







Karama!


Karama!

TRAVELS THROUGH THE ARAB SPRING

JOHNNY WEST

[image: image]


First published in Great Britain in 2011 by Heron Books
an imprint of

Quercus
21 Bloomsbury Square
London
WC1A 2NS

Copyright © 2011 by Johnny West

The moral right of Johnny West to be
identified as the author of this work has been
asserted in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication
may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopy, recording, or any
information storage and retrieval system,
without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library

    ISBN 978 1 78087 042 7

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk


For Lecky


 



Karama /n/ honour, dignity, esteem, standing, prestige

‘Hiya thawrat karama’,
‘This is a revolution of honour’

Anis al-Shoaibi,

revolutionary in Sidi Bou Zid, Tunisia
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Karama!

A Prologue

That morning, 17 December 2010, Mohammed Bouazizi rose early as usual, to get to market early. As he had done for the last few years, he picked up fruit wholesale from the depot and pushed his cart a mile and a half to his usual stand near the governor’s office in the town of Sidi Bou Zid, southern Tunisia. But on the way policewoman Fetya Hamdi stopped him and accused him of not having a licence to trade. Nobody knows exactly what words passed between them, but a short time later she returned with two male colleagues. They wrestled Bouazizi to the ground and confiscated his scales and produce. One version says that during the altercation, Hamdi slapped him in the face in full public view, another simply that she stood and watched while others did. Bouazizi then went to the municipality, a quarter of a mile away, and asked to see the mayor. A receptionist told him he was in a meeting.

Mohammed Bouazizi then went to a shop, bought some paint stripper and poured it all over himself. Then he struck a match, dropped it, and set himself alight.

‘I couldn’t believe my eyes,’ said Dhafer al-Salihi, a lawyer in the town who saw it. ‘He was right there in the street, a human ball of flame.’

Later in the day, his mother Menobia, ailing and veiled, came to the municipality to complain about her son’s treatment by the police and demand action. When nobody came out to meet her, she stood outside the building in a one-woman protest.

Her nephew, Mohammed’s cousin Ali Bouazizi, came with a handy video camera and took some footage, which he uploaded onto the Internet. The same day a team at Al Jazeera’s headquarters in Qatar picked it up and rebroadcast it on their Mubashir – Live – channel. Within twenty-four hours Mohammed Bouazizi went from being a small-town street vendor, one of millions of young Arabs on the breadline struggling to make ends meet, to making international news.

Within weeks, he was to become the emblem of a people-power revolution that toppled a dictatorship in Tunisia that had lasted decades.

In June 2010, Khaled Said, a twenty-eight-year-old Egyptian, was in an Internet cafe in a district of the coastal city of Alexandria called Kleopatra. As he left, plain-clothes policemen outside confronted him in the street in front of several eyewitnesses. They took him into an alleyway and beat him savagely. The story might have ended there, an everyday case of police brutality of a kind that ordinary Egyptians have recognised as routine for decades. Khaled himself might have done no more than grumble to his friends, and worry about whether his tormentors would now watch him to make sure he wasn’t going to try and get them into trouble. But Khaled Said died and his brother, fearing a cover-up by the police, posted pictures of his badly mutilated face on the Internet. His case sparked an immediate protest in his home city and reinvigorated an opposition movement in Egypt that had strayed into the doldrums after some high points a few years earlier when it had seemed that it might wreak national change.

A little later, a young Internet executive called Wael Ghoneim anonymously created a page on Facebook called ‘We are all Khaled Said’. When he posted a call for protests in the middle of Cairo’s Tahrir Square, it got 55,000 subscriptions. Roughly that many actually turned up on 25 January, in a flash making history in Egypt and catalysing street protests that progressed from calls for human rights to be respected, to demanding a change in government, to the resignation in disgrace, just eighteen days later, of Mohammed Hosni Mubarak, the man who had ruled Egypt for thirty years. Some estimates put 3 million Egyptians in the streets that day demanding the resignation of a man whose portrait looked down from every government office, every shop, and most of the squares in Egypt, and who only two years before had captured public sympathy when he was visibly shaken by the death of his grandson.

The spirit of rebellion spread. In the Libyan city of Benghazi a lawyer called Fathi Terbel appealed for a Day of Anger to take place on 17 February to demand human rights and the investigation of an alleged massacre at Abu Salim prison some fifteen years previously in which hundreds were rumoured to have died. He was arrested and when relatives came to protest, some of them were shot. The whole of the east of the country rose up against the forces of Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, Libya’s ruler for the past forty-one years.

In Syria a bunch of schoolboys were arrested when they spray-painted slogans on the walls of the southern town of Deraa. In Bahrain, thousands gathered daily at Pearl Square in the heart of the capital Manama, demanding public freedoms. In cities all over Yemen, tens of thousands of demonstrators clashed with the forces of President Ali Abdullah Saleh.

The Arab Spring had begun.

The events triggered by these cases are still in play and, it seems safe to say, will remain so for some time. Nobody knows where, if ever, the fire lit by Mohammed Bouazizi will eventually peter out. But it has turned the Arab world upside down.

This book is in your hands because, sitting in Europe where we had recently moved from the Middle East, I was hungry to see history in the making in a region where I had spent a decade of my adult life. And from late January on, when the protests against Hosni Mubarak reached hundreds of thousands, it was clear that history was being made. Even before Mubarak was forced out, these were already once-in-a-generation events. That’s how stagnant the Middle East had been.

Because for me personally, up until that moment the staggering thing about the Middle East since I first set foot there in 1985 had been how grindingly little it had changed. I’m forty-six years old. Of the two Arab autocrats who have gone, Mubarak was already in power as I stepped ashore that June morning in the Syrian port of Latakia, keen to mischannel the funds from my college bursary to study classical ruins into learning Arabic. He had acceded four years earlier, when I was learning Greek, thought I looked pretty cool smoking Gauloises and wondered if I would ever get a girlfriend. Ben Ali was to follow just two years later, in 1987, as I went to grad school. I remember we talked about it in the excited tones of young specialists whose specimen had just stirred inside the jar. Two other autocrats who could be up next, Yemen’s Ali Abdullah Saleh and Gaddafi in Libya, were also firmly ensconced, Saleh having seized power in 1977, just about the time I bought my first record, the Stranglers’ Walk On By, and Gaddafi in 1969, before our house got television.

I framed these events in terms of my own life story because I found the numbers alone didn’t really convey the aching longevity of these men’s rule – Mubarak 30 years, Ben Ali 23, Saleh 34, Gaddafi 42. But link them to the global big picture and we get concepts like the fact that all of them came to power while the Soviet Union and East and West Germany still existed, when the Internet as we know it today didn’t, the European Union numbered ten member states and there were 2 billion fewer people alive on the planet.

Or, in terms of popular culture, Zine el-Abideen Ben Ali, the most recent of them, came to power when Suzanne Vega released her first album Solitude Standing, with ‘Tom’s Diner’. Cool students were enjoying what would later become known as dance music, notably Substance by New Order, and John Cougar Mellencamp was king of American rock with Lonesome Jubilee. The top-grossing films that year were Three Men and a Baby, Fatal Attraction and Beverly Hills Cop II. I remember devouring Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities and Bruce Chatwin’s Songlines when they both came out, and Jose Saramago published Baltasar and Blimunda.

Meanwhile, so much happened in the rest of the world. Eastern Europe became eastern Europe, and we rediscovered Mitteleuropa on the terraces of Prague and Budapest. Latin America democratised, Africa too, in parts, India and China emerged as roaring capitalist economies. Goa, Phuket and Machu Picchu went from being adventure tourist destinations you had to save up for to bucket-shop tours. World music brought us first the West Africans and then everyone else, in its own way. Bollywood sneaked up on Hollywood, amusing our jaded Western palates with its vim, and then forcing us to respect its aesthetic through fusion films. Climate change went from being a fringe issue for tree-huggers to the dominant global concern. Globalisation became a fact, first celebrated in the rush after the collapse of communism and then the target of a protest movement, Turin and Seattle, the plush and clever chitter rising from the salons of the World Economic Forum in the Swiss mountain resort of Davos being answered by the World Social Forum, dressed down and indignant wherever – Porto Alegre, Dakar, Mumbai.

The Middle East seemed largely left behind. Its main narratives, born in an earlier time, lived on, unaltered. Israel and the Palestinians were locked in conflict. Iran was trying to export its revolution. The West depended on a cluster of fragile absolute monarchies in the Gulf for oil to keep the global economy ticking. Nostalgia was rife in the Arab world for a system of government, Arab nationalism, which no longer worked and maybe never had. No countervailing progress made up for the wars – Lebanon, Iraq and Iran, Iraq and Kuwait, the US invasion of Iraq – and a crisis of confidence that accumulated over the many failures for anything to shift on the Palestinian issue. There was some fanciful talk, here and there, of liberalisation, usually shorthand for World Bank austerity programmes and brand invasion. But more pervasive were the undercurrents of bitterness, captured in a fundamentalist discourse that framed the West as morally corrupt and, in extremis, infidel. The Middle East’s most noted contribution to the globalisation debate was al-Qaeda.

I had started to learn Arabic at the age of twenty while studying Classics, entranced by the idea of learning not just to read but to speak a classical language, determined to get to know a non-European civilisation in some depth. Having something of the obsessive-compulsive, and the spare time of an Oxford undergraduate, I spent several thousand hours at it, then went to Georgetown for a master’s in Arab area studies, then joined Reuters. Arabic is a premium language in the news agency world, so I was immediately posted to the region, where I spent six years for them.

I had gone through the almost inevitable attraction-to-Other stage in my twenties and then what I would imagine to be a fairly normal progression, from infatuation with the region and the culture, to mild disappointment, to renewed affection and a deep sense of familiarity. Arab friends gave me an Arab name, Hanna al-Gharbi, the literal translation of my name. It was comfortable. But as time went on, and the rest of the world changed around the Middle East, it all came to seem a little drab. I was tired of being the Other myself now, a role you were often thrust into as an Arabic-speaking Westerner.

I also instinctively distrusted my most obvious career path, to become an Arabist. Not only did I not want to be pigeonholed, because there was so much more going on out there, but Arabist was just too loaded as an identity and didn’t make sense to me. I spoke and read Arabic fluently and had studied and travelled a fair amount. But I have a friend who’s done the same with Spanish and lives with his flamenco dancer wife in Valencia. Jason has written five well-received books about Spain but nobody calls him a Hispanist. There’s some paradigm not just of knowledge but of inscrutability and power, who knows what about who and does what with it, which underlies the Arabist thing, and I wasn’t comfortable with it.

All of which is by way of saying that I had stayed away from the Arab world for more than a decade and had only just returned to the region, working for the United Nations on oil policy and the vexed question of how to make that industry work better for the people of the countries where it is produced.

I spent three years in Afghanistan just after 9/11, building a network of local radio stations for an American NGO and learning classical and modern Persian. Later, when our son was born, we gave him the name Omar, after the poet Omar Khayyam.

And I had continued to follow the Arab world from a distance. In 2007, while living in Paris, I had become incensed late one night when a surf on the Internet revealed that no book written by an Iraqi in Arabic post-2003 had yet made it into English for a Western audience. There were dozens of memoirs by foreign correspondents, some good, many just awful. But nothing by Iraqis. Mesmerised by the image of an undiscovered Shakespeare languishing in Sadr City, I spent six months searching in my spare time for a text to translate to bring at least one Iraqi voice to a Western audience, and then, once I had found one, a year of to-ing and fro-ing to Iraq to work with its author. The result was The Devil You Don’t Know, a memoir by journalist Zuhair al-Jezairy of his 2003 return to the native land he had to flee in 1979 and his subsequent years working to bring independent journalism to Iraq for the first time, as director of the Aswat news agency.

At the end of 2009, we had moved to Jordan for a year to reconnect to the region. Jordan is a great place for a family and it would be nice to think that the desert treks, trawling through the huge market at Abdali on Friday mornings, and the unfailing courtesy of the Jordanian people will stay with the kids into adulthood. But there had been no hint of revolutionary change in the air that year, even up to the days and weeks preceding the outbreak of protests in Egypt, when we moved on to Berlin for work reasons.

And yet now here it was: massive, positive change looking us straight in the eye through the TV screen, the courage and wit and humanity of the crowds in Tahrir Square. The Arabic blogosphere fizzed with hope and the right kind of anger, long impromptu poems and heartfelt pleas. It had taken a long, long time coming. But now the hold of the Arab national security state had been broken, it seemed, and a new era was beginning.

I just had to get back there.

But something else struck me. Even as I watched the Tahrir Square protests, full of admiration, it felt like it wasn’t where I needed to go. I couldn’t help thinking about the sparks for the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, and how they came from such out of-the-way places. A small town 200 miles south of Tunis, known for nothing in particular. An old district of Egypt’s second city. The final hours of the old regimes might have played out in Tahrir Square and Habib Bourguiba Avenue, the main drag in Tunis. But the game had started on the margins of society, both literally and metaphorically.

Mohammed Bouazizi lived out his life in the underclass, hand to mouth, scrabbling to support a large family in the informal sector, unlicensed and vulnerable, the embodiment of what the French call la précarité. Khaled Said belonged to a counter-culture, alienated by the stunning hypocrisy of a regime that preached traditional values and responsibility while pillaging the country’s assets and neglecting its young.

I decided to travel to the birthplaces of these sparks, Sidi Bou Zid in Tunisia and Alexandria in Egypt, to see how the world looked from there.

This book is about my attempt to discover what I could of the feel and character of these places and the people who live there.

It is not about the personal stories of Mohammed Bouazizi and Khaled Said, neither of whom saw himself as a revolutionary. It is about their neighbourhoods, their extended families and social networks. Who influenced their lives, and why and how. Where they hung out, where they went to school. It is about their worlds, not their lives, and through them the lives of the millions of young protesters who peacefully brought down two dictatorships in less than two months.

I knew both countries, though Egypt somewhat better. I had spent a summer studying Arabic in Tunis back in the 1980s, but I’d lived in Cairo as a Reuters correspondent for three years. It was my first posting, in the early 1990s, and like most first postings carries some of that first-love feel for me. The country was like a huge playground, the Reuters card giving me licence to roam and access to almost anyone. It’s an intoxicating feeling at twenty-six to interview a minister and then debrief with the cabbie on the way back to the office.

But although I drove all over the country back then, I was also aware of how little time I, like many involved professionally in the Middle East, really spent in the back of beyond, particularly in more recent years. Except when something was happening of course. As journalists we are often drawn to out-of-the-way places, developing intense relationships with places we haven’t even heard of the week before. But it’s usually because of some conflict or natural disaster, which we follow like moths along a narrow beam, blind to everything else. Reporters spend so much time recounting trips to weird and wonderful places precisely because they are the highlights, not the everyday.

In the two years I was in Afghanistan, immediately after 9/11, I spent a lot of time in the provinces because we were building a network of thirty local FM radio stations. But in the Arab world, especially in recent years with the United Nations, I had frequented capitals and people of authority, close to the epicentre of their political cultures.

The initial game plan was simple. Just get to these places, Sidi Bou Zid and Kleopatra, and hang out, and let whatever story there was come to me, instead of chasing it. As I did so, talking mainly to the young who had taken part in the protests but also to old friends, experts, pillars of society and so on, three broad lines of inquiry emerged for what became, in effect, a street research project: the role of the Internet, the future of political Islam, and the present mass unemployment.

One of the most stunning features of the revolutions to the outside world was how digital they seemed to be. Slogans spray-painted on walls in Tunis said ‘Thank you Facebook!’, organisers spread word by text and Twitter, and bloggers were part of the revolutionary vanguard. But on the airwaves there was an immediate backlash from analysts saying the Facebook Revolution idea trivialised the real issues – corruption, police brutality, tyranny, mass unemployment – and was some dumb projection of Western levels of computer literacy that had nothing to do with the realities of the Arab world.

Where did truth lie in that debate? What role had the Internet and particularly social networking sites played in the revolution? Much of the debate concentrated on the role the Internet might or might not have played in the days of the protests. That seemed short-sighted to me. What about the before and after? Had the Internet played a significant part in political culture in Egypt and Tunisia in the weeks and months and years beforehand? Most crucial of all, what role would the Internet play now? Was there some way in which, as an acknowledged part of the revolution, it might be integrated into the heart of Tunisia’s and Egypt’s new democracies?

I had a professional interest in this debate as I had been involved in many projects developing both traditional and digital media around the world, including across the Middle East.

The second question was political Islam, which as the revolutions went on, seemed to be lurking somewhere in the background, hovering over us and affecting the way we in the West were reacting. Although in both Egypt and Tunisia we were seeing classic people’s power, peaceful, huge, witty, and brave demonstrations in favour of all our most cherished public values, relatively few people I knew seemed unguardedly happy about it. ‘What about the men with beards?’, people would say, or mean, perhaps knocked off balance by the TV images of thousands of protesters prostrate in prayer. Some commentators warned knowingly about how it was not just naïvety but cultural imperialism to assume that crowds who opposed tyranny wanted democracy. Because Arabs aren’t like us.

Was that true? Were the Muslim Brothers just waiting there in the wings, rubbing their hands with glee, dusting off their plans for a new caliphate and full shari’a law? And if they were, could they achieve it? Did the obvious piety of the protesters in Tahrir Square mean they could be swayed, even if they weren’t extremist themselves? Could this be a rerun of Iran 1979, which had also begun with students and leftists, people we recognised as being ‘like us’, out on the streets protesting against the Shah?

We had just moved to Berlin and I reflected that in 1989, the Berlin Wall Moment resonated way beyond the people who were physically there because you could imagine yourself there, stepping through the wall, hugging the people on the other side. But while the Arab world was delirious with joy, there would never be a Tahrir Square Moment of solidarity in the West. What happened if you turned to hug the nearest stranger and it turned out to be a man in shalwar khamis and a chest-length beard, or a woman with a headscarf?

Was it fear of political Islam that kept support and solidarity in check? That prevented a Berlin Wall Moment?

Lastly, there was the issue of mass unemployment. We had heard a lot about the youth bulge, and the fact that the Arab world needed 100 million new jobs. Where could they come from? Unemployment had been the defining issue when I came of age politically, in Margaret Thatcher’s Britain, and I was interested to see how it would play here. What were the social effects of this unemployment, particularly when the brunt of it fell so heavily on the young?

What were the expectations of the unemployed now, and the debates around how to address the issue? The protests had been accompanied by a slew of reports on the Arabic satellite TV channels about the corruption of the ruling families. Fabulous sums had been mentioned by Al Jazeera – up to $70 billion stolen by the Mubarak family alone, billions more by their lieutenants.

Corruption was clearly endemic. Catching up with contemporaries, now in early middle age, it is clear that some made life choices that involved a complicity with the system that they would rather have avoided. These are spaces left in our conversations, moments where the journalist in me – So since that doesn’t quite add up, what’s the racket exactly, how much did you get or pay and why, why couldn’t you think of another way of getting ahead? – is bested by the old friend. And the knowledge that in their place I cannot say what I myself would have chosen.

But had the unravelling of corruption scandals now created a straightforward connection in the popular mind between corruption and unemployment – there were no jobs because so much had been stolen? If so, what would happen when in one or two years’ time so many young people still lacked jobs? How would they use their new-found voices then?

I tried to entertain as few preconceptions as possible, which, if truth be told, is hard when you’re dealing with an area you feel you know of old. It became a lot easier when I could keep in mind, as I always tried to, that nobody had seen this coming. Nobody.

From time to time august authorities such as The Economist or the Human Development Report published by the United Nations issued earnest warnings about the population bulge and the impoverishment of both natural and human resources in the Middle East. And there was no shortage of scathing opeds, inside as well as outside the region, slamming the Arab gerontocracy, the domination of nearly twenty countries by men who just got older and older but refused to die or make way. But nobody even came close to predicting these kinds of protests, unfolding in this way, with these kinds of results.

The Arab Spring is not unique in this, of course. Its unpredictability is its right of entry to what might be called, courtesy of Nassim Nicholas Taleb, the Black Swan Hall of Fame, joining the collapse of communism, the ill-fated Oslo peace agreements and the global financial meltdown. But it meant that none of the experts now telling us what it all meant, to be careful about this or pay attention to that, really knew what they were talking about.

From the first days, these revolutions had so many threads to them – police brutality, the young without a future, vain old autocrats believing they were indispensable, technology leapfrog. But even before I hit the ground in Tunisia, one word kept cropping up again and again on the Arabic channels when the protesters, singly or in groups, described how they felt, and what they thought they were doing. Karama – dignity, or honour, or perhaps even self-respect.

They didn’t mean some baroque or epic code of ethics. They meant not being slapped about by some idiot policeman just because he felt like it. Not being denied even an interview for the job because you didn’t have family connections. Not being lied to, smugly and repeatedly, by leaders who had ended up believing their own cheap propaganda. Not being told, in a thousand little ways, to accept mediocrity and falsehood and poverty and a perpetual state of helpless emergency.

This revolution is about karama, said the young man with the keffiya round his neck. We won’t stop now, we just want our karama back, said the young woman in hejab.

I wanted to see that karama. I set out to find it, at the wellspring of all the Arab revolutions, the town of Sidi Bou Zid, in southern Tunisia, where Mohammed Bouazizi had burnt himself to death.
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