the lavish standards of poverty in Mubarak’s Cairo, but were still a crumbling symbol of an entire country’s decay and stagnation and the dead hand of a corrupt dictatorship.

    Other Arabs had their perfect revolutionary moments too. In Benghazi, only a week after the fall of Mubarak, tens of thousands of Libyans took over their city, tore down the images of their dictator, Colonel Muammar al-Gaddafi, and took up arms to drive him out of the rest of the country. Others believed they were changing their countries, until the forces of the old order reasserted themselves and made it into a war of attrition. In Bahrain protestors tried to create their own Tahrir, at the Pearl Roundabout in Manama, until they were driven out. Yemenis in Sana’a, the capital, set up a tented village outside the university, which they called Change Square, and stayed there even after they were attacked. Photographs of people killed in the protests, revolutionary martyrs, were everywhere. In Benghazi they took up an entire wall of the courthouse.

    They died not because they wanted to be part of a Pan-Arab revolutionary movement – there wasn’t one – but because they wanted to change their own lives, and those of their families, for the better. Most Arabs are nationalists. They identify strongly with their own countries. It is a mistake to try to find much in common between what happened in, say, Libya in North Africa, and Yemen in southern Arabia. Every country had its own reasons for discontent. Revolutionary politics are local. But the idea that the people could bring down the regime spread much more easily through a part of the world that shared a language and culture. Arabs can disagree, sometimes violently, with their neighbours. But authoritarian governments create the same kind of problems, so when they took to the streets they called for the same kinds of change, chanting slogans against regimes that oppressed and humiliated them, demanding freedom and justice and an end to corruption. Some eminent Arab thinkers have declared that the uprisings in 2011 were not fully fledged revolutions because a settled new order has not yet emerged. It is true that the job has not been finished, and in some parts of the region it has barely started. But I like the word revolution, because there is no going back to what there was before. The process of change continues. A revolution has happened in the thinking of people in Libya, Syria, Egypt, Bahrain and Yemen, and it is brewing elsewhere. A man in Tahrir Square summed it up when I suggested that a hard future lay ahead.

    ‘We’ve got problems,’ he said. ‘But we know – and the government and the army know – that if everything else fails we know the way back to Tahrir Square. We will not stand for another dictatorship.’

    In 2011 millions of Arabs decided that they had wasted enough time being oppressed, frightened and excluded in their own countries, and finally called time on their dictatorships. It was hard to believe that deeply unpopular regimes had started out with a lot of popular support, in a wave of what were called revolutions in the Middle East after the Second World War. In the late forties and early fifties the Arab world was in ferment, reeling after the humiliating failure to destroy the new Israeli state. Britain and France, the imperial powers in the region, were in decline. There was an opportunity and it was grabbed by military officers who seized power and made big promises about a new age of Arab glory. They did not deliver, but concentrated power in the hands of a few and started to build the regimes that the people finally lost patience with in 2011.

    In the fifties, just as in 2011, what happened in Egypt was crucial. In 1952 Egyptians were directing their rage and humiliation at the British, who were retreating from their Middle Eastern Empire but still in control of the Suez Canal Zone.2 Egypt was at the centre of the storm because it was the state that most influenced other Arabs. It had more people and its politics and culture set the tone for the whole region. By the last weekend of January 1952 strikes and riots gripped the country. The prime minister, who was a nationalist, abrogated the treaty allowing Britain to base troops in the Canal Zone. The interior minister went one stage further, urging the Muslim Brotherhood to use force against the British occupiers. Forty-six Egyptian police were killed and seventy-two wounded in a shootout after they refused to surrender their police station to the British army in Ismailia in the Canal Zone.3 The next day furious crowds filled the same elegant boulevards in central Cairo near Tahrir Square that were the epicentre of the uprising in 2011, and set about burning down all the symbols of British power and the Western way of life they had transplanted to Cairo. The offices of Thomas Cook were torched, so were cinemas; the Shepheard hotel, with its famous terrace and a men-only bar that was a home from home for the British officer class, was burnt to the ground. Other targets included Groppi’s, an elegant cafe where the British, as well as the Egyptian elite, liked to have tea and cakes, along with dozens of other restaurants and bars. The turmoil opened the way to a coup d’état later in the year by a group of young military officers, led by Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser. They overthrew the king and, in the next few years, delivered British imperialism a mortal blow at Suez in 1956, made an alliance with the Soviet Union and became the standard bearers of Pan-Arabism, a dream of unity that never materialized. There was a short-lived union of Egypt and Syria, and attempts by Nasser to overturn the established order by overthrowing the West’s Arab allies in Jordan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Lebanon. In the turmoil the Iraqi royal family was overthrown and slaughtered, and to stop the contagion Britain sent the Parachute Regiment and a Royal Artillery unit to Jordan and US Marines landed on Lebanon’s Mediterranean beaches. By 1958 the Arab world seemed to be on the brink of historic change, just like in 2011; but, as the historian Avi Shlaim says: ‘history failed to turn’.4

    Instead Arab states settled into a long period of authoritarian rule, led by the men who had come to power in uniform. Claims were made that a uniquely Arab form of socialism would restore the region to the place it deserved to be in the world. In Arab capitals from Baghdad to Cairo you can still see some of the architecture from that heroic, deceiving time: white walls and sharp edges rotting slowly next to the crumbling buildings left by European imperialists. Their boasts that they had created a new age of Arab power were crushed in 1967 with another Israeli victory in another war. In desperation Nasser’s Egyptian regime, which had led the Arabs into another military disaster, lied to the people that it was winning until the truth became impossible to hide. By then, Pan-Arabism was already dead and after the Israeli victory even secular nationalism began to be questioned. The answers coming from the mosques were increasingly compelling for a generation that did not want any more humiliation. The idea that Islam was the solution to the Arab world’s decline had been around since the nineteenth century but after 1967 it began to move into the mainstream. Since political parties that opposed authoritarian regimes were not allowed to operate, the mosques had the priceless advantage of often being the only places where it was possible for a group of people to get together and talk without breaking the law.

    Political Islamists, often in prison cells as well as mosques, had long-running, bitter debates about the right way ahead. At the most extreme end, by the 1980s Arab jihadists were trying to find quick and violent ways to unseat regimes they believed were ungodly. Iran had its Islamic revolution and they wanted one too. But other Islamists, like those in the Muslim Brotherhood, which started in Egypt and spread abroad, were playing a long game, building support through providing education and healthcare, nurturing communities who over years grew to trust them. The Islamists’ other big virtue for many – which really mattered when free votes became possible – was that they were not usually corrupt. The contrast with the people in and around the old regimes could not have been greater.

    Nasser died in 1970, having been hugely popular on the streets until the very end – even though he had led the Arabs to the catastrophic defeat by Israel in 1967. A year before Nasser’s death he was still influential enough to inspire a young officer who wanted to take over his country in the way that Nasser had seized Egypt in 1952. The officer’s name was Muammar al-Gaddafi, and, with a group of his contemporaries from Libya’s military academy, he overthrew King Idris. Among his first acts was to demand, successfully, that the United States and Britain give up their bases. Gaddafi was a devotee of Nasser’s until his own death. Right until his downfall in 2011, Libyan state television would show black-and-white pictures of the young and skinny Gaddafi being congratulated by Nasser, the man who had defied the West. Nasser’s death brought Egypt to a grief-stricken standstill. Among the Arab leaders who came to Cairo to pay his respects was a member of the Syrian military junta, Hafez al-Assad. The death of Nasser, who had dominated the Arab world since he took on the British and French at Suez in 1956, must have been a sign to Assad that it was time for a younger generation to make its move. He returned to Damascus from the funeral and seized sole power. His first visitor was Colonel Gaddafi. When Assad went to meet him at the airport, apparently he quipped, ‘It’s a good thing you didn’t arrive half an hour earlier.’5 Gaddafi had been in the air while Assad was finishing the statement announcing that he was the new man in charge. The young men of 1970 and their anointed successors were still holding power when Muhammad Bouazizi immolated himself.

    The Arab authoritarians who dominated the region from the 1950s to the first decade of the twenty-first century had a tacit deal with the people. The state would provide jobs and cheap food and fuel, and in return the people would not complain about the absence of freedom or demand the right to change their leader. If they did, the growing, pervasive and vicious police state would show them where they had gone wrong. The regime’s challengers could expect a painful incarceration and perhaps an early death. A grand network of subsidies and patronage, which descended deeper into corruption every year, developed alongside the apparatus of coercion and repression in Arab police states. They were equal halves of the same system of control. Countries lucky enough to have oil, like in Libya, Iraq and the Gulf, could pay the bills themselves. Others relied on their powerful superpower patrons.

    The Middle East was one of the most important battlegrounds in the Cold War, which meant that the United States and the Soviet Union competed for influence and supplied weapons as well as cash and political support to their clients. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Americans were the dominant foreign player in the region. Western countries did not write the old rules in the Arab world, but the rules lasted as long as they did because they suited the West. The most powerful countries in the world found it useful to have some rough friends to police an unstable but highly strategic place. Stability in the Middle East was a price worth paying in broken heads, torn-out fingernails and the denial of basic freedoms. The United States and the British and their Western friends forgot their scruples about the rule of law and the representation of the people because they reckoned that with allies like the Mubaraks and, eventually, the Gaddafis, and others, their enemies would be taken care of nicely. Secular leaders from the military took up the fight against political Islam with relish and this suited the Americans, who were haunted by the humiliations inflicted on them by Iranian revolutionaries. It seemed even more vital after the 9/11 attacks by al-Qaeda on the United States to have Arab friends who could take jihadist movements on, perhaps infiltrate them, and promise to destroy them. It was not just easy for America, Britain and their Western allies to turn a blind eye to the repression and brutality perpetrated by their Arab friends. It was necessary and useful.

    Jihadist suspects were captured and even abducted under a programme that was given the euphemistic name of ‘extraordinary rendition’, and were sent to Arab countries where there were none of the tiresome legal constraints that made life difficult in Western democracies. A former CIA agent called Robert Baer said, ‘If you want a serious interrogation, you send a prisoner to Jordan. If you want them to be tortured, you send them to Syria. If you want someone to disappear – never to see them again – you send them to Egypt.’6 Jordan and Egypt were American allies. Syria was not. But accepting a suspect was an easy way for President Bashar al-Assad to do the Americans a covert favour, and perhaps open up a channel of communication. In 2002 a Canadian-Syrian businessman called Maher Arar was detained at Kennedy Airport in New York then deported to Damascus, where he was tortured and detained for a year. No Arab state had a more brutal or ruthless police state than Syria’s, but cooperation on some security matters helped to develop an idea that the country was a potential ally. For a short time it was a Western pariah after a UN investigation leaked suggestions that the regime of President Bashar al-Assad might have been responsible for a huge bomb that killed the former Lebanese prime minister Rafik Hariri in Beirut in 2005. But in a world of realpolitik, Syria’s pivotal position in the region meant that only a few years later President Assad could choose from a dance card of Western suitors. They had concluded that he could unlock peace in the Middle East as long as he dropped his friends in Iran and Hezbollah, the powerful Lebanese Shia militia that had fought Israel to a standstill in 2006.

    In Libya Colonel Gaddafi was a bogeyman for years, condemned and sanctioned for funding and perpetrating attacks on Western targets. Persuading him in 2003 to pay compensation to the victims of the Lockerbie attack, and to give up Libya’s attempts to build weapons of mass destruction, was seen, rightly, as a big success for British and American diplomacy. But no attempt was made to make him change the repressive and violent policies that were at the heart of his regime, or to trade Western help for political reform. Instead Gaddafi’s prison system was incorporated into the extraordinary-rendition network, and suspects were sent to Tripoli for what they said was torture.

    Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak had another important role, as a heat shield for Arab – especially Palestinian – anger against the Israelis. Whenever the Palestinian-Israeli conflict heated up, Palestinian leaders would be dispatched, with Western approval, for pep talks in Cairo. Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian president, became so dependent on his trips to see his friend President Mubarak that he attempted to defend him when protestors occupied Tahrir Square. Perhaps it was commendable loyalty, but it put the Palestinian president further out of step with his people.

    The US and Britain and other Western powers tailored their policies towards the Middle East to their broader needs. They forgot their opposition to political Islam when it came to Saudi Arabia, which is a strict Islamist state. The Oxford University academic Tariq Ramadan pointed out that the Western allies’ desire to court Saudi Arabia showed they could set aside their suspicion about political Islamism if it suited their economic interests.7 It was not just a question of buying oil. Saudi Arabia was a huge market for Western weapons, and the Saudi ruling family saw al-Qaeda as their enemy too.

    Middle East dictators had their uses for America, Britain and their Western friends. Politicians and diplomats, on the rare occasions on which they were questioned about the company they were keeping, would argue that they had to be realistic and pragmatic, clear-sighted and not at all naïve about the realities of one of the toughest parts of the world. When the excesses of regimes were too egregious to ignore, some mild criticism might emerge; but this did not affect the core of the relationship. They realised what they were doing. Condoleezza Rice, then US secretary of state, summed it up in a reproachful speech in Cairo in 2005.

    
      
        
          For sixty years, my country, the United States, pursued stability at the expense of democracy in this region, here in the Middle East, and we achieved neither [. . .] Throughout the Middle East the fear of free choices can no longer justify the denial of liberty. It is time to abandon the excuses that are made to avoid the hard work of democracy.

        

      

    

    It was all too little too late for its intended audience. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 had contaminated anything the Bush administration would ever want to say about the Middle East in the eyes of most of its Arab residents. Anyway, the Americans soon pulled back from the high noon of Dr Rice’s rhetoric. Less than a year later supporters of President Bush’s so-called ‘freedom agenda’ realised that offering Arabs unsupervised democracy could be dangerous. They might vote for the wrong candidates. On a freezing winter day at the beginning of 2006, Palestinian elections produced a victory for Hamas, the Islamic Resistance Movement, over the pro-Western secular Palestinian nationalists in Fatah. President Bush had refused pleas by the Israelis and the Fatah Palestinians to postpone the election, which was signed off as fair by the European Union. Elections, it seemed, were all very well unless they produced the wrong government. Hamas refused to accept a demand to stop using violence and recognise Israel, and was sent into isolation. Not long after Dr Rice’s speech about democracy, a very senior American diplomat sat back in his chair in the State Department in Washington and told me cheerfully that ‘of course our top objective is getting that Palestinian election overturned’.

    Years of Western support for Arab autocrats meant that millions of Arabs considered Europeans and Americans to be part of their problem. That feeling was magnified enormously by the invasion of Iraq and its disastrous fallout. Western policies helped prepare the ground for political extremism in the region. Even among well-educated, Westernised, secular intellectuals in Arab countries there was more or less a consensus that the West, led by America and Britain, was waging a war on Muslims in Iraq and Afghanistan. When friends of the West, especially President Mubarak, were sent packing, millions of Arabs believed that their enemies in the West had been struck a serious blow.

    The late-afternoon British Airways 747 to Cairo on Wednesday 26 January 2011 did not feel like a flight into a revolution, but it was. Wealthy Egyptians were heading home with carrier bags from London’s top stores. A few pale-faced British tourists were flying out to look for the sun, and Egypt’s antiquities, some of them dressed in light clothes and sandals that they would regret in the chilly late-winter evenings in Cairo. Across the aisle an old man was on his way to the grave of his brother, who had died in Egypt as a child in the 1930s. He hadn’t managed it while he had been a soldier there during the Second World War, so now the man’s wife and daughter were taking him for a last nostalgic trip. And there were a few reporters and camera crews – the only sign that something was not quite normal.

    The Middle East had been having its usual disproportionate share of wars since 2006 – Gaza and Iraq were running sores – but much of the region had been full of fires that smouldered but rarely blazed. Political problems would not go away but were being deferred or evaded, never resolved. It meant that the region was tense, and most people in the Middle East had a life that, while being perhaps a little quieter, was no more secure or relaxed. There wasn’t much for a reporter to witness. Television journalists need drama and strong stories in order to connect with their audiences. Convincing programme editors, let alone the people at home, that they needed to care about what happened in the Middle East was getting harder. I thought at the very start of the year that the most likely flashpoints in the next twelve months would be in Yemen, where the local affiliate of al-Qaeda was assertive and ambitious, and that Israel might go through with its threats to attack Iran’s nuclear installations.

    But that Wednesday Egypt was the obvious place to go for the journalists on board the plane. The previous day Cairo had been brought to a halt by a huge demonstration against President Hosni Mubarak’s regime. For a while, the people had even occupied Tahrir Square, the centre of Cairo and the symbolic key to control of the city. While the British Airways cabin crew brought smiles and glasses of wine, protestors in Cairo were trying to reignite the streets. The Interior Ministry warned that they would be met with force. Thousands of riot policemen were deployed across strategic parts of the city, at junctions, at places that could be used as rallying points and on the bridges across the Nile. It was not the first time that the regime had faced crowds of protestors, but it was bigger and more significant than usual because twelve days earlier Tunisian revolutionaries had set Arab minds racing by deposing their hated president, Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, not even a month after the start of the popular uprising that followed Muhammad Bouazizi’s attempt to burn himself to death.

    It was going to be a remarkable year. But that afternoon I couldn’t see it. I was out of love with journalism, full of New Year blues on the flight to Cairo, and expecting to be home by the weekend. President Mubarak’s police state just seemed to be too strong. Surely it couldn’t crumble in the way that Ben Ali’s regime had in Tunisia? The fractured Egyptian opposition was planning a big anti-Mubarak demonstration for the coming Friday. I was expecting it to be crushed. I thought the demonstration might not even sustain a whole piece, so I planned to try to join the dots – comparing what had happened in Tunisia and what might happen elsewhere. All the twenty-two Arab states were different, but ideas crossed borders between them, powered by social media and television, especially al-Jazeera. The Egyptian police state, I reckoned, had been taken by surprise by the protests the day before. By Friday the hard end of the Mubarak regime would be ready. The police and the riot squads and the regime’s plain-clothes thugs would not make the same mistake twice.

    The wife of the old man across the aisle on the plane adjusted his blankets. I told his daughter not to worry. A flurry was coming on Friday, a few broken heads perhaps, but their trip should be fine as long as they stayed away from the centre of Cairo. The country was not about to erupt. President Mubarak’s opponents had tried to make it happen before, and the same thing always occurred. They got squashed. The power of the Egyptian state was ugly – and depressing for anyone who believed in freedom – but it was at the very least predictable.

    On that flight I had not grasped the size of what was starting, not just in Cairo but in the year to come, on the revolutionary roadshow of the Arabs in Libya, Bahrain, Yemen and Syria. Perhaps I would have had a better sense of it had I been covering the Tunisian revolution. But I had missed the fall of Ben Ali in Tunis on 14 January because I was testifying against the ex-leader of the Bosnian Serbs, Radovan Karadžić at the former-Yugoslavia war-crimes tribunal in The Hague. For the best part of two days I was cross-examined by Karadžić himself, thinner than in Bosnia, less ebullient, his extravagant politeness failing to cover up his contempt for anyone who dared to challenge his version of history. He was on trial for genocide, persecution, extermination, murder, deportation, hostage-taking and terror. I caught glimpses of the Tunisian revolution on TV as I was escorted back and forth to the witness box. But in court the Arab tumult faded away, obscured by my first journalistic love, Sarajevo and its ghosts, the city of bullets and shells, the indomitable, the villainous and the dead. The tribunal had helped to set a precedent that national leaders might have to account for what they had done in court, and the Karadžić trial was my third time in the witness box in The Hague.

    Still, it did not occur to me that the legal principle of accountability would ever be applied to Arab leaders. Apart from anything else, too many of them were too useful to powerful Western countries. But within two months Muammar al-Gaddafi, the Brother Leader and guide of the Libyan Revolution, the man who had been embraced by Tony Blair and kissed by Silvio Berlusconi, would be charged with crimes against humanity. He never had his day in court, thanks to the Libyan fighters who captured and killed him with the brutality his regime had meted out thousands of times and then put his body put on display in a walk-in fridge so the people had proof the monster was dead. By the summer Hosni Mubarak was on trial for his life for corruption and ordering the killing of protestors, wheeled into a cage in a Cairo court in a hospital bed, alongside his sons and some of his henchmen. Many Egyptians were disgusted when the court gave him a life sentence and not execution. Ex-president Ben Ali, his wife and key members of his family were put on trial, in absentia, in Tunisia. He was safe in exile in Saudi Arabia, but was also given life, for his part in the killing of demonstrators.

    Ten months after that flight into the Egyptian revolution I sat at a tea stall in Tahrir Square with a man called Wael Abbas to try to work out why 2011 had turned into the most dramatic year in the modern history of the Arab people, and why opponents of Mubarak and the others had broken through when in the past they couldn’t. It was a bright day in late November and demonstrations and street battles had started again in Cairo. Egypt’s revolution was not going the way that the revolutionaries had hoped. A couple of hundred yards away, at the other end of the square, teargas was drifting out of Muhammad Mahmoud Street, where protestors were fighting police riot squads. Ambulances pushed out through the crowds, lights flashing, sirens screaming. Wael Abbas is one of Egypt’s best-known and most sensible bloggers. We were balancing on rickety plastic stools opposite the museum where Egypt keeps the treasures of its pharaohs, on a stretch of road that Cairo’s street vendors were trying to turn into the revolution’s food court. Men dressed in grubby robes and white turbans roasted sweet potatoes in wood-burning ovens made from oil drums. Corn popped in glass-sided carts, sinister-looking liver sandwiches turned up their edges and kusheri, my favourite Egyptian fast food (a mess of rice, lentils and pasta topped with fried onions and a spicy tomato sauce), was being ladled into tubs. The operator of a rival tea stall across the way arranged a bunch of fresh green mint in a jar, flicking drops of water on to it from a bottle. He held the mint out and inspected it. It must have still looked too dusty to float in a glass of strong, sweet Egyptian tea. So he took a big swig of water, and sprayed it out of his mouth over the leaves. He repeated the process a couple of times, producing a fine high-pressure jet from his pursed lips until he was satisfied that the mint had been given a good enough rinse.

    A mental note never to buy a glass of mint tea from that stallholder spluttered its way into my head, along with a metaphor for the tarnished revolutionary hopes of the Spring. Plenty of people in Tahrir Square were feeling as if someone had been spitting all over their revolution. Back on 11 February, when President Hosni Mubarak resigned from office, hundreds of thousands of Egyptians in the square had been filled with joy by the power and beauty of what they had done, a political event that seemed to them to be as perfect as anything in nature. So much euphoria was always going to cause some kind of hangover when their world, inevitably, failed to change fast enough. By the time I met Wael for that glass of tea, the revolutionaries were despairing. The future of Egypt was looking more and more as if it was going to be a struggle between Islamists and the military. That was not what so many hysterically happy people in Tahrir Square had been expecting on 11 February.

    Wael and I were getting occasional whiffs of teargas from the other end of the square, but I was less interested in what was going wrong a few hundred yards away than in working out where it had all begun. One starting point was the way that the internet was changing everyone’s lives. Wael Abbas was one of the first Egyptians, one of the first in the Arab world, to recognise that the internet had the power to outmanoeuvre a police state and to amplify and magnify public outrage, and to help them recognise that other countries did not do things the same way. Another kind of life had to be possible, Wael said, because they could see it existed elsewhere.

    ‘I felt there was something wrong with the country. It’s not like we see and hear in other countries, in European or American movies, when you see people throwing stones and tomatoes and eggs at the officials, and swearing at the president and criticizing the government and we don’t have the same here. That was my impression as a child.

    ‘I started late 2004. I found that I could publish as much as I want, as much text as I want. I can post videos, I can receive comments from the people about what I write, their opinion, their reactions, so it wasn’t reactive [. . .] You could have instant interaction.’

    I suggested that this meant he could also have instant interaction with the security police. His answer showed how slow they had been to recognise the threat that came from the internet.

    ‘Back then they were not really that active. They didn’t take the internet seriously. They didn’t take us seriously. They thought that we were some kids in pyjamas sitting in their bedrooms and trying to say smart stuff and talking to people of our kind and we had no audience. But then they started taking us seriously once we took to the streets, once we organised [. . .] Because bloggers in Egypt are different than those in anywhere else. I always said we had one foot in the street and the other on the internet.’

    But Wael Abbas and Egypt’s other internet pioneers were creating a new politics of protest with their computers. The regime took them very seriously after they scored a rare and early victory against the regime of President Hosni Mubarak in 2006. It was much more than a hint that the regime was not immutable. It was a sign that there were cracks inside the edifice of his power that could be widened. The bloggers’ first victory happened because brutal and arrogant local policemen, puffed up by years of impunity and the belief that they could get away with whatever they wanted, had made a video of them torturing Imad Kabir, a twenty-one-year-old minibus driver they had arrested at a bus stop. Back at the station one of them used his phone to film Imad being sodomised with a broomstick. The police attacked him after they had stripped him from the waist down, tied his feet together and hoisted them into the air so that only his back was touching the ground. On the video you can see his agony, fear and humiliation, and hear the panic as he screams, ‘No, pasha, no’, and begs them to stop. The police not only did not stop. They distributed the video in Imad Kabir’s home patch, a scruffy neighbourhood not far from central Cairo, as a warning to others. Boasting about their own brutality has been a common tactic by the internal security forces in Arab states, known usually by the generic term ‘mukhabarat’, for many years. The Syria security services under the Assad regime made a habit of returning the mutilated corpses of people they had tortured to death to the bereaved families. Across the region the men who were hired to keep regimes in power wanted their subjects to know what they were capable of doing, and to come to the right conclusions about the way to behave in the future.

    The tactic worked well when it was a matter of intimidating small, relatively defenceless groups of people, like the minibus drivers who worked with Imad Kabir, who would then have even more reasons to pay bribes to the police. But the equation changed once the video that the police had so arrogantly taken to Imad’s colleagues was uploaded to the web and shared, and shared again, because the more people who saw it the more the anger grew. Everyone knew that torture was routine in Egyptian police stations. It was a major reason why the police were held in such contempt and usually they could get away with it. But a video of torture by sexual assault, complete with close-ups of the agonised face of the victim, put the authorities under such pressure that eventually they had to react, and two policemen ended up in jail.

    The scandal surrounding the video was part of the drip feed of discontent that led to revolution in Egypt. Before 2011 there had always been Egyptians who opposed the regime openly but there were never enough of them to shake it, let alone bring it down. Groups of middle-class intellectuals formed political groups, the most prominent of which was the Egyptian Movement for Change, known by its Arabic slogan Kifaya, which means ‘enough’. I went to some of its demonstrations in Cairo after it emerged in the run-up to the 2005 presidential election. Activists, often dozens rather than hundreds, would try to assemble, vastly outnumbered by squads of riot police, then if they were lucky they would have a few minutes of chanting in front of the TV cameras before they were carted off. But Kifaya and the other groups never built a significant political base, slid into internal political bickering and most importantly of all failed to find a way to work with the Muslim Brotherhood, the most significant mass movement in Egypt outside the regime. The Brotherhood had the numbers to threaten the regime. But it was conservative, working within a system in which it was officially illegal in the hope that the time would come when they could transform Egypt into an Islamist state.

    Some Egyptians had a proud tradition of standing up against President Mubarak’s regime. But the power of the police state had always prevailed. What changed in 2011 was the formation of a critical mass that was too big to be intimidated on its way to sweeping President Mubarak aside. The Tunisians led the way, Wael believed.

    ‘It gave people courage to do something similar. Because they saw that it was possible. Other people did it. This small country that beats us in football, in African tournaments, has removed its president. Why the hell can’t we do that? Let’s do it. And they did it.’

    And Arabs in every other part of the Middle East and North Africa were watching what was happening in Egypt live on television, and seeing no reason why they couldn’t try to do the same thing.

    When I did my first trip to the Middle East after Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990 I heard some reporters with a lot more experience saying that Arabs like a strong leader. Apparently that trait explained the survival of the likes of Saddam Hussein, even though they imprisoned and often killed their subjects. I realised almost straight away that despots ruled through violence and fear, and that the notion that Arabs liked it was absurd, but I am ashamed to admit that the line might have crept into a few scripts before my brain kicked in. Another colleague, an experienced man lecturing a greenhorn, told me when I moved to Jerusalem to be the BBC Middle East correspondent in 1995 that my timing was perfect. Not only was there going to be peace between the Israelis and the Palestinians, but also the generation of Arab autocrats who had emerged in the sixties and seventies was getting old. Change was coming – it was ripening; you could feel it – and I would have the privilege of watching them bring in the harvest. Some hope. The Israelis and the Palestinians did not make peace, and Arab political life sank deeper a repressive malaise. The only dynamism came from some kinds of political Islam. President Mubarak gave up Egypt’s position as the Arab world’s natural leader in favour of his version of stability, a brutal, corrupt stagnation that allowed him to stay the West and Israel’s best Arab friend, especially when he fought jihadists.

    And Arabs, after all, liked and needed a strong leader. Everyone knew that. Westerners lapped up stories about their toughness. Over the years I heard plenty about the guile of Arab autocrats, like the story about the first President Assad plying an American secretary of state with endless glasses of sweet tea during marathon diplomatic talks and then relentlessly continuing the negotiation without bathroom breaks.

    But guile counts for nothing when the people lose their patience, and then lose their fear. Leaders were toppled – or, as I write, are fighting for survival (literally, not just politically) – because a younger generation of Arabs realised that the old systems were offering nothing to compensate them for their lack of freedom. Don’t forget that 60 per cent of Arabs were under the age of thirty. Cutting up the existing cake was no longer an option. It wasn’t big enough and the wrong people were counting the slices.

    It was always wrong to think that change in the Arab world would be easy or quick, or would turn brutal autocracies into the Nether lands or Spain overnight. Some of the dissident elite, who Western reporters like to interview, often educated in the West and as comfortable in English as they are in Arabic, might have wanted their countries to be more like the EU. But the way that Arabs have voted in their millions for Islamist parties when they have had the chance suggests that plenty of them have no desire whatever to fall in behind the dreams of Western liberals. They have decided that the best choice available to them is religion, as expressed by political Islam. By the end of 2011 even those who hoped the Arab world could model itself on Turkey were getting to be disappointed. Since the election in 2002 of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, an Islamist who was also a democrat, Turkey had turned round its economy and transformed its relations with Europe and the Arab world. Egypt was supposed to be the best candidate to be an Arab Turkey, but a year after the fall of President Mubarak it was submerged in the consequences of an unfinished revolution. Syria was close to outright civil war. The weak central government in Libya was struggling to deal with its fractious, heavily armed tribes and city states.

    In 2011 we were also shown how much influence the United States and its Western allies had lost since the hubris of catastrophic invasion of Iraq in 2003. The US still had enormous wealth and military power. But when it was confronted with the challenges of the Arab uprisings it realised how few answers it had, and how much leverage it had lost. Since the 1950s it had poured power and cash into creating a Middle East that was as far as possible politically compliant, as keen to sell oil to the US and its friends as they were to buy it, a land where Israel would face no unanswerable threats. After the Egyptian people rose up against President Mubarak, the Americans lost their best Arab friend and became spectators in a headlong political dash to a new future.

    If 2011 was a year of revolution, 2012 showed that the revolutions were still unfinished. The huge drama of the spring had turned into a long and sometimes bloody slog. Some of the change that had looked so definitive in February and March now seemed to be only half the story, as in many places old political, military and economic elites still had power and influence. But at the same time the region changed irreversibly. Arab people, in huge numbers, decided that they should have the big say in their own futures. A new habit of public protest was learnt. Fear still exists in plenty of places. But it is no longer an effective weapon. Arabs have rediscovered the power of crowds, and the slogan about the people wanting the fall of the regime has not been retired. As someone in Cairo said to me, ‘We still know the way to Tahrir Square.’

    The Arab world has had some seismic moments in the last century or so. The first came after the Great War, when Britain and France carved up the Ottoman Empire in the Middle East and drew the borders of the region’s modern states. The next big upheaval came when British and French imperialism waned after the Second World War, when Israel was created and inflicted such a severe defeat on its Arab neighbours that they were plunged into a decade and a half of revolutions and coups. Israel’s victory in the 1967 war with the Arabs ended with Jewish rule over all of Jerusalem, and twisted the most intractable conflict in the region into a new, even more painful shape. The new revolutions that started in 2011 will have consequences that are at least as significant, and it might take a generation for a new equilibrium to emerge. The Middle East is being remade.
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    REVOLUTION

    Muhammad Sakher al-Materi was proud of losing weight. Ever since he had married the daughter of the president of Tunisia, and his business career had taken off, he had struggled with the temptations of the table. For a twenty-eight-year-old, he had been getting tubby. But Muhammad had a gym built in his house, and liked to work out – which was only wise, considering the skills of their chef. On 17 July 2009 the Materi kitchen was in overdrive, because Muhammad and his wife, Nesrine, were having an important dinner. The American ambassador to Tunisia and his wife were coming. The chef was preparing around a dozen dishes, including turkey, octopus, and a special fish couscous. For dessert there was going to be ice cream and frozen yoghurt that Muhammad had brought in on his private jet from St Tropez, as well as blueberries, raspberries and chocolate cake. Not bad for a man still on the right side of thirty. While Muhammad was in the gym his staff were burnishing the house, a freshly renovated white villa in Hammamet, one of Tunisia’s best-known beach resorts. The architect had included touches echoing the history of the town. Roman columns were set into the walls of the villa’s clean, modern lines and water gurgled from the gaping mouth of a stone lion’s head into the infinity pool. The house was at the centre of a compound guarded by government security men, so Muhammad, Nesrine and their friends didn’t have to worry about unexpected visitors when they were enjoying the fifty-metre terrace overlooking the Mediterranean, or feeding Pasha, the pet tiger that had been part of the family since he was a cub only a few weeks old. Hammamet was beautiful, but not convenient for the capital. So Muhammad and Nesrine’s builders were working on another seaside house, a little less modest, in the picturesque village of Sidi Bou Said, all whitewashed walls and blue shutters, on the edge of Tunis. The new house was very close to the official ambassadorial residence of Robert Godec, the guest of honour, so they were neighbours-to-be as well as a top diplomat and a prince of the ruling house.

    Muhammad had plenty of good reasons to be close to Tunis. He was rich and getting richer, fortunate from the moment he had been born into a wealthy family with connections at the very top of Tunisia’s business and political elite. His father was one of the country’s most successful industrialists, and his uncle had been an ally of Tunisia’s first president, Habib Bourguiba, in the fight for independence from France. Connections mattered in Tunisia. Without them, you didn’t stand a chance. Muhammad had made the best connection of all. He had married Nesrine, the youngest daughter of Bourguiba’s successor, Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali.

    Later in the evening, as course after course was delivered to the dining table, his egalitarian American guests noticed there were some harsh words for the dozen or so staff, including a butler from Bangladesh and a nanny from South Africa, but Muhammad made sure that he deployed all his charm towards the ambassador’s wife, who was disabled. He seems to have wanted to be thought of as a man who made an effort to get on with people less lucky than he had been in life’s lottery – a rare quality in Tunisia’s aloof ruling family, though there were limits when it came to the servants. The young hosts declared how they loved America. Nesrine was devoted to Disney World, but she had put off a trip earlier in the year because of the fear of a global pandemic of bird flu. Muhammad had just got back from the States, where he had been to Illinois to buy another plane.

    When they moved on to business Muhammad told the ambassador that he would be glad to help McDonald’s establish itself in Tunisia, though as a newly minted enthusiast for the gym he pointed out that fast food was making Americans fat. When the ambassador asked whether his host had any ideas he could pass on to the White House for the newly inaugurated president, Barack Obama, the conversation moved on to the environment. Muhammad said that his wife liked to keep their family projects as green as possible. She wanted everything in the new house in Sidi Bou Said, even the paint and varnish, to be organic.

    After the dinner Ambassador Godec was amused, appalled and intrigued enough by what he had seen to write a cable that was sent back under the heading ‘Secret’ to the State Department in Washington.1 One of the ambassador’s previous jobs had been to work on the transition of power in Iraq after the Americans and their allies overthrew Saddam Hussein in the 2003 invasion. Pasha the tiger, in his cage in the Materis’ garden, living on four chickens a day, reminded him of the lion that Uday, Saddam’s notoriously sadistic eldest son, kept in his garden in Baghdad. The families of Arab leaders often had a liking for unusual, sometimes carnivorous pets. Saadi al-Gaddafi in Libya also had lions. His brother Saif al-Arab was on his way back into his house from feeding his antelopes when it was flattened by a NATO air raid in April 2011. He was killed by a collapsing wall.2

    The ambassador’s report of the dinner party linked the excesses of the Tunisian ruling class with growing discontent in the country. The house in Hammamet was ‘over the top’, and there was enough food ‘for a very large number of guests’. Materi was ‘clearly aware of his wealth and power, and his actions reflected little finesse. He repeatedly pointed out the lovely view from his home and frequently corrected his staff, issued orders and barked reprimands.’ Ambassador Godec concluded that the Materis were living ‘in the midst of great wealth and excess, illustrating one reason resentment of President Ben Ali’s in-laws was growing’.

    The point about the in-laws was crucial. Some Arab autocrats, like Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, encouraged economic reforms, especially privatisations, and used them to enrich a whole class of their fellow countrymen, giving them a big stake in the survival of the regime that had given them access to an orchard of money trees. But Ben Ali liked to support family business, which meant the business of his own family. By 2011 some estimates said that half of the Tunisian economy was in the hands of his family, and that of his second wife, Leila Trabelsi.

    Ambassador Godec was well aware of the wealth and corruption of President Ben Ali’s extended family before he accepted the invitation to the dinner in Hammamet. Just under a month earlier, on 23 June, he had composed a cable he called ‘Corruption in Tunisia: What’s Yours is Mine’.3 The ambassador wrote that ‘corruption in Tunisia is getting worse. Whether it’s cash, services, land, property, or yes, even your yacht, President Ben Ali’s family is rumored to covet it and reportedly gets what it wants.’ Not only did the president, his wife and their large extended families control huge sections of the economy, but they had also put themselves above the law. The Ben Alis, he said, were often regarded as a ‘quasi-mafia’, with two of the president’s nephews on one occasion brazenly stealing a yacht belonging to a prominent French businessman. One of the ambassador’s sources ‘lamented that Tunisia was no longer a police state, it had become a state run by the mafia. “Even the police report to the Family!” he exclaimed. With those at the top believed to be the worst offenders, and likely to remain in power, there are no checks in the system.’ Corruption was stopping Tunisians investing in their own country, which weakened an economy that suffered from endemic unemployment, and it was fuelling unrest. Protests in a mining region were a symptom of discontent that was buried under the surface. The government had based its legitimacy on delivering economic growth, but a growing number of Tunisians believed the people at the top were keeping the benefits for themselves.

    Ambassador Godec’s cables provide an icily accurate and remarkably prescient analysis of Tunisia and its leader. If Godec’s political masters in Washington, DC, had paid it more attention the United States and its allies might not have been as blindsided as they were when the revolution started in Tunisia. In the cable sent on the day he had dinner with Muhammad Sakher al-Materi, Ambassador Godec wrote that Ben Ali 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. And, 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 dismay4 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.

        

      

    

    When the patience of the Tunisian people snapped a few of them took hairdryers to demonstrations to mock Leila’s old job as a hairdresser, which she did until she married and set about making the people she loved seriously rich. Her only competition for the position of most hated person in the country was her brother, Belhassen Trabelsi. He was believed to be a billionaire, with businesses that included banking, airlines, radio and television, construction and the local Ford dealership. After the revolution the Trabelsis’ houses were looted and burnt. Dozens of videos are on the internet showing people wandering in and out of the houses, carrying pieces of furniture, marble sinks, cooking hobs, and strange pieces of junk that took their fancy. Cars were left burning in their garages, garbage was thrown into the swimming pools. Someone found a stash of Belhassen’s family videos and put them on the web too. Viewers can watch Belhassen’s wife giving us a tour of a holiday home, from kitchens where retainers were grilling lamb chops and making salads to the family table where she teases her husband about his weight, zooming in on his multiple chins and his expansive belly spilling over the waistband of expensive beach shorts as he reaches for another glass of wine.
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