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The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new

cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms

appear.

Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks (1930)

With this system I’ll make my fortune quickly; then I will kill everybody and

leave.

Alfred Jarry, King Ubu (1896)
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Preface

As happens quite often, this book did not start as a full book

project. My initial intention was to write an updated chapter

for a second edition of The People Want: A Radical

Exploration of the Arab Uprising (2013). I therefore

embarked on drafting an assessment of the developments

that had occurred since I finished writing that previous book

in October 2012. In order not to exceed the limits of a

chapter, I decided to focus my assessment on the tragic

developments in two key countries – Syria and Egypt – with

a brief survey of the other theatres of the 2011 regional

uprising.

Unsurprisingly, the chapter soon turned into much more

than could be accommodated as an appendix to a book that

is already quite thick. I therefore decided to go for a new

book, and thus use all the space I needed for a thorough

assessment of the most recent events. The People Want will

be reprinted as it is: a book dedicated to explaining the

economic, social and political roots and causes of the

upheaval that engulfed the whole Arab region in 2011, and

is not anywhere near ending, as well as examining the

determinants and parameters of the revolutionary dynamics

that it unleashed, with a balance sheet of its first two years.

As such, it can surely be discussed, but it did not become

obsolete. Readers will judge whether or not I am right in my

contention that none of the diagnoses and prognoses I

made in 2012 were contradicted by subsequent events.

This new book is therefore both a sequel to The People

Want and a book that stands on its own, written on the

assumption that the reader may not have read the former.

For this reason, I have briefly summarised for each of the



cases that I discuss here what my assessment was in the

autumn of 2012, taking the analysis from there – or from an

earlier stage when needed, in order to make the

developments that I am describing fully understandable –

and assessing the prospects as they seem after five years of

upheaval.

I hope that this new book will stand the test of time as the

previous one has. But I would be very much happier if

ongoing events were to disprove the pessimism of my

assessment.

London, 21 December 2015

On Transliteration of Arabic

The transcription of Arabic words and names in the Latin

alphabet in this book is a simplified version of the

transliteration in use in specialised literature. This is in order

to make it easier for non-specialists to read the text, while

allowing Arabic-readers to recognise the original. Special

characters and diacritical marks have been avoided, except

for the inverted apostrophe representing the Arabic letter

‘ayn. The common spellings of the names of the best-known

individuals and groups have been retained. Finally, Arab

authors’ and organisations’ own transliterations of their

names in the Latin alphabet have been respected.
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Introduction

Of Revolutionary Cycles and Seasons

Lo, Winter comes! – the grief of many graves, The frost of death, the tempest

of the sword, The flood of tyranny, whose sanguine waves Stagnate like ice at

Faith, the enchanter’s word, And bind all human hearts in its repose abhorred.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Revolt of Islam (1818)

The designation “Arab Spring” was most often used

sarcastically during the fifth year since the Arab uprising

commenced. Such sarcasms had actually started

multiplying ever since the regional revolutionary upheaval

began turning sour, in the autumn of 2011. They were

facilitated by the fact that “Arab Spring”, in the mind of

most of its users at the early stage of the uprising, was not

meant to designate one phase in an open-ended sequence

of revolutionary seasons, where autumn and winter were to

follow spring and summer. It was rather meant as a one-

time political mutation; to use a word related to the same

metaphor, it was seen as the long-overdue “blossoming” of

democracy in the Arab region. According to this view, Arab-

speaking countries were finally, albeit belatedly, joining

what Samuel Huntington had identified as the “third wave of

democratization” – a chain of political mutations that started

in the 1970s.1

“Democratic Transition” and Revolutionary

Process

The mood was all the more euphoric in 2011 because the

Arab uprising happened at a time when the cautious

pessimism of the arch-“realist” Huntington looked more and



more vindicated. Countering the blissful optimism and

Western triumphalism encapsulated in Francis Fukuyama’s

1989 “end of history” delusion,2 Huntington – in his 1991

The Third Wave – had warned of the possibility of what he

called a “third reverse wave”, enumerating its potential

causes with much perspicacity.3 Indeed, on the eve of the

Arab upheaval most indicators pointed in that very

direction. The 2008 annual report on Freedom in the World,

produced by the veteran US-based organisation Freedom

House, had already asked worriedly: “Freedom in retreat: is

the tide turning?”4 The question soon became a gloomy

assertion: in 2010, the same organisation noted that 2009

was the fourth consecutive year during which “global

declines in freedom outweighed gains”.5 This, were we told,

constituted “the longest continuous period of decline for

global freedom in the nearly 40-year history of the report”.

A fifth consecutive year, 2010, confirmed the sad record.6

Hence the deep sigh of relief that the “Arab Spring”

occasioned in 2011. The discussion thereafter turned on

whether this dramatic sequence of democratic upheavals

represented a continuation of the “third wave of

democratization”, or the beginning of a fourth wave, after a

short reverse interlude. For not only did “the political

uprisings that swept across the Arab world over [that] year

represent the most significant challenge to authoritarian

rule since the collapse of Soviet communism”, as Freedom

House’s report stated, but they were taking place moreover

“in a region that had seemed immune to democratic

change”.7 This purported immunity of Arab countries to

democracy was widely held by Western pundits to be due to

Islam. Huntington himself made that very tendentious

observation in his later best-selling book upholding the

Bernard Lewis-inspired “clash of civilizations” thesis, where

he asserted that “Islamic culture explains in large part the



failure of democracy to emerge in much of the Muslim

world.”8

In 1991, however, the same Huntington could still

conjecture that “the wave of democratization that had

swept about the world from region to region in the 1970s

and 1980s could become a dominant feature of Middle

Eastern and North African politics in the 1990s.”9 This is

because The Third Wave’s author was still heedful in his

appraisal of Islam, asserting that the Islamic doctrine

“contains elements that may be both congenial and

uncongenial to democracy”.10 By contrast, Fukuyama, his

former student turned challenger, did not bother with

nuances: in the 1992 book in which he developed his “end

of history” thesis, one finds statements on “Islam” of a

staggeringly crude “Orientalist”, i.e. essentialist, character.

Islam, without qualification, is said to constitute “a

systematic and coherent ideology, just like liberalism and

communism” (sic) that “has indeed defeated liberal

democracy in many parts of the Islamic world, posing a

grave threat to liberal practices even in countries where it

has not achieved political power directly.”11 The author

sought consolation, however, in the fact that Islam has

“virtually no appeal outside those areas that were culturally

Islamic to begin with” and that “the Islamic world would

seem more vulnerable to liberal ideas in the long run than

the reverse.”12

In the immediate wake of the attacks of 11 September

2001, Fukuyama went yet further. He observed candidly:

“There does seem to be something about Islam, or at least

the fundamentalist versions of Islam that have been

dominant in recent years, that makes Muslim societies

particularly resistant to modernity.”13 More candid yet in its

reproduction of Islamophobic clichés was his dismissal of

the “politically correct” view that only a tiny minority of

Muslims supported “terrorism”:



The answer that politicians East and West have been putting out since Sept.

11 is that those sympathetic with the terrorists are a “tiny minority” of

Muslims, and that the vast majority are appalled by what happened. It is

important for them to say this to prevent Muslims as a group from becoming

targets of hatred. The problem is that dislike and hatred of America and what

it stands for are clearly much more widespread than that.

Certainly the group of people willing to go on suicide missions and actively

conspire against the US is tiny. But sympathy may be manifest in nothing

more than initial feelings of Schadenfreude at the sight of the collapsing

towers, an immediate sense of satisfaction that the US was getting what it

deserved, to be followed only later by pro forma expressions of disapproval.

By this standard, sympathy for the terrorists is characteristic of much more

than a “tiny minority” of Muslims, extending from the middle classes in

countries like Egypt to immigrants in the West.
14

The Arab uprising saw Fukuyama, like many others, swing

back from that essentialist and demeaning view of Muslims.

He suddenly sounded as if he was repudiating what he

himself had written over the years. “This change in the

Middle East has been incredibly rapid, and it has trumped,

for now, old verities about the supposed passivity of Arab

culture and the resistance of Islam to modernization”, he

asserted in March 2011.15 In a radio interview two months

later, he sounded again as if he was recanting his own

previous views, yet without acknowledging it, preferring

instead to boast that he was proved right after all in his

initial universal optimism:

The one part of the world that did not participate in the global resurgence of

democracy – that began in the 70s and continued in the 80s and 90s – was the

Middle East. A lot of people said that was (because of) culture – that there was

something about the nature of Arab culture that made that part of the world

different – and they would not embrace democracy. If you look at the situation

in Tunisia and the way it spread to Egypt and other parts of the region, it turns

out people there don’t like authoritarian governments that don’t respect their

dignity any more than people in Eastern Europe or Latin America or India or

other parts of the world. The basic impulse to live in a country that respects

you by granting you basic political rights is in fact universal.
16

My quoting Fukuyama here should not be misconstrued as

a tribute to the importance of his thinking for our topic. His

relevance is rather due to the fact that, since 1989, he has

been particularly successful at expressing the mainstream



Western Zeitgeist. The same ingenuous observation offered

above was enunciated innumerable times by countless

Western commentators during the first months of 2011.

Western academia also joined the fray: theories of “Arab

exceptionalism” were widely “revisited”, while the field of

“democratisation theory” and “democratic transition”

studies entered a period of severe turbulence.17

The truth, however, is that the Arab uprising was not – or

not only or even primarily – a “democratic transition”. The

latter turns into a flawed superficial concept when applied

indiscriminately to radically different situations, ranging

from instances of mere political change to all-encompassing

metamorphoses – even though, at first sight, the outcomes

of the various sequences of events under scrutiny can be

labelled, in part or on the whole, as “democratisation”.

There is indeed a huge qualitative difference between

processes of political regime adaptation to sustained socio-

economic capitalist development eventually requiring and

generating a bourgeois-liberal order – such as the processes

that took place in Southern Europe, Latin America or East

Asia – and a thorough social–political revolution overturning

a whole socio-economic order after a protracted state of

developmental blockage, such as happened in Eastern

Europe.

And yet, the world was stunned by the great smoothness

with which, in general, the overturning of the “Communist”

bureaucratic regimes in Eastern Europe happened, although

it brought about a metamorphosis of the whole region’s

socio-economic order from state-bureaucratic to market-

capitalist. The amazement was made all the greater

because this happened after decades during which a certain

kind of “political science” had decreed that those

“totalitarian” regimes were “irreversible”.18 Thus, when it

looked as if the Arab regimes were about to crumble in their

turn, by a domino effect similar to the one that was set off



by the fall of the Berlin Wall, the lingering memory of the

“Revolutions of 1989” led observers and actors alike to

believe initially that the “Arab Spring” was going to be

similarly brief and “peaceful”. Silmiyya, silmiyya! shouted

hopeful demonstrators in Egypt, as well as in Syria – a

rallying cry that Barack Obama cited, along with a quote

from Martin Luther King, in the short, lyrical speech he gave

on the occasion of Hosni Mubarak’s downfall.19

Regrettably, however, the happy surprise of relative

smoothness in 1989 was not repeated in 2011, in spite of all

the wishful thinking. Bitter disappointment soon prevailed.

Like pre-1989 Eastern Europe, but for longer and with much

more acute tensions, the Arab region had experienced a

protracted blockage of economic development, but with

much direr social consequences.20 From that angle, the

uprisings that started in 2011 in the Arab region were

indeed pointing to the pressing need for a thorough social

revolution that would overthrow the whole socio-economic

order of the region. Ideally, this would come through radical

democratic political change. However, a crucial qualitative

difference made it impossible for the Arab uprising to

reproduce the pattern of “Velvet Revolution” (as the 1989

revolution in Czechoslovakia was called), which had

characterised most of the Eastern European transformation.

And that crucial factor is neither religious nor cultural.

The crux of the matter is that the state system that ruled

Eastern Europe was very exceptional historically, in that it

was dominated not by propertied classes but by party and

state bureaucrats, i.e. functionaries and civil servants. The

vast majority of those bureaucrats – especially at the lower

tiers of the pyramid – could envisage keeping their jobs or

finding new ones, and even improving their purchasing

power, under market capitalism, while a significant portion

of the upper tier could contemplate their own

transformation into capitalist entrepreneurs, taking



advantage of the privatisation of the economy.21 Hence the

smoothness – astonishing for most observers – with which

the socio-economic order was overturned; however, it

should not be confused with political democratisation,

whose unevenness across the region is determined by a

complex set of national and international factors.22

Conversely, the pre-2011 Arab region was characterised

by the preponderance of patrimonial states in a general

economic setting of crony capitalism: not “neopatrimonial”

regimes – the mantra of “political science” and international

institutions when this concept is correlated with the view

that nepotism and corruption are non-intrinsic diseases of

Arab governments, which can be cured and replaced with

“good governance” without radically transforming the state

– but patrimonial states indeed, be they monarchical or

“republican”; in other words, states that have more in

common with the European absolutism of yesteryear, the

ancien régime in the strict historical sense, than with the

modern bourgeois state.23

In such patrimonial states – the eight Arab monarchies,

along with pre-2011 Libya and Syria – ruling families “own”

the state to all intents and purposes; they will fight to the

last soldier in their praetorian guard in order to preserve

their reign. True, most of the region’s other pre-2011

regimes could be labelled neopatrimonial, like a majority of

states in developing countries. But the regional

preponderance of plainly patrimonial states, along with the

rentier character that is widely shared among Arab states,

induced the development within the Arab neopatrimonial

states themselves of a deeply corrupt trilateral “power

elite”: a “triangle of power” constituted by the interlocking

pinnacles of the military apparatus, the political institutions

and a politically determined capitalist class (a state

bourgeoisie), all three bent on fiercely defending their



access to state power, the main source of their privileges

and profits.24

Under such conditions, it was perfectly deluded to expect

a repetition of the Eastern European pattern of relatively

peaceful radical change in the Arab region. This is indeed

why I insisted early on that the region was embarking on a

long-term revolutionary process that would go on for years,

even decades, while I anticipated “new episodes of

revolution and counter-revolution in the countries that have

already experienced upheavals, and in others as well”.25

The fall of the tip of the icebergs in Tunisia and Egypt – Ben

Ali’s flight to Jeddah and the proclamation of Mubarak’s

“resignation” by the Egyptian military junta – not to mention

the sham of Saleh’s handover in Yemen, was in no way

comparable to the popular overthrow of the whole socio-

political “communist” order to the east of the Iron Curtain.

Libya is the only Arab country where, in 2011, the state did

disintegrate altogether. However, decades of “divide and

rule” and suppression of political freedoms, with the

formation of any stable institutions precluded by the

extreme political fickleness of a Caligula-like autocrat, made

a smooth transition into a new social and political order

highly improbable – still less so in a conflict-ridden regional

environment.

One Revolution, Two Counter-Revolutions

The situation was considerably complicated by another

distinctive feature of the Arab region, a feature that it

shared to varying degrees with other Muslim-majority

countries. Decades prior to the uprising, the region had

witnessed the development of a mass opposition to the

regional order in the form of Islamic fundamentalist

movements whose deeply reactionary character is most

conspicuous when measured by the yardstick of the



progressive aspirations of the “Arab Spring”.26 This

reactionary alternative to the reactionary order – whose

oppressive agenda differs from the latter only in its

accentuation of its religious character – is fostered, funded

and promoted, not by one state, but by no less than three

oil-rich states. The Saudi kingdom, the emirate of Qatar, and

the “Islamic Republic” of Iran all compete in supporting

various brands of movements covering the full spectrum of

Islamic fundamentalism, from conservative Salafism and the

Muslim Brotherhood to Khomeinism and fanatical

“Jihadism”. These three states – the linchpins of regional

religion-based despotism, one of them linked to the West,

another opposed to it, and the third (Qatar) opportunistically

linking up with both sides prior to 2011, before antagonising

them both – devised different strategies to exorcise the

demons represented by the radical progressive and

emancipatory potential manifested in the Arab uprising.

The Saudi rulers carried on with the role they have been

playing in Arab politics since the upsurge of the nationalist

movement, followed by its leftward radicalisation in the

1950s and 1960s: that of the main regional bastion of

Western-backed reaction. They actively supported the old

regime at the regional level, except in Libya, Syria and

Yemen. In Yemen, they acted as compromise brokers

between the two reactionary camps: that of the president

and that of the dominant forces in the opposition. In Libya,

they had long wished to be rid of the unfathomable

Muammar Gaddafi, and hoped that he would be easily

replaced with conservative Muslims in the absence of any

discernible progressive opposition after decades of

totalitarian rule that purported to be “revolutionary”. They

nevertheless refused to intervene militarily along with NATO

in 2011, due to their general reluctance to engage in

“regime change” and wariness of the role of Qatar in

backing the Libyan insurgency. In Syria, it was out of the



question that they would support the Alawite Bashar al-

Assad against his mostly Sunni opposition, as that would

have clashed with their own fervent Sunni-sectarian

Wahhabi ideology and the powerful religious establishment

that fosters it in their kingdom. Across the whole region,

however, the Saudi rulers reached out systematically to the

most conservative Islamic movements, Salafists in

particular, increasing their funding to them and prompting

them to buttress the existing regimes, or otherwise – in

Libya, Syria and Yemen, and likewise in Egypt under Morsi –

to reinforce the reactionary wing of the opposition, to the

detriment of any progressive forces.

Qatar’s emir, in alliance with Turkey’s Recep Tayyip

Erdogan, bet on the Muslim Brotherhood, whose regional

organisation he had been sponsoring for many years, in an

attempt to co-opt the Arab uprising for the benefit of all

three of them, and that of Washington.27 Neither Doha nor

Ankara hesitated, however, to maintain open channels of

communication and occasional facilitation with more radical

brands of Sunni-sectarian fundamentalists – up to al-Qaida

and even its most dreadful mutant, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s

“Islamic State”.28 As for Iran, after reacting in unison with

Qatar and Turkey in the early weeks of the Arab uprising, its

main concern quickly became to shore up Bashar al-Assad’s

regime against Syria’s popular opposition, when the latter

joined the regional uprising in its turn. The Iranian rulers

espoused Assad’s repressive cause all the more resolutely,

as they had themselves faced and crushed a popular

democratic movement only two years earlier, in 2009. In

support of the Assad regime, Tehran mobilised its Shi‘i-

sectarian fundamentalist satellites and allies in Iraq and

Lebanon. The same sectarian logic led it to support the

camp of former president Saleh, with whom Iran’s Houthi

friends allied in Yemen’s civil war, which began to unfold in



2014. Thus, Tehran ended up siding with two of the six Arab

rulers who had been the target of the 2011 “Arab Spring”.

This very complex regional political setting led to the

highly convoluted development of the Arab revolutionary

crisis, compared to which most other revolutionary

upheavals in history look rather uncomplicated. It gave rise

to what was potentially, when not immediately, a three-

cornered struggle: not a binary confrontation between

revolution and counter-revolution, as in most revolutionary

upheavals in history, but a triangular conflict between one

revolutionary pole and two rival counter-revolutionary

camps – the regional ancien régime and its reactionary

antagonists – both equally inimical to the emancipatory

aspirations of the “Arab Spring”.29

Anyone aware of this complexity should have had no

illusion that the Arab uprising might be brief and peaceful.

In the absence of forces strong enough organisationally to

embody the revolutionary pole and/or able politically to lead

a socio-political transformation that would conform with

“the people’s will” as it was expressed in the squares of

Arab cities, the binary clash between the two counter-

revolutionary camps was fated to take over, relegating the

revolutionary pole to the background. The situation thus

created was fraught with the dangerous possibilities

represented by two dreadful outcomes: either a repressive

backlash driven by the old regime or a descent into bloody

mayhem, with each of these two outcomes feeding the

possibility of the other. It is in light of this assessment that I

concluded The People Want in 2012 with a “prophecy” – in

the sense emphasised by my good friend, the late Daniel

Bensaïd, of announcing not what will be but what might

happen if, which he described as the hallmark of strategic

discourse.30 I warned then: “Unless there is a radical turn in

the region’s political trajectory, one capable of erasing the

reactionary developments of the last few decades and



reviving progressive social projects on a profoundly

democratic basis, the whole region runs the risk of plunging

into barbarism.”31

Alas indeed, in the absence of a radical and sustainable

shift in the region’s political trajectory, which could only

have resulted from the emergence of an organised and

determined progressive popular leadership, the euphoria of

the “Arab Spring” was soon overwhelmed by the gloom of

what was most predictably called an “Arab Winter”. Indeed,

the later each country joined the regional revolutionary

wave, the bloodier were the initial consequences of its

upheaval. There is of course a simple logic at work here:

that of “snowballing”. It played a key role in the spread of

the uprising to the whole of the Arabic-speaking region in

the manner identified by Huntington when, discussing the

“third wave of democratization”, he defined “snowballing”

as “demonstration effects, enhanced by new means of

international communication .  .  . providing models for

subsequent efforts at regime change in other countries”.32

However, all too predictably, lessons from the same

“demonstration effects” have also been drawn by the

regimes (still) in place: the fall of Ben Ali and Mubarak

despite their belated promises of reform was attributed by

the other regional despots to the fact that the protesters

had not been sufficiently deterred from carrying on their

rebellion. There had been no determined attempt at

drowning the uprising in a bloodbath when it had begun to

unfold in either Tunisia or Egypt.33 In Yemen, the general

armament of the populace, and the fact that the country’s

dominant political fault-line ran through the armed forces

themselves, meant that a frontal military attack on the

protesters would have led to a civil war, the consequences

of which looked costlier for Saleh at the time than what he

hoped to achieve through political manoeuvring. In Bahrain,

the uprising was dissuaded from organising its self-defence



against brutal state repression by the intervention of troops

from the Saudi kingdom and other Gulf monarchies.

In both Libya and Syria, however, the repression of the

uprisings was much bloodier from the outset than in any of

those four countries: a fact directly related to the

patrimonial character of both regimes and their accurate

conviction that any substantial compromise – any breach in

their armour – would spell their end. Moreover, unlike the

Bahraini monarchy, the Libyan jumlukiyya (the Arabic

popular neologism combining “monarchy” and “republic”)

that pretended to be a jamahiriyya (“state of the masses”)

was not actively supported by any outside power, be it

regional or international. Gaddafi was such a lunatic

maverick, indeed, that no influential state was willing to

support him. On the other hand, the Libyan opposition

seemed so reassuringly conservative that military

intervention against Gaddafi’s forces came to be seen by

the alliance of NATO and the three Arab monarchies of Qatar,

the UAE and Jordan as a good opportunity to co-opt the

Libyan uprising, and thereby to try to hijack the regional

uprising as a whole in order to exorcise its emancipatory

potential. The Syrian dissidents believed that this UN-

greenlighted foreign military intervention against Gaddafi

would dissuade the Syrian regime from resorting to full

force, and that it might even push a section of the regime to

remove Assad, just as the Egyptian military had removed

Mubarak, rather than take the risk of a war like the one that

had erupted in Libya.

The persistence of the Libyan uprising, thanks partly to

Western support, the successful insurrection in the capital,

Tripoli, in August 2011 and the speed at which it led the

Libyan state apparatuses to collapse – taking NATO itself by

surprise – with the final exit of Gaddafi himself in October,

all served strongly to galvanise the Syrian uprising. But the

eventual fate of the Gaddafi family and their cronies also

convinced the Assad family and their cronies that it was for



them literally a matter of life or death. From November 2011

onwards, the Syrian regime went on a full-scale offensive,

starting with its onslaught on the city of Homs. Backed by

Russia and Iran, unlike Gaddafi, the Assad clan knew that

the odds were very poor that the United States and its

Western allies would intervene militarily in Syria, as they

had in Libya. The Libyan fiasco – in which direct Western

intervention ended with the complete dismantlement of a

second Arab (oil) state after that of Saddam Hussein in Iraq,

with similarly chaotic results – would soon come to

constitute a further reason for Washington not to risk

repeating such a mistake in Syria.

The Assad regime’s offensive, and its resort to systematic,

bloody repression on an increasingly horrific scale, engaged

Syria inexorably on the path of a civil war that would soon

turn into the most tragic conflict that the world has

witnessed since the Rwandan Genocide and the horrendous

wars in Central Africa. In response to the regime’s

murderous escalation, the Syrian insurgency went into high

gear, launching a counter-offensive in various regions, with

cumulative successes. The regime began to lose ground

increasingly to the opposition. By the spring of 2013, signs

of regime exhaustion had multiplied: the Assad regime was

in dire need of support. At that point, Iran massively

stepped up its support to the regime through its regional

Lebanese and Iraqi proxies. The tipping point was the al-

Qusayr offensive, begun in April 2013, during which

Lebanese Hezbollah troops, along with the Iranian-

instructed regime’s auxiliary militias, called National

Defence Forces, played the major role in recapturing this

strategic area close to the border with Northern Lebanon.

From that moment, the Syrian regime and its allies

continued a counter-insurgency campaign that scored

several successes – signalling a turning point in the regional

momentum, which switched from the initial revolutionary



phase to a counter-revolutionary phase, in a reversal soon

to be underlined by developments in Egypt.

The two chapters that follow assess the situation that has

unfolded since the end of October 2012 – when I completed

writing The People Want – in Syria and Egypt, the two

countries whose trajectories most strongly determine the

fate of the regional revolutionary process as a whole.

Tunisia, Yemen and Libya – the other three countries where

uprisings achieved initial victories, and which remained in

turmoil up to the time of writing (unlike Bahrain) – will be

briefly discussed in the Conclusion. My aim here is to

identify the key issues that made the “Arab Spring” turn into

an “Arab Winter”, in order to formulate a new forecast, to

use a term that fits well with this now ubiquitous seasonal

metaphor.



Syria

The Clash of Barbarisms

If one side uses force without compunction, undeterred by the bloodshed it

involves, while the other side refrains, the first will gain the upper hand. That

side will force the other to follow suit; each will drive its opponent toward

extremes . . .

Carl von Clausewitz, On War (1816–1830)

My assessment of the Syrian situation in The People Want

concluded as follows:

[S]ince there exists no political-military leadership equal to the task of the

Syrian uprising, the sectarian dynamics of the conflict have inevitably

intensified the longer it has gone on. The regime’s increasingly blind, deadly

violence and the accumulation of sectarian massacres perpetrated by its

special forces or its shabbiha have begun to provoke reactions of the same

general sort from Sunni fighters, who are, moreover, being egged on by the

Saudi Wahhabis’ sectarian propaganda. . . .

The armed Syrian uprising is confronted with two acute problems. The first is

the marked superiority of the regime’s military forces . . . [This] superiority is

being maintained by outside support – political support and arms from Russia,

financial support, arms, and fighters from Iran and its regional allies. . . .

The Western capitals, with Washington in the lead .  .  . never ceased to

proclaim their unwillingness to intervene. As in Libya, they have refused to

deliver weapons to the combatants out of fear that those arms will be directed

against their interests in the medium or long term. . . .

[Thus] the second acute problem with which the insurrection is faced [is]

money. . . . Money is needed to provision the Syrian combatants, as well as to

provide them with the weapons that they cruelly lack. In this respect, the most

privileged of all those fighting the Syrian regime are the fundamentalist Sunni

groups: funds emanating from the Saudi government or the Wahhabi religious

institution are reaching them. These funds give them an indisputable

advantage over the networks of citizen-fighters who have declared allegiance

to the [Free Syrian Army]. They thus intensify the potential danger that these

fundamentalist Sunni groups represent for the Syrian uprising as well as for

the country’s future in general. From this point of view as well, the sooner the

Syrian regime topples, the better. The longer it lasts, the greater is the risk

that the country will plunge into barbarism.
1



Written in the autumn of 2012, this prognosis was

predicated, on the one hand, on the fatal dynamics resulting

from the lack of a counterweight to the Syrian regime’s

military prevalence, enhanced by Russian and Iranian full-

spectrum support, and, on the other hand, on the reliance of

Western powers on Gulf oil monarchies as funders of the

Syrian opposition. In the early period of the civil war, when

the armed force of the mainstream Syrian opposition – the

Free Syrian Army (FSA), linked to the Syrian National Council,

and later to the National Coalition of Syrian Revolution and

Opposition Forces that succeeded the former as the main

body of the mainstream opposition – was still predominant

among insurgents on the battlefield, Washington did not

provide it with anything more than token support. This was

despite the fact that this mainstream opposition, with its

dominant mixture of Muslim Brotherhood, traditional

politicians and secular liberal modernists, was quite

compatible with US interests. Later on, when this coalition

started losing ground among anti-regime forces, to the

advantage of rival Islamic fundamentalist forces that were

both hostile to the progressive aspirations of the 2011

uprising and ideologically inimical to the West, Washington

increased its support to the FSA within limits that remained

closer to a symbolic gesture than to real support. The

bottom line is that Barack Obama has persistently denied

the Syrian opposition the defensive weapons it has most

crucially needed – and insistently requested – in order to

circumscribe the regime’s military advantage: first and

foremost, advanced anti-aircraft weapons.

The Abandonment of the Syrian People

A monopoly of air power and full control of the air above

Syria have, of course, provided the Assad regime’s most

decisive military edge. The regime felt safe enough in that

respect to indulge in cheaper and more murderous (i.e.



more “cost-effective”) low-altitude strikes: since the

summer of 2012, the Assad regime has resorted

increasingly to using helicopters as bombers, loading them

with rudimentary but hugely and indiscriminately murderous

and destructive “barrel bombs”.2 To curtail this edge, the

Syrian opposition did not, and could not, request large

surface-to-air missiles of the kind that requires sophisticated

military capabilities for its handling and use. It requested

advanced portable missiles (known as man-portable air-

defence systems – MANPADS), such as the US-made FIM-92H

Stinger-RMP missile, a weapon whose market unit cost is less

than $45,000.3 Turkey could easily have supplied such

MANPADS with Gulf states’ funding, as it is itself involved in

the production of the Stinger systems.4 However, the US

vetoed early on any such deliveries.

To keep control of the flow of weapons to the Syrian rebels, Turkey, Saudi

Arabia and Qatar formed a joint operations room early this year [2012] in a

covert project US officials watched from afar.

The US has limited its support of the rebels to communications equipment,

logistics and intelligence. But US officials have coordinated with the trio of

countries sending arms and munitions to the rebels. The Pentagon and CIA

ramped up their presence on Turkey’s southern border as the weapons began

to flow to the rebels in two to three shipments every week.

In July, the US effectively halted the delivery of at least 18 manpads sourced

from Libya, even as the rebels pleaded for more effective anti-aircraft missiles

to counter regime airstrikes in Aleppo, people familiar with that delivery said.
5

Up to the time of writing, the Syrian opposition, all

tendencies included, possessed mostly antiquated Soviet-

made anti-aircraft weapons, including shoulder-fired

missiles, seized from the Syrian army’s stocks.6 The supply

of a few Chinese-made MANPADS (FN-6) to Syrian rebel groups

in 2013 enabled them to shoot down two Soviet-era

helicopters (Mil MI-8), a feat that they celebrated with much

fanfare.7 (Although this supply was shrouded in secrecy as it

circumvented the US veto, the New York Times reported that

they were sold by Sudan’s government to Qatar, which

arranged their delivery through Turkey.8) These were no



state-of-the-art MANPADS (the Chinese equivalent of the FIM-92

is the more advanced FN-16), and most of them did not

even work.9 And yet, the very fact that such achievements

remained exceptional, and were celebrated each time

accordingly, only illustrates the scarcity of such weapons in

the hands of the Syrian opposition.

In the summer of 2013, when the Syrian regime was

mounting a full-fledged counter-offensive, with the support

of Iran and its regional proxies – when the situation was

indeed “at the tipping point” in the words of a Western

official quoted by the Wall Street Journal – General Salim

Idris, then FSA’s chief of staff, requested in a “desperate

plea” (the journal’s phrase) 100 shoulder-fired missiles.10 To

no avail. Similar requests had been made to Washington

since the previous summer. “But proposals to arm the

rebels, advocated by then-Central Intelligence Agency chief

David Petraeus and then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton,

ran into opposition in the White House from Mr Obama.”11

The conspicuous contrast between the scale of US support

to the Syrian opposition and Russian support to the regime

has been aptly emphasised by Muhammad Idrees Ahmad:

The conflict in Syria is often described as a “proxy war” between the US and

Russia. Syrian rebels are rarely mentioned without the obligatory prefix “US-

backed”. (The regime army on the other hand isn’t often described as

“Russian-backed”.) The backing, though tangible, takes distinctly different

forms; and the support that the contending parties have received reflects the

character of their patrons.

Not used to doing things by half, Russia has supplied the Syrian regime with

bombers, gunships, armour and missiles. The US, on the other hand, has spent

many years trying to ensure that no anti-aircraft weapon would reach Syrian

rebels lest it affect its ally Israel’s ability to bomb Syria with impunity. Instead,

its support has taken the form of non-lethal aid, such as night-vision goggles

and satellite phones. It took many years before it supplied outdated tow

antitank missiles but has refrained from passing on any game-changing

technology.
12

Had the attitude of the Obama administration been simply

one of “non-intervention”, it could have been seen as

catering to American public opinion against US involvement



in yet another military venture – although there is no

indication that the public would have objected to US support

to the Syrian insurgency short of direct military

involvement. But the administration did actually intervene

quite decisively in the Syrian events by preventing its

regional allies from providing the Syrian opposition with the

qualitative weapons that it needed, thus increasing the

imbalance resulting from Russian and Iranian intervention

on the side of the Syrian regime.

In order to justify his lack of effective support to the Syrian

moderate opposition, one of Barack Obama’s arguments –

not to say pretexts – was that it lacked the necessary

manpower to handle the weapons that it requested. Thus,

on 19 June 2014 – in response to a journalist asking him:

“The United States has been slow to provide significant

weapons and training directly to the Syrian opposition. Has

the expansion of the Syria war into Iraq changed your mind

about the type of weapons and training we’re now willing to

give the opposition there?” – the US president argued the

following:

The question has never been whether we thought this was a serious problem.

The question has always been, is there the capacity of moderate opposition on

the ground to absorb and counteract extremists that might have been pouring

in, as well as an Assad regime supported by Iran and Russia that outmanned

them and was ruthless.

And so we have consistently provided that opposition with support.

Oftentimes, the challenge is if you have former farmers or teachers or

pharmacists who now are taking up opposition against a battle-hardened

regime, with support from external actors that have a lot at stake, how quickly

can you get them trained; how effective [sic] are you able to mobilise them.

And that continues to be a challenge.
13

When trying to justify the same lack of support, US vice

president Joseph Biden argued exactly the contrary in a

famously gaffe-ridden performance at Harvard University,

on 2 October 2014: “The fact of the matter is the ability to

identify a moderate middle in Syria – there was no moderate

middle, because the moderate middle are made up of

shopkeepers, not soldiers. They are made up of people who



in fact [are] ordinary elements of the middle class in that

country.”14 Thus, in short, the Obama administration did not

give effective support to the Syrian opposition because (1) it

is composed of “farmers or teachers or pharmacists”

instead of soldiers (Obama), and (2) there were no

“shopkeepers” or “middle class” among them but only

soldiers (Biden). The flagrant contradiction between the

president’s and his deputy’s statements betrays the vacuity

and falsity of such pretexts. Rather than a lack of confidence

in the opposition’s military skills, there are some grounds to

believe that Washington did not seriously support any

particular group of the Syrian opposition because it could

not guarantee their loyalty to US interests. As then-

chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Martin

Dempsey wrote in August 2013 in response to a formal

query from a member of the US Congress: “Syria today is

not about choosing between two sides but rather about

choosing one among many sides. It is my belief that the

side we choose must be ready to promote their interests

and ours when the balance shifts in their favor. Today, they

are not.”15

In tune with this political distrust is the argument that the

Syrian opposition could not be trusted to keep US weapons

from falling into the wrong hands – the hands of terrorist

groups that are fiercely hostile to the United States and the

West, such as al-Qaida. This was indeed the key pretext

invoked by the Obama administration to justify its refusal to

deliver anti-aircraft weapons to the Syrian dissidents, as

well as its refusal to allow the United States’ regional allies

to provide them with such weapons, even if not US-made.

When Washington’s Arab allies – dismayed by the escalation

in Tehran’s backing of the Assad regime and disappointed

by the failure of Moscow to exert firm pressure on the

regime for a compromise at the Geneva talks (Geneva II

Conference on Syria, January–February 2014) – requested



anew from the Obama administration that it allow them to

deliver anti-aircraft weapons to the Syrian opposition, their

request was met with rejection all the same. The Wall Street

Journal reported:

Saudi Arabia has offered to give the opposition for the first time Chinese man-

portable air defense systems, or MANPADS, and antitank guided missiles from

Russia, according to an Arab diplomat and several opposition figures with

knowledge of the efforts. Saudi officials couldn’t be reached to comment.

The US has long opposed arming rebels with anti-aircraft missiles for fear

they could fall into the hands of extremists who might use them against the

West or commercial airlines. The Saudis have held off supplying them in the

past because of US opposition. A senior Obama administration official said

Friday that the US objection remains the same. “There hasn’t been a change

internally on our view,” the official said.
16

Faced with similar pressure from the United States’ Arab

allies, the White House leaked information aimed at giving

the impression that it had weighed very carefully the option

of providing anti-aircraft weapons to the Syrian insurgents.

Time magazine carried an article on this issue, in which the

view attributed to “an Arab official” that “the introduction of

MANPADS could be a game changer in Syria, like it was in

Afghanistan in the 1980s with Stinger missiles” is countered

with a belittling of the potential impact of such weapons on

the conflict, along with the adumbration of a catastrophic

scenario of global economic disruption by terrorism: “A 2005

Rand Corp. study found that the shooting down of a civilian

airliner might temporarily freeze air travel worldwide and

produce total economic losses of more than $15 billion.”17

The article concluded: “Even [US Senator John] McCain

seems to acknowledge that MANPADS would have a primarily

humanitarian use, as a defense against helicopter-borne

barrel bombs. And for now at least, that’s not reason

enough for Obama to risk a $15 billion nightmare.”

Leaving its cynicism aside, this argument does not even

hold water; it is a blatant instance of scaremongering in

order to make up a pretext. As Anthony Cordesman, a

prominent expert on military and security affairs working for



a bipartisan strategic think tank based in Washington, noted

in a perceptive and comprehensive assessment of US

options in Syria, “the US has now had years in which to

modify key weapons like [MANPADS] and ATGMS [anti-tank

guided missiles] to limit their active life, the areas in which

they can operate, and their vulnerability to US

countermeasures.”18 When Washington reluctantly

consented to deliver “a small number” of BGM-71 tow anti-

tank missiles to Syrian anti-regime fighters in the spring of

2014, they were “equipped with a complex, fingerprint-

keyed security device” controlling who could fire them,

according to a security expert quoted by the Wall Street

Journal.19

Moreover, it is not as if no MANPADS have ever fallen into

the hands of terrorists, or ever been used against civil

aviation. According to a 2011 report by the Bureau of

Political-Military Affairs of the US State Department, “Since

1975, 40 civilian aircraft have been hit by MANPADS, causing

about 28 crashes and more than 800 deaths around the

world. .  .  . Thousands of MANPADS .  .  . are believed to be

outside of the control of national governments. The United

States believes that a number of terrorist organizations,

including al-Qaida, have MANPADS in their possession.”20 To

this it should be added that “the black market cost of

MANPADS can vary widely, ranging from as little as a few

hundred dollars to over one hundred thousand dollars,

depending on the model and its condition.”21 This is not to

argue that MANPADS in the hands of lunatic terrorists are not a

serious threat – they definitely are – but to show that the

$15 billion scenario is not worth 15 cents. The potential

terrorist threat would hardly have increased had the Syrian

opposition been provided with MANPADS programmed in such

a way that their operational workability would remain under

control.



The truth of the matter is that this scaremongering line of

argument is simply an attempt to cover what is, in the first

place, an unwillingness to help that is predicated on deep

human indifference to the fate of the population of an oil-

poor Arab country.22 Barack Obama would not lose sleep

over the Syrian people’s calamity: hundreds of thousands of

Syrians killed and maimed (let alone the millions turned into

refugees) were tolerable in his view, as long as they were

slaughtered by “conventional” bombing. Only the use of

chemical weapons constituted a “red line” – and that was

because it might endanger Syria’s neighbours, starting with

Israel. The US president’s own enunciation in August 2012

of the rationale of his position on “humanitarian assistance”

and on a chemical “red line” speaks for itself:

What we’ve said is, number one, we want to make sure we’re providing

humanitarian assistance, and we’ve done that to the tune of $82 million, I

believe, so far. And we’ll probably end up doing a little more [sic] because we

want to make sure that the hundreds of thousands of refugees that are fleeing

the mayhem, that they don’t end up creating – or being in a terrible situation,

or also destabilizing some of Syria’s neighbors. . . .

I have, at this point, not ordered military engagement in the situation. But

the point . . . about chemical and biological weapons is critical. That’s an issue

that doesn’t just concern Syria; it concerns our close allies in the region,

including Israel. It concerns us. We cannot have a situation where chemical or

biological weapons are falling into the hands of the wrong people.

We have been very clear to the Assad regime, but also to other players on

the ground, that a red line for us is [if] we start seeing a whole bunch of

chemical weapons moving around or being utilised. That would change my

calculus. That would change my equation.
23

In the second place, the Obama administration’s

scaremongering line of argument about weapons delivery to

the Syrian opposition was a cover for the true central

political rationale of its disinclination to intervene: the

obsession with securing an “orderly transition” and avoiding

the repetition of the Iraqi debacle by preserving the bulk of

the Syrian state apparatus, as I emphasised on several

occasions since 2011.24 This assessment has been fully

confirmed by Hillary Rodham Clinton’s testimony in her



2014 memoirs, where she asserts that, despite the

differences within the administration on the course of action

in Syria, they all “agreed that it was important to maintain

the integrity of the Syrian state and its institutions,

particularly enough of the security infrastructure to prevent

the kind of chaos we had seen in Iraq after the fall of

Saddam Hussein and the disbanding of the Iraqi Army and

government”25

The then-secretary of state was so dedicated to that

supreme consideration that – as she herself explains

somewhat ingenuously – when she, along with then-CIA

director and former US commander in Afghanistan and Iraq,

David Petraeus, advocated training and equipping a Syrian

rebel force, “the goal was not to build a force strong enough

to defeat the regime.” Rather, “the idea was to give us a

partner on the ground we could work with that could do

enough to convince Assad and his backers that a military

victory was impossible.”26

This same central rationale stands behind the very

unimpressive manner in which Barack Obama handled the

“chemical weapons” crisis in August 2013, when – exactly

one year after he had declared the use of such weapons to

be a “red line” – he was confronted with the most

murderous chemical attack perpetrated by Assad regime

forces until that day, in the Ghouta suburb of Damascus.

Obama delayed action by seeking a highly hazardous

authorisation from Congress – “in a move that surprised

many in Washington”, according to Hillary Clinton.27 Soon

after, Clinton’s successor as secretary of state, John Kerry,

suggested to Moscow publicly, albeit indirectly, that the

administration would be satisfied with a deal whereby

Damascus would relinquish its chemical arsenal and turn it

over to “the international community”. Moscow immediately

seized upon this suggestion – and so did the Assad regime.

The latter cowardly surrendered right away its single



deterrent weapon of mass destruction, although Israel –

which Damascus is purported to be bravely “confronting”

according to its own propaganda and that of its regional

allies and supporters – is heavily armed with the full

spectrum of such weapons.

The actual reason for the amazing alacrity of all parties in

striking the chemical deal was nothing other than their

common concern to avoid the Syrian regime’s sudden

collapse. Indeed, a Damascus-based correspondent of mine,

a former army officer, told me at the time that Washington’s

threat to launch cruise missiles against Syrian regime

targets had provoked a wave of panic engulfing the

regime’s military apparatus. This was in spite of the

insistence of Obama administration officials – in their

attempt to mollify US domestic opposition to the bombing –

that the planned attack was going to be very limited. My

correspondent assured me that, had the attack been

launched, the regime’s armed forces would have instantly

faced a risk of mass desertion and disintegration.

It is for exactly the same reason that, when it started

bombing the “Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham” (ISIS,

sometimes designated as ISIL
28) in both Iraq and Syria, with

official approval from Baghdad and tacit approval from

Damascus, the United States took special care not to hit any

target related to the Assad regime. And when, in December

2014, Washington finally launched a $500 million program

to train and equip a US-controlled Syrian “moderate” force,

the key condition it defined for its recruitment was that it

should fight exclusively against ISIS. No wonder it turned into

a farcical failure, as Barack Obama acknowledged candidly

at a press conference in October 2015:

The training-and-equip program was a specific initiative by the Defense

Department to see if we could get some of that moderate opposition to focus

attention on ISIL in the eastern portion of the country. And I’m the first one to

acknowledge it has not worked the way it was supposed to . . . And part of the

reason, frankly, is because when we tried to get them to just focus on ISIL, the

response we’d get back is, how can we focus on ISIL when every single day



we’re having barrel bombs and attacks from the regime? And so it’s been hard

to get them to reprioritise, looking east, when they’ve got bombs coming at

them from the west.
29

The result of all this care not to harm the Syrian regime

was indeed that “confident of American inaction, Mr Al

Assad killed three times as many civilians in the 28 months

after the chemical attack as he had in the 28 months

before.”30 Having given the Assad regime a de facto licence

to kill with “conventional weapons”, Barack Obama would

go down in history as the US president who bears a key

responsibility for the destruction of Syria and its people, in

the wake of three presidents who bear chief responsibility

for the destruction of Iraq and its people. The difference is

that, whereas the three previous presidents devastated Iraq

by way of direct US military aggression, Obama contributed

to the devastation of Syria by letting its dictatorial regime

achieve it.

The failure of the duty to rescue a person in peril – when

the potential rescuer is able to act without harming

themselves or others – is punishable in the penal code of

several countries. From a moral standpoint, the failure to

rescue an entire population in peril is a crime of much

bigger scope; it can indeed amount to tacit complicity in a

crime against humanity. And yet, this crime is not inscribed

as such in international law, which only provides for a

“Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) when it suits a consensus

among the UN Security Council’s permanent members.31

Washington, of course, does not wait for a UN green light in

order to intervene when it deems that its interests are at

stake. It bombed Serbia in 1999 and invaded Iraq in 2003

without UN approval. From that angle, Washington’s crime

against Syria is no less reprehensible than the one it

committed against Iraq.

The Making of the Syrian Disaster



The symmetry between George W. Bush and Barack Obama

– their production of similar results in opposite ways:

military aggression in Bush’s case and denial of assistance

in Obama’s – does not stop at the devastation of both the

countries affected. It also concerns one of the dreadful

consequences of this devastation: whereas the Bush-run US

invasion of Iraq created the conditions that led to the

emergence of the “Islamic State of Iraq” (ISI) that al-Qaida

proclaimed in 2006, as well as to the expansion of the

parent organisation across the Arab region, the Obama-

adjudicated denial of crucial support to the Syrian

opposition created the conditions that allowed the ISI to

develop in Syria and mutate into ISIS in 2013. This was

followed the year after by the announcement of the “Islamic

State” tout court as a successful franchise, opening

branches in its turn all over the Arab region and way

beyond.

Robert Ford, who resigned from his position as US

ambassador to Syria in February 2014 due to his

disagreement with Barack Obama’s Syrian policy, very

clearly attributed responsibility for this disastrous course of

events to the US president. He made his statement in an

interview on PBS Newshour a few months after his

resignation, including a premonitory warning against future

attacks on US soil, as was to happen with the San

Bernardino ISIS-inspired shooting on 2 December 2015:

Events on the ground were moving, and our policy wasn’t evolving very

quickly. We were constantly behind the curve. And that’s why now we have

extremist threats to our own country. We had a young man from Florida,

apparently, who was involved in a suicide bombing, and there will be more

problems like that, I fear. Our policy wasn’t evolving, and finally I got to the

point where I could no longer defend it publicly. . . .

We have consistently been behind the curve. The events on the ground are

moving more rapidly than our policy has been adapting. And at the same time,

Russia and Iran have been driving this by increasing and steadily increasing,

increasing massively, especially the Iranians, their support to the Syrian

regime.



And the result of that has been more threats to us in this ungoverned space

which Assad can’t retake. We need and we have long needed to help

moderates in the Syrian opposition with both weapons and other nonlethal

assistance. Had we done that a couple of years ago, had we ramped it up,

frankly, the al-Qaida groups that have been winning adherents would have

been unable to compete with the moderates, who, frankly, we have much in

common with. But the moderates have been fighting constantly with arms tied

behind their backs, because they don’t have the same resources that either

Assad does or the al-Qaida groups in Syria do. . . .

And we can’t get to a political negotiation until the balance on the ground

compels – and I use that word precisely – compels Assad not to run sham

elections, but rather to negotiate a political deal. But the situation on the

ground is key.
32

As was the case for Iraq, many actors and observers in

Washington itself have been warning the White House all

along of the calamitous consequences of its course of action

– or rather inaction, in Syria’s case – just as Robert Ford did.

Anthony Cordesman hit the nail on the head when he wrote

in 2013:

The failure to act decisively when the more moderate rebel forces in Syria

seriously threatened Assad, and at the crest of rebel success, has not made

anything better or brought Syria one step closer to a negotiable outcome. The

pendulum in US politics seems to have swung from the ideologically-driven

overreaction and strategic absurdist optimism of the Bush Administration to its

exact opposite. . . .

If anything, the Administration’s failure to act .  .  . has systematically

empowered both Iran and the Hezbollah while simultaneously empowering Al

Qa’ida and Sunni Islamist extremist[s] – not only in Syria, but Lebanon and

Iraq. . . .

No action the US takes in regard to Syria is without risk. . . . Any “success”

at the military level means a new Syrian government whose structure is

unpredictable, a legacy of enduring political problems, and tensions

throughout the region. . . .

Inaction, however, is also a form of decision-making, and exaggerating costs

and risks has consequences. The US is already watching arms flood into the

region, Iranian influence grow, and a major rise in Sunni and Shi’ite/Alawite

extremism.
33

Washington’s responsibility in this post-2011 turn of

events has been similarly confirmed by two key members of

the Obama administration, even though they stood on

opposite sides of the debate on Syria that split the

administration. In the edifying interview she gave to the



Atlantic’s Jeffrey Goldberg, which was published on 10

August 2014, former US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton

had this to say on the issue of Syria:

[Y]ou have more than 170,000 people dead in Syria. You have the vacuum that

has been created by the relentless assault by Assad on his own population, an

assault that has bred these extremist groups, the most well-known of which,

ISIS – or ISIL – is now literally expanding its territory inside Syria and inside Iraq.

. . .

I know that the failure to help build up a credible fighting force of the people

who were the originators of the protests against Assad – there were Islamists,

there were secularists, there was everything in the middle – the failure to do

that left a big vacuum, which the jihadists have now filled.

They were often armed in an indiscriminate way by other forces and we had

no skin in the game that really enabled us to prevent this indiscriminate

arming.
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The second confirmation came from US vice president

Joseph Biden. During his above-mentioned gaffe-ridden

performance at Harvard University on 2 October 2014, he

made a statement that was intended as a rebuttal of Hillary

Clinton’s criticism, but in fact confirmed her main argument:

[O]ur allies in the region were our largest problem in Syria. The Turks were

great friends .  .  . the Saudis, the Emiratis, etc. What were they doing? They

were so determined to take down Assad and essentially have a proxy Sunni–

Shia war. What did they do? They poured hundreds of millions of dollars and

tens, thousands of tons of weapons into anyone who would fight against Assad

– except that the people who were being supplied were Al Nusra and Al Qaeda

and the extremist elements of jihadis coming from other parts of the world.

. . . So now what’s happening? All of a sudden everybody is awakened because

this outfit called ISIL which was Al Qaeda in Iraq, which, when they were

essentially thrown out of Iraq, found open space and territory in eastern Syria,

worked with Al Nusra who we declared a terrorist group early on and we could

not convince our colleagues to stop supplying them.
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Biden’s statement was extensively quoted by jubilant

supporters of the Assad regime as confirmation of what was

hardly a secret: the fact that Turkey and the oil monarchies

were backing Sunni fundamentalist forces among the Syrian

insurgents. In doing so, those enthusiastic supporters

overlooked the fact that the vice president’s statement was

above all a refutation of what they themselves had been

claiming since the beginning of the Syrian uprising, namely



that it is essentially a US-backed insurgency against a

Syrian regime deemed “patriotic” (watani) by its Arab fans,

or “anti-imperialist” by its Western “left” supporters. These

Assad enthusiasts ignored the obvious truth that the

situation on the ground would have been completely

different had the US been seriously backing the opposition,

as they claimed. The regime would not have been able to

carry on slaughtering the population and destroying the

country, as it managed to do owing to its monopoly of air

power and heavy weaponry, supplied by Russia and Iran.

It is actually the lack of US support to the mainstream

Syrian opposition from the early stage of the civil war that

allowed the Syrian situation to end up being caught

between the hammer of an increasingly murderous regime

backed by increasingly sectarian Lebanese and Iraqi Shi‘i

fundamentalist proxies of Iran,36 and the anvil of

increasingly sectarian and fanatical Sunni-fundamentalist

anti-Assad regime forces. Indeed, here lies the Obama

administration’s primary responsibility in producing the

worst of all possible outcomes – not only for the Syrian

people, but even for US imperialism itself, in the same way

that the Bush administration’s inept mishandling of Iraq led

to what is undoubtedly the biggest strategic failure in US

imperial history until now, one that is combined, alas, with

an ongoing human tragedy among the worst since the end

of the Cold War. When disastrous failures of imperialism

happen at the cost of terrible human tragedies, there can be

no schadenfreude from a truly humanist anti-imperialist

perspective.

The Assad regime was initially confronted with a peaceful

uprising led by Coordination Committees (tansiqiyyat)

mostly composed of young people sharing the same

aspirations for freedom, democracy and social justice that

inspired all those who initiated what was called the “Arab

Spring” in 2011.37 In December 2012, the editor-in-chief of



the pro-Damascus Hezbollah-linked Lebanese newspaper Al-

Akhbar reported that none other than Bashar al-Assad’s

official deputy, Syrian vice president Farouk al-Sharaa, told

him that “at the beginning of the events, the government

was begging [tatawassal] to see a single armed man or

sniper on the roof of a building.”38

The interview was meant to show that Sharaa, who was

believed to be under house arrest, was free to speak. The

circumstances described in the interview itself rather

indicated that it was an exercise in controlled freedom, like

so many interviews of personalities under house arrest in

countries with murderous regimes. It was quite important,

nevertheless, in revealing that there had been a major

disagreement at the top of the Syrian state on the way to

tackle the crisis, pitting against those who advocated a

political settlement those – starting with Assad himself –

who wanted to terminate it by the use of force:

The decline in the number of peaceful protesters led in some way or another

to an increase in the number of armed men. It is true that the provision of

security to the citizens is a duty of the state, but this is different from opting

for a security solution to the crisis. . . .

Those who are able to meet the president will hear him say that this is a

long struggle, and that it is a big conspiracy with many participants (terrorists,

bandits, traffickers). He does not hide his desire to use military force in order

to achieve complete victory on the ground; political dialogue would then

become possible. [On the other hand] many in the [ruling Baath] Party, the

[Baath-led National Progressive] Front and the armed forces have believed

from the beginning of the crisis until now that there is no alternative to the

political solution, and no return backwards.
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The regime chose to face the peaceful protests of the first

months of the uprising with increasing violence, trying at

first to deter them from carrying on their struggle and then

doing its best to turn it into an armed confrontation, so as to

feel free to use the full range of its weapons.40 It also did its

best to bring about the “self-fulfilling prophecy” that it had

intensively propagated from the very beginning of the

movement in March 2011 – namely, that the uprising was

but a “Takfiri” Salafi-jihadist armed conspiracy.41 Muammar



Gaddafi resorted to exactly the same type of lies at the

beginning of the Libyan uprising, when he claimed that it

was orchestrated by al-Qaida. The main purpose of the

fabrication in both cases was to dissuade the West from

lending any form of support to the uprising.

In the Syrian case, it had the additional purpose of scaring

the country’s religious minorities, as well as the better-off

layers of its Sunni majority.42 In order to push the insurgents

to resort to arms in self-defence, and thus confirm its claims

and justify a further escalation of its ruthless violence, the

Assad regime relied on the inevitable effect of the

murderous escalation of its crackdown, combined with

highly cynical measures such as surreptitiously providing

weapons to dissidents.43 In order to promote the rise of

Salafi-jihadists within the opposition, the regime went so far

as to release from its jails prominent militants belonging to

this category, several of whom were to become key leaders

of various jihadist groups.44 This happened in the second

half of 2011, at a time when the regime was arresting

thousands upon thousands of democrats involved in the

peaceful protests. Martin Chulov described this process in

the Guardian, in one of the best investigative articles

written about ISIS. The story he tells is very revealing as to

the metamorphosis of the Syrian uprising:

By the time another young jihadi, Abu Issa, was freed from Aleppo’s central

prison in late 2011, the Trojan horse act that was ISIS was well under way –

fuelled by Turkey’s porous borders, the savagery of the Syrian regime, feckless

attempts to organise opposition fighters into a cohesive force, and the release

of militant prisoners like himself. A Syrian with historical links to the group’s

earliest incarnation, al-Qaida in Iraq, Abu Issa was released along with dozens

of men like him as part of an amnesty given by Assad to Islamist detainees,

which was touted by the regime as a reconciliation with men who had long

fought against them.

Most of the accused al-Qaida men had been in the infamous Syrian prison

system for many years before the uprising against Assad began. “We were in

the worst dungeons in Syria,” said Abu Issa, who was a member of the various

forerunners of ISIS, and fought against the US army in 2004 and 2005 before

fleeing Baghdad in 2006. “If you were charged with our crimes, you were sent

to Political Security prison, Saydnaya in Damascus or Air Force Intelligence in



Aleppo. You could not even speak to the guards there. It was just brutality and

fear.”

But several months before Abu Issa was released, he and a large group of

other jihadis were moved from their isolation cells elsewhere in the country

and flown to Aleppo’s main prison, where they enjoyed a more communal and

comfortable life. “It was like a hotel,” he said. “We couldn’t believe it. There

were cigarettes, blankets, anything you wanted. You could even get girls.”

Soon the detainees were puzzled by another prison oddity, the arrival of

university students who had been arrested in Aleppo for protesting against the

Assad regime. . . .

Abu Issa and the other Islamist detainees soon formed the view that they

had been moved to the Aleppo prison for a reason – to instil a harder

ideological line into the university students, who back then were at the

vanguard of the uprising in Syria’s largest city.

On the same day that Abu Issa and many of his friends were released, the

Lebanese government, which is supported by Damascus, also freed more than

70 jihadis, many of whom had been convicted of terrorism offences and were

serving lengthy terms. The release puzzled Western officials in Beirut who had

been monitoring the fates of many of the accused jihadis in Lebanon’s jails for

more than four years.
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Like the Abu Issa described by Martin Chulov, many of the

jihadists released in 2011 had previously fought in Iraq –

with the Syrian regime’s connivance. During the initial years

of the US occupation of Iraq, the Assad regime, true to its

Machiavellian character, had indeed allowed Syrian and

foreign jihadists to infiltrate into Iraq across its long shared

border with Syria.46 It had also allowed former loyalists of

Saddam Hussein to take refuge in Syria and support the

Sunni-sectarian insurgency across the border. The Syrian

regime had already released jihadists from its own jails to

send them to Iraq, as Syrian lawyer and human rights

activist for the organisation Swasia, Catherine al-Talli, told

the US embassy in Damascus, on the basis of her

investigation of the circumstances surrounding the bloodily

repressed Saydnaya prison riots in 2008–09:

According to Talli’s contacts, after the US invasion of Iraq, the SARG [Syrian

Arab Republic government] offered Seidnaya inmates the opportunity to

receive military training in Syria and then travel to Iraq and fight coalition

forces . . . Talli had no additional information on how many inmates joined or

at what times they were sent to Iraq. She did report, however, that of those

who returned from Iraq to Syria, some remained at large (but in contact with



the regime), others were sent to Lebanon, and a third group were re-arrested

and remanded to Seidnaya prison. . . .

Talli’s reporting adds to the mounting evidence that the SARG allowed

Seidnaya prisoners to train in Syria for combat operations in Iraq.
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In the 2005 quasi-official biography that Bashar al-Assad

induced David Lesch to write about him as part of a charm

offensive towards the West – thereby following in the

footsteps of his father, who relied on Patrick Seale for the

same purpose48 – there is a clumsy attempt at selling the

idea that Syrian facilitation of and support to the jihadi

insurgency next door was beyond Assad’s personal control.

In essence, we are told, “Bashar was not yet able to crack

down on the porous Syrian border or those elements linked

with the regime behind the exchanges and associations with

Iraqi insurgents . . .”49

However, after Nouri al-Maliki, a close ally of Tehran and

long-time friend of Damascus, was made prime minister in

Baghdad in May 2006, the Assad regime had to stop playing

the deadly game of exporting jihadists to Iraq, as it became

inimical to its regional alliances to carry it on, especially

since the situation there had slipped into a sectarian war in

which it was no longer in the Syrian regime’s interest to

strengthen the Sunni camp. Damascus stepped up the

(re)incarceration of jihadist returnees. “The group of

returned foreign fighters in Seidnaya felt the SARG, by

sending them back to prison, had cheated them, Talli

explained. The inmates had expected better treatment,

perhaps even freedom, and were upset over prison

conditions.” This led them to stage “a riotous protest over

prison conditions”.50

The Assad Regime’s Preferred Enemy

But what on earth, one might wonder, could persuade a

supposedly “secular” – even “socialist” (as the Baath Party

officially calls itself) – regime to facilitate a jihadist armed



insurgency in the country next door, and then invite it to

play on its own turf? The answer lies in the same logic that

governed both cases: the Assad regime’s intense

repugnance towards the contagious potential of democracy.

Bashar al-Assad’s father, Hafez, had supported and joined

the US-led war against Iraq in 1991, when its goal was

limited to ejecting Iraqi forces from Kuwait, thus preventing

the Syrian regime’s Baathist “twin enemy” from acquiring

renewed stamina after its exhaustion in its eight-year war

against Iran. The 2003 invasion of Iraq was a different

matter altogether: although Tehran, the Syrian regime’s ally,

tacitly approved this US war as it had the previous one –

knowing that it was best poised to fill the vacuum created

by the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime and the collapse of

its state apparatus – Bashar al-Assad could not follow suit.

The precedent of a US-led overthrow of a Baathist regime

next door, however inimical it was to Syria’s own Baathist

regime, was too dangerous to condone. It was all the more

dangerous in that the Bush administration deceitfully

portrayed its invasion of Iraq as the prelude to installing a

model liberal democracy in that country. When the US

occupation was eventually forced to deliver on the promise

of electoral democracy by the pressure of the Shi‘i mass

movement that built up in 2004, leading it to allow the

organisation of two free elections in Iraq in 2005, the Syrian

regime’s stake in the failure of this experience became

crucial.51 The development of a jihadist insurgency in Iraq

overwhelmed by al-Qaida and its ISI served Damascus’s

purpose in buttressing its claim that the only alternative to

Baathist dictatorships among Sunnis in that part of the Arab

world was jihadist Salafism of the terrorist type. Indeed,

Iraq’s Arab Sunni Baathists themselves ended up joining al-

Qaida’s ranks en masse, whether as individual converts or

by decision of the underground Baathist leadership, when,



unable to swim against the current, it chose to swim with it.

In that, it was assisted by Damascus.52

Damascus stopped fostering al-Qaida across its border at

a time when the Iraqi regime was clearly taking on an

increasingly authoritarian, corrupt and Shi‘i-sectarian shape,

with Maliki at the helm and under Tehran’s thumb. It could

thus no longer represent an inspiring model for the Syrian

population. Syria’s former support for Iraqi Sunni jihadism

had in fact suited Tehran in that, like Damascus, it had a

stake in the predictable outcome of the rise of sectarian

tensions in Iraq. The exacerbation of sectarianism buried

the prospect of a Shi‘i-majority liberal-democratic

government in Baghdad – a prospect that is as repulsive to

Iran’s Islamic Republic as it is for Syria’s Baathist

dictatorship. By the same token, the rise of sectarian

tensions in Iraq contributed tremendously to enhancing

Tehran’s clout in that country by enabling the rise of a

kindred Shi‘i-sectarian authoritarian government in

Baghdad.

Syria’s intelligence services nevertheless maintained their

connections with the Iraqi jihadists, in line with their long-

established custom of “embedding” themselves in jihadist

groups. Syrian General Intelligence Director (GID) General Ali

Mamlouk boasted of the expertise thereby acquired to a US

delegation led by coordinator for counter-terrorism, Daniel

Benjamin, on a visit to Damascus in February 2010:

The GID Director said Syria had been more successful than the US and other

countries in the region in fighting terrorist groups because “we are practical

and not theoretical.” He stated Syria’s success is due to its penetration of

terrorist groups. “In principle, we don’t attack or kill them immediately.

Instead, we embed ourselves in them and only at the opportune moment do

we move.” . . .

According to Mamlouk, Syria’s previous experience in cooperating with the

US on intelligence “was not a happy one.” .  .  . Alluding to the “wealth of

information” Syria has obtained while penetrating terrorist groups, Mamlouk

declared “we have a lot of experience and know these groups. This is our area,

and we know it. We are on the ground, and so we should take the lead.”
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When the democratic uprising started in Syria itself, the

Assad regime resorted to the same trick it had used to

subvert the democratic experience that had unfolded next

door under US occupation (actually, in spite of it) by

fostering jihadism of the worst and most repulsive kind. As

Peter Neumann explained in a remarkable article on the role

of the Assad regime in that regard, there was a direct

continuity with the fact that, since 2003,

Assad allowed the jihadists in his country to link up with [Abu-Mus‘ab al-]

Zarqawi [the leader of al-Qaida in Iraq, killed in 2006] and become part of a

foreign fighter pipeline stretching from Lebanon to Iraq, with way points,

safehouses and facilitators dotted across the country. With the active help of

Assad’s intelligence services, Syria was opened to the influx – and influence –

of experienced and well-connected jihadists from Libya, Saudi Arabia, Algeria,

Tunisia, Yemen and Morocco, who brought with them their contact books,

money and skills. Within a few years, the country ceased to be a black spot on

the global jihadist map: by the late 2000s it was familiar terrain to foreign

jihadists, while jihadists from Syria had become valued members of al-Qaida in

Iraq, where they gained combat experience and acquired the international

contacts and expertise needed to turn Syria into the next battlefront.

When the current conflict broke out, it was hardly surprising that jihadist

structures first emerged in the eastern parts of the country, where the entry

points into Iraq were located, and in places like Homs and Idlib, which were

close to Lebanon; or that it was jihadists – not the Muslim Brothers – who could

offer the most dedicated and experienced fighters with the skills, resources,

discipline and organisation to hit back at the government. They were also the

ones who found it easiest to prevail on international networks of wealthy

sympathisers, especially in the Gulf, to supply weapons and funding.
54

Iraq’s al-Qaida was actually allowed to set up a franchise

in Syria. According to the founder of the Free Syrian Army,

Riyad al-Asaad, himself a former colonel in the Syrian Air

Force, Syria’s Air Force Intelligence had maintained

connections with al-Qaida’s branch inside Iraq, the self-

proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq (ISI). Interviewed in the

spring of 2012, when al-Qaida had just emerged in the open

on the Syrian side of the border, al-Asaad affirmed

categorically that this could only have happened with the

connivance of Air Force Intelligence.55 The ISI first launched

the al-Nusra Front (Jabhat al-Nusra li-Ahl al-Sham) as an

autonomous Syrian branch, before deciding to merge both



branches across the border under the name of ISIS in 2013.

This provoked a split within al-Nusra, which was soon to be

followed by a full break between ISIS and the post-bin Laden

global al-Qaida network led by Ayman al-Zawahiri, who

repudiated ISIS. The Iraqi militants played a decisive role in

this development.

By April 2013, the number of Iraqis fighting in Syria had reached at least 5,000

and was growing daily. Iraqi veterans of the fight against the US occupation,

and the sectarian war against the Shias, had crossed the border and were

taking leadership positions in a new group that would soon subsume the most

organised and capable jihadi outfit in Syria, Jabhat al-Nusra. . . .

Within months, the pieces were sufficiently in place for Baghdadi to start his

move. He announced in April that Jabhat al-Nusra, the al-Qaida-aligned jihadi

group, would be subsumed by the newly named ISIS. That same afternoon,

Baghdadi’s men, most of them Iraqis like Abu Ismael, rode into central Aleppo

and kicked al-Nusra members out of their main base in the city’s eye hospital.

They then painted it black and took it over.

Across northern Syria, the scene was repeated with ruthless efficiency.
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The regime’s collusion became blatant after the split

between the Iraqi-dominated organisation with which the

Assad regime had a long record of connivance and the

Syrian-dominated group that kept working under the name

of al-Nusra. The latter is naturally keener on fighting the

Assad regime, and has been competing with the rest of the

opposition in that respect.57 It has been helped by Qatar –

with Al Jazeera offering a broadcast platform to al-Nusra and

its leader, Abu Muhammad al-Julani, as it has been doing

over the years for Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri and

the global al-Qaida – as well as by Turkey, while both

countries maintained an ambiguous attitude towards ISIS

until 2014.58

For its part, ISIS engaged in trade with the Assad regime,

including oil, gas and electricity deals – a lucrative business

in which a prominent and typical figure of the Syrian state

bourgeoisie, George Haswani, the boss of HESCO Engineering

& Construction Co., has played a key role.59

ISIS seized control of three dams and at least two gas plants in Syria used to

run state electricity. Rather than risk blowing out swaths of the power grid,



Damascus appears to have struck a deal.

“ISIS guards their factories and lets state employees come to work,”

Mahmoud says. “It gets to take all the gas produced for cooking and petrol

and sell it. The regime gets the gas needed to power the electrical system,

and also sends some electricity to ISIS areas.”

Not only does the Assad government pay the gas plant staff, but workers

say it sends in spare parts from abroad and dispatches its own specialists to

the area for repairs.
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For all the reasons explained above, ISIS is indeed by far

the Assad regime’s “preferred enemy”. When it achieved its

stunning breakthrough in Iraq in the summer of 2014, the

Assad regime’s complicity was flagrantly exposed by the

fact that ISIS was able to move an impressive convoy of

vehicles at the beginning of its offensive without fearing the

regime’s air force. Shortly before his death, Hassan Abboud

– the leader of the Salafi and Muslim Brotherhood-related

Ahrar al-Sham,61 who was killed in a bomb attack along with

twenty-seven other commanders of his jihadist organisation

on 9 September 2014 – expressed to Yvonne Ridley the view

common to most fractions of the Syrian opposition in this

regard:

“[F]or us fighting on the ground we know you cannot emerge and grow and

develop without entering into a conflict with the Assad regime.”

The Syrian government, he pointed out, has targeted many rebel groups but

it seems that ISIS has not engaged in any frontline fighting with Assad nor has

it ever been targeted by the president.

“For instance, even if there are three cars travelling in the countryside

Assad’s air force will strike them in the belief that it must be a convoy. Now

you tell me, when movement is coming under such intense scrutiny how was

ISIS able to move a convoy of 200 vehicles from one province to another and

finally into Iraq without coming under one single attack or meeting resistance

at any regime checkpoints?”
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However, when ISIS, through its sweeping extension into

Iraq, became a threat to Iran’s interests there, drawing

Tehran into de facto alliance with Washington to counter it,

Damascus – which had become entirely dependent on Iran

since 2013 – had to adapt its game, exactly as it had had to

adjust it when Iran gained the upper hand in Iraq’s

government after 2006. It initiated a token confrontation



with ISIS, while concentrating incomparably more serious

effort against the rest of the opposition, backed by Doha

and Riyadh. Eventually, sooner rather than later, the Assad

regime reverted to its collusion with ISIS, helping its offensive

against the rest of the opposition in the spring of 2015.63 A

former US intelligence officer aptly summarised the

situation:

The main threat to the regime comes not from the ISIS strongholds in eastern

and central Syria, but from the kludge of rebel groups that pose a growing

danger in western areas key to the regime’s survival, especially northern

Latakia, Idlib, north Hama, and south of Damascus. Indeed, the regime has

never made ISIS its top priority for military operations, at various times

cooperating with or fighting the group based on pragmatic assessments of the

military situation at the time.
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The Syrian regime will fight ISIS only if, and to the extent to

which, it believes that it enhances its position in the fight

against its main enemy: the mainstream opposition backed

by Turkey and the Gulf monarchies.

Turkey’s and the Gulf Monarchies’

Preferred Friends

Paradoxically, ISIS also benefitted from the Turkish state’s

benevolent laissez-faire approach, despite the profound

enmity that had built up between Damascus and Ankara

since 2011. This improbable convergence was due to the

fact that ISIS was clashing simultaneously with the Syrian

enemies of Damascus and the Kurdish enemies of Ankara. A

major concern of the Turkish state is indeed to counter the

prospect of the three Kurdish cantons within Syria’s borders

(Rojava, or Western Kurdistan, as the Kurds call them) falling

durably under autonomous rule by the Democratic Union

Party (PYD, in the Kurdish acronym), the de facto Syrian

branch of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK, in the Kurdish

acronym). This would provide the latter with a “liberated

zone” from which it could greatly enhance its bid for



devolution in Turkey’s Kurdish territories. This is why Ankara

pretended to adopt a stance of “a plague on both your

houses” in the battle of Kobani, which started in the autumn

of 2014, rejecting both sides of the conflict – the PYD-PKK and

ISIS – as equally “terrorist”.

In reality, Ankara’s attitude was helping ISIS by preventing

reinforcements from reaching Kobani across the Turkish

border. When the United States, irritated by Turkey’s

attitude, started airdropping weapons to the Kurdish fighters

defending the canton, Ankara immediately changed its

stance and allowed reinforcements to go through – provided

that they included fighters from both the FSA and Iraq’s

Kurdish Regional Government (the famous peshmerga), both

close allies of Turkey. It was only in July 2015 that Ankara

started to bomb ISIS, bowing to US pressure at long last for

fear of being left aside in the wake of the “nuclear deal”

struck between Washington and Tehran on 14 July. But

Ankara attacked ISIS while simultaneously attacking – much

more forcefully and resolutely – the PKK, its Kurdish nemesis.

Since intense repugnance towards democratic contagion

afflicts the Arab regional ancien régime in its entirety as

much as it afflicts the Assad regime, it was only natural for

the region’s most reactionary linchpin, the Gulf oil

monarchies, to contribute massively to fostering Islamic

fundamentalism within the Syrian opposition by funding all

sorts of groups that raised a religious banner. They thus

objectively colluded with the Syrian regime in swamping the

secular-democratic networks that had launched the Syrian

uprising with Islamic fundamentalist Sunni-sectarian forces –

forces motivated by a type of ideology much more

reassuring to them than that of the former networks.

Whereas the two main regional players among the Gulf oil

monarchies, the Saudi kingdom and the emirate of Qatar,

held antithetic positions in countries like Egypt and Tunisia –

where the kingdom supported the old regime while the

emirate tried to co-opt the uprising in collaboration with the



Muslim Brotherhood – their interests fundamentally

converged in Syria, despite minor rivalry and frictions.

Support for the Assad regime was out of the question for the

Saudis, due to its Alawite-sectarian character, as well as its

alliance with Tehran; the only counter-revolutionary option

was therefore for Riyadh to co-opt the uprising along with

Doha.

In tandem with its closest regional state partner, Recep

Tayyip Erdogan’s Turkey, and with Western backing, Qatar

took the lead in fostering the formation in 2011 of the

Syrian National Council (SNC), based in Istanbul, in which the

Syrian Muslim Brotherhood was the dominant force.65 The

situation changed in 2013, when the Saudis gained the

upper hand within the National Coalition that replaced the

SNC as the mainstream representative of the Syrian

opposition. Meanwhile, the Saudis funded Salafist

competitors to the SNC-sponsored Free Syrian Army. Qatar

reciprocated mainly through Islamic groups linked to the

Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, while entertaining a relationship

with al-Nusra, the official Syrian branch of Riyadh’s

rebellious child, al-Qaida. But the fundamental Saudi –

Qatari convergence over Syria made it possible for the

major Islamic fundamentalist organisations, other than al-

Nusra and ISIS, to regroup under the Islamic Front in 2013.66

Other Gulf monarchies joined Qatar and the Saudi

kingdom in their funding spree, with a similar view to

exorcising the democratic potential of the regional uprising

and turning it into a sectarian issue. Last but not least,

throughout the Gulf monarchies, networks of private donors

and fundraisers, as well as institutional religious networks,

contributed to tilting the balance among the Syrian

dissidents in favour of whoever would wave an Islamic

fundamentalist and Sunni-sectarian banner, including al-

Qaida and ISIS. As a matter of fact, adopting an Islamic

fundamentalist profile and growing beards – often for purely



opportunistic reasons – became the easiest way to secure

funds on the side of the Syrian opposition, resulting in the

proliferation of Islamic fundamentalist groups in its midst. As

Hassan Hassan and Michael Weiss have noted, “A little-

explored facet of the Syrian Civil War was how a highly

competitive bidding war for arms [and funds, they should

have added] by fighters naturally inclined toward

nationalism or secularism accelerated their radicalization, or

at least their show of having been radicalised.”67

The Assad regime was very careful to develop and

exacerbate the sectarian potential thus created.68 Given

that the surest and most effective way to foster oppositional

sectarian violence is, of course, to commit sectarian

violence, the Assad regime had no shortage of thugs for

such a purpose, and no qualms about letting them perform

it:

Inside Syria, [a trend of fighters drifting to extremist groups] existed since

mid-2012, when reports of civilians being slaughtered by pro-Assad militias

became international news. The impact of those massacres on the psyche of

anti-regime Syrians was also immense. Those conscious of their own

radicalization typically point to the Houla and al-Bayda and similar massacres

as the reason for their turn to Islamist and jihadist rebel factions closer to the

end of 2012. However, native Syrians tended to enlist with homegrown

extremist factions rather than the more foreigner-friendly ISIS. Even still, ISIS

benefited from the Assadist massacres in another respect: for one, the

gruesome manner in which they were carried out helped create some level of

tolerance for beheadings, which was accepted by many Syrians as retribution

against the regime and its Iranian-built militias.

The most notorious regime massacres typically occurred in areas where

Alawite, Sunni, and Ismaili (another Shia offshoot) villages and hamlets

adjoined one another, the better to encourage sectarian reprisal bloodlettings.

They also followed a pattern of assault: a village would be shelled overnight by

the Syrian Arab Army, and the next morning, militiamen from nearby would

storm it. Armed with knives and light weapons, they would go on killing

sprees, slaughtering men, women, and children. The killing was portrayed as

systematic and driven by sectarian vigilantism. Videos of torture also showed

shabiha or popular committees, the precursors to the National Defense Force,

taunting Sunni symbols and forcing victims to affirm al-Assad’s divinity and

make other sacrilegious statements.
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According to a 2015 survey of sectarian and “ethnic

cleansing” killings published by the Syrian Network for

Human Rights, until June 2013 only Syrian government

forces and their paramilitary allies had perpetrated

massacres involving a majority of unarmed civilians, with a

significant number of women and children among them.70

According to the same source, a total of fifty-six sectarian

massacres had been perpetrated by June 2015, forty-nine of

which were the responsibility of Syrian government forces

and their allies, while the remaining seven were committed

by various opposition forces, including al-Nusra and ISIS.

Whichever macabre accounting one takes as accurate, it is

obvious that the prognosis with which I ended my

assessment of the Syrian situation in October 2012, quoted

at the beginning of this chapter – that “the longer [the

Syrian regime] lasts, the greater is the risk that the country

will plunge into barbarism” – has proved only too true, alas.

Sadly, Syria has already arrived at that condition. With the

barbarism of the Assad regime fostering the emergence of

that of ISIS, Syria has become a major theatre of that

dreadful dialectic that I termed the “clash of barbarisms”,

whose dynamics I analysed in the aftermath of the 9/11

attacks of 2001.71

At that time, I assessed those terrible attacks as one

spectacular moment in a fatal dialectic of which the original

and major impulse was the huge qualitative escalation in US

imperial violence in the Middle East, represented by the US-

led onslaught on Iraq in 1991. Following the same line of

argument, five days after the fall of Baghdad to US troops in

2003, I predicted the following:

As it extends its presence in the Arab world further and further, the US is

stretching its troops too thin. The hatred that it evokes in all Middle Eastern

countries and throughout the Islamic world has already blown up in its face

several times; 11 September 2001 was only the most spectacular, deadliest

manifestation so far of this hatred. The occupation of Iraq will push the

general resentment to extremes; it will speed up the decomposition of the

regional order backed by Washington. There will be no Pax Americana. Rather



there will be another step downward towards barbarism, with the chief

barbarism of Washington and its allies sustaining the opposite barbarism of

religious fanaticism – as long as no new progressive forces emerge in this part

of the world.
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In the face of the overwhelming barbarism of the US

occupation, the counter-barbarism of al-Qaida managed to

take hold in Iraq’s Arab Sunni regions after 2003. Likewise,

the gruesome barbarism unleashed by the Assad regime

and its allies in Syria since 2011 created the conditions for

al-Qaida’s barbarism to come to a climax in both Syria and

Iraq, in the shape of ISIS. And there is no more striking

illustration of the direct relation between the US imperium’s

original barbarism and that of ISIS than the latter’s use of

Guantánamo-style orange jumpsuits for its detainees. In the

foreseeable future, as long as the civil war rages on in Syria,

there will be in that country no way out of the fatal

dynamics of the clash of barbarisms and its drive towards

extremes, along a Clausewitzian spiral of “primordial

violence, hatred, and enmity, which are to be regarded as a

blind natural force”.73

The new progressive forces that emerged in Syria with the

beginning of the uprising in 2011 have been suffocated by

the dynamics of a civil war for which they were totally

unprepared. There are narrow limits indeed to what can be

achieved through an improvised network facilitated by the

use of social media – especially in a dictatorial country such

as Syria, or any Arab country for that matter. The Syrian

calamity is simply one more tragic demonstration of the

cost of lacking an effective organisation with a sound

strategic vision for radical political change. The Local

Coordination Committees (LCC) – a prominent component of

the larger network of coordination committees (tansiqiyyat)

that initiated the Syrian uprising and steered it in its first

phase – abdicated that role and joined the Istanbul-based

Syrian National Council (SNC). The LCC are closely linked to

the Democratic People’s Party (DPP), which originated from a



major split within the Syrian Communist Party in 1972. The

SNC is fundamentally an heir of the 2005 Damascus

Declaration for National Democratic Change – an alliance of

the dpp and other left and liberal opposition groups with the

Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood.74

As a result of their funding by the oil monarchies, the SNC

and its sequel, the National Coalition, underwent the same

extremely rapid descent into corruption that the PLO had

undergone after 1967 under the impact of similarly co-

optive funding – a process that was completed when the PLO

was forced into fragmented exile after its expulsion from

Lebanon. Palestinian critics of its corruption then called it

the “five-star PLO”.75 The SNC and National Coalition are

thoroughly deserving of the same nickname – and quite

literally, since their meetings are usually held in five-star

hotels. When Lebanon’s civil war started, in 1975, the

corruption at the head of the PLO translated into massive

looting and racketeering at the level of its rank and file. The

same phenomenon ravaged the Free Syrian Army and other

Gulf-funded groups, to a point where, in many instances,

more ideologically rigid organisations like al-Nusra and ISIS

have been welcomed by local communities as paragons of

probity, by contrast. Here, in fact, lies one key reason for

the massive failure of the FSA. Matters could have evolved

differently, as they had indeed begun to early on.76

The Syrian Predicament

The huge difference made by the existence of an effective

progressive organisation has been demonstrated in the

Syrian case by the achievement of the Kurdish PYD and its

armed wing, the People’s Protection Units (YPG) and

Women’s Protection Units (YPJ). They managed to become

the dominant force in most of the Kurdish-majority areas of

north and north-east Syria (Rojava). Without falling into



what David Harvey rightly called “the romance that some

people on the left in Europe and North America may have

that, ‘oh well, this is the place, finally!’”,77 it is hardly

disputable that the autonomous administration created by

the PYD in Syria’s three Kurdish-majority cantons since 2012

– if not the beacon of radical democracy that some wishful

Western observers believe it to be78 – is, from a social and

gender-relations perspective, the most progressive

experience to emerge to this day in any of the six countries

that were scenes of the 2011 uprising.

One consequence of this was that, when the US-led

coalition started bombing ISIS in the summer of 2014 to halt

its advance towards Kurdish areas in Iraq and Syria, as well

as Arab Shi‘i areas in Iraq – to the great relief of all Kurdish

forces and of Baghdad and Tehran, and with the tacit

approval of the Assad regime itself – much less noise was

heard on the side of the knee-jerk “anti-imperialist” left than

when a similar US-led coalition started bombing Gaddafi’s

forces in Libya to halt their advance towards the city of

Benghazi. The same “anti-imperialists” uttered incoherent

mumblings or fell into embarrassed silence in the face of US

airstrikes aimed at breaking the ISIS siege of the Kurdish city

of Kobani, along with US airdrops of weapons to the PYD

defenders of the city. No outcry was heard from them when

the PYD leadership and the Kurdish local authority in Kobani

warmly thanked the US government and the US-led

coalition.79

When the population of Benghazi cried for international air

support in order to prevent Gaddafi’s planes and troops

from crushing their city and massacring them in March

2011, and when the peaceful Syrian demonstrators

requested the same shortly thereafter to prevent the

destruction of their country and people, they were met only

with scorn and harsh condemnation by the same knee-jerk

“anti-imperialist” left. Likewise, when the Syrian mainstream



opposition and insurgent population begged for much-

needed defensive weapons, they were yet again denounced

as “imperialist stooges” and other such epithets.

The only logic at work here is that this kind of “anti-

imperialist left” is able to show some understanding for a

population in peril, desperate for help from whichever side it

may come, only when that population is led by people who

share its own ideology.80 And that is not to mention the fact

that this “anti-imperialist” left remains silent, when not

approving, in the face of Russian imperialism’s involvement

in support of the Assad regime in the Syrian conflict, which

far exceeds Western involvement in support of the Syrian

opposition. The same goes for the Iranian Khomeinist

Islamic fundamentalist regime’s involvement on the side of

the Assad regime, which dwarfs the Saudi and Qatari

Wahhabi Islamic fundamentalist regimes’ involvement on

the side of the Syrian opposition.

This said, the sad truth is that the Rojava experience

reverberated more within the Western Left than within the

Arab Left. Carried on almost solely by the Kurdish national

minority and restricted to its own areas, the impact of

events in Rojava is much bigger on Turkey’s and Iraq’s

sections of Kurdistan than it is on the rest of Syria, ethnic

affinities and acrimony playing a major role in that regard.

This fact puts a tight limit on the Rojava experience’s ability

to offer inspiration to the Syrian uprising as a whole, not to

mention the other theatres of the Arab uprising. In fact it

places such a limit even on the PYD’s ability, if not

willingness, to play a major role in the fighting against ISIS

much beyond the territory it controls – despite the US-

sponsored creation for that purpose of multi-ethnic Syrian

Democratic Forces under the PYD’s hegemony.81 This is

compounded by the fact that the PYD has maintained

relations with both sides in the Syrian civil war, as well as

with both Washington and Moscow, playing on their rivalries



in order to widen its own margin of manoeuvre and drive a

wedge between Turkey and Russia, as well as between

Turkey and the United States.82

In any event, it is now much too late for the rise of a

similar progressive armed self-rule to occur among Arab

Syrians. The logic of the war makes it hardly conceivable

that an armed progressive alternative could emerge

between the two jaws of the crusher constituted by a

tyrannical regime backed by Russia and Iran, on one side,

and an opposition dominated by reactionary forces and

backed by Gulf oil monarchies, on the other. In order for any

progressive potential to materialise in an organised political

form among the Syrian people at large, the precondition at

this stage is for the war to stop. In that regard and given the

abysmal situation that has arisen in Syria after four years of

war, the appalling level of killing and destruction, and the

immense human tragedy represented by the refugees and

displaced persons (about one half of Syria’s population), one

can only wish for the success of the international efforts

presently being deployed to reach a compromise between

the Syrian regime and the mainstream opposition.

The situation has evolved in such a way that even a

settlement keeping Assad himself in power for a period said

to be transitional – an idea that has been floated

increasingly often in Western capitals – would seem today

like a lesser evil; if it had any chance of success, that is. In

the words of one of those heroic medics who attend the

wounded in makeshift clinics in war-torn areas, Dr Adnan

Tobaji, a resident of the Damascus suburb of Douma quoted

by the New York Times, “The fate of Assad for us is nothing

compared to the fate of Syria the country, the people and

the children.”83 This would be even less than the scenario

sought by Barack Obama early on – namely, the “Yemeni

solution”, a negotiated compromise that would retain the

bulk of the Baathist state and of the Assad clan’s power



base in place, while Assad himself would step down and

hand power to a figure in the regime more agreeable to the

opposition. The National Coalition of the Syrian opposition

endorsed this scenario long ago, on the condition that it

clearly included Assad’s exit from his post.

Rather than creating a situation conducive to its

implementation, Washington’s specific policy for pursuing

this “Yemeni solution” has so far, in fact, been instrumental

in delaying any prospect of it, and prolonging the tragedy.

As explained above, this is because this policy was

accompanied from the start by a refusal to provide the FSA

with the defensive means it required. The “Yemeni solution”

might have been implemented significantly earlier in Syria,

and at a much lower cost, had the Obama administration

enabled the Syrian opposition to represent enough of a

threat to the Baathist regime that the latter would have felt

compelled to seek a compromise. However, with the

tragedy largely consummated after four terrible years of

war, the same “Yemeni solution” has come to the fore as a

result of the shared exhaustion of the Syrian regime and

opposition against the backdrop of Syria’s devastation.

With no positive scenario left in view, the “Yemeni

solution” has come to be seen as the least bad option –

even though Yemen itself collapsed in 2014, plunging in its

turn into civil war. Currently, no better prospect remains,

however unlikely it may be to succeed, since the Syrian

state’s collapse in response to the growing dominance of

Islamic fundamentalist militias in the opposition could only

bring dreadful results, including the further fragmentation of

the country. But the truth is that the odds in favour of the

success of a transitional scheme in preserving a functioning

state in Syria are now much longer than they were in the

first couple of years of conflict. The official state

apparatuses are in advanced decay, after more than four

years of devastating and murderous war, while the regime

has done its best to destroy any democratic alternative to



its administration.84 The Assad regime, moreover, has

developed auxiliary forces that are no better than the worst

opposition forces that have emerged from the mayhem. As

Anthony Cordesman put it in September 2015, “This is no

longer 2012. That real time window to support the

moderates is not only closed, it is bricked over.”85 Indeed,

under the present conditions, “Syria will at best be the land

of least-bad options, and least bad is likely to be really bad

for at least the next half decade.”86

The likelihood of that least-bad scenario successfully

preventing the worst-case one from unfolding further is

itself quite limited, to be sure. In Syria today, a compromise

would only occur and have the slightest chance of being

implemented if it were cosponsored by all of the United

States, Russia, Iran, Turkey and the Gulf monarchies.87

Washington has been deploying efforts in this direction in

higher gear since the conclusion of its “nuclear deal” with

Tehran. In all this, it has been taking advantage of the

strong economic pressure exerted on Russia and Iran

through the “oil price war” waged by the Saudi kingdom

since 2014.88

However, the acute problem faced by Western countries in

2015, as a result of the surge in the number of Syrian

refugees crossing to Europe, led the Obama administration

to panic about the situation in Syria, and talk increasingly of

the necessity of accommodating Bashar al-Assad. The

obvious truth that only knee-jerk and one-sided “anti-

imperialists” ignore was revealed to CBS in no uncertain

terms by none other than the Russian ambassador to the

UN, Vitaly Churkin:

I think this is one thing we share now with the United States, with the US

government: They don’t want the Assad government to fall. They don’t want it

to fall. They want to fight [ISIS] in a way which is not going to harm the Syrian

government. On the other hand, they don’t want the Syrian government to

take advantage of their campaign against [ISIS]. But they don’t want to harm

the Syrian government by their action. This is very complex. .  .  . To me, it is

absolutely clear that .  .  . one of the very serious concerns of the American



government now is that the Assad regime will fall and [ISIS] will take over

Damascus and the United States will be blamed for that.
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The statement of Iranian president Hassan Rouhani to

CNN’s Christiane Amanpour on 2 October 2015 fully

concurred with Churkin’s assurance. This is indeed the

impression that Washington conveyed to both Moscow and

Tehran:

Well, you see, when in Syria, when our first objective is to drive out terrorists

and combating terrorists to defeat them, we have no solution other than to

strengthen the central authority and the central government of that country as

a central seat of power.

So I think today everyone has accepted that President Assad must remain so

that we can combat the terrorists. However, as soon as this movement

reaches the various levels of success and starts driving out the terrorists on a

step-by-step basis, then other plans must be put into action so as to hear the

voices of the opposition as well.

Those who are in opposition but are not terrorists must come to the table of

talks and negotiations, talk to various groups, including government

representatives, and then reach a decision, make a decision, and implement

that decision for the future of Syria.
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Russian Intervention and Western

Wavering

Washington’s obvious disarray opened the way for Russia to

enhance significantly its direct military presence in Syria, as

well as its military support to the Syrian regime. This was

done with Washington’s tacit, if not explicit, approval

according to Rouhani, who, in the same interview, said that

Putin told him “that he had even spoken with Mr Obama

about this topic and he would like to renew his commitment

to the fight and the defeat of Daish or ISIS”. Putin also told

him, said Rouhani, that “Mr Obama welcomed that analysis

and that plan. So even previously the United States of

America was made aware.” All this happened in the name

not only of fighting ISIS, but also, and much more

importantly, of preventing a Libyan-like collapse of the

Syrian state – a priority that Washington could only share.



As the BBC’s Mark Urban rightly put it in an analysis posted

on 23 September 2015:

The Kremlin’s objective, stated plainly, has been to prevent an implosion of

the Syrian state – or what’s left of it. Mr Putin last week said he intended to

prevent a complete implosion of government authority of the kind that

happened in Libya, following NATO’s 2011 intervention there. It’s a smart

message, that taps into Western guilt about what has happened since Colonel

Gaddafi’s overthrow.

What’s more, the idea of preserving the Syrian armed forces and security

agencies, while working towards a transitional government or peace process

finds some support in Western countries, and indeed the American line has

shifted significantly in recent days to allow President Assad to remain in power

for the time being, making his removal subsidiary to the aim of crushing

Islamic State.
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Unsurprisingly, the Russian military intervention in the

Syrian war – Moscow’s first direct foreign intervention since

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan – targeted the

mainstream Syrian opposition forces in order to stop their

continuous erosion of the regime’s position, and open the

way to a counter-offensive aimed at rolling them back. Two

weeks into the Russian bombing campaign, the Syrian

regime embarked on a large-scale offensive with enhanced

Iranian participation.92 Their goal was to recover in full and

consolidate what Bashar al-Assad called in the widely

discussed speech he gave on 26 July 2015 “the important

regions”: “regions onto which the armed forces hold so that

they do not allow the other regions to fall – the importance

of these regions is defined according to several criteria: they

could be important from the military perspective, or the

political one, or from that of the economy and services.”93

Two months earlier, a regime insider had informed Agence

France Presse (AFP) about this “de facto partition”, whereby

Damascus would cling only to a “useful Syria”:94

People close to the regime talk about a government retreat to “useful Syria.”

“The division of Syria is inevitable. The regime wants to control the coast,

the two central cities of Hama and Homs and the capital Damascus,” one

Syrian political figure close to the regime said.

“The red lines for the authorities are the Damascus – Beirut highway and the

Damascus – Homs highway, as well as the coast, with cities like Latakia and



Tartus,” he added, speaking on condition of anonymity.
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It was obvious that the Russian intervention – happening

as it was at a time when the Assad regime was in retreat

under increasing pressure, and not when ISIS spectacularly

extended its territorial control, in the summer of 2014 –

would not be about fighting ISIS, but primarily and

fundamentally about shoring up the regime against the

whole opposition.96 As Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov

himself bluntly acknowledged at the beginning of the

Russian strikes, their targets “are chosen in coordination

with the armed forces of Syria” and their aim was “to help

the Syrian army where it is weakest”.97 The Guardian’s

Middle East editor, Ian Black, summarised very well the true

circumstances that led to Russia’s direct intervention:

Officials and analysts say Moscow decided to deepen its involvement after the

fall of the northern towns of Idlib and nearby Jisr al-Shughour in May served as

a “wake-up call” about the parlous state of the Syrian army. . . .

Russia’s move was prompted in part by Assad’s other main ally, Iran, which

plays a powerful though discreet role in Syria but is usually reluctant to

commit its own forces. “The Iranians told the Russians bluntly: if you don’t

intervene, Bashar al-Assad will fall, and we are not in a position to keep

propping him up,” said a Damascus-based diplomat.

The strength of the regular Syrian army is estimated to be down from a pre-

war figure of 300,000 to between 80,000 and 100,000. Fatigue, desertions and

losses have taken a heavy toll, as has the sectarian nature of the conflict. That

means once-loyal Alawites – the Assad family’s minority sect – are no longer

ready to fight for Sunni areas but only to defend their own homes.

“Idlib fell very quickly because Syrian soldiers were simply not prepared to

fight,” said one Syrian expert. “Ahrar al-Sham [one of the rebel groups] were

surprised how quickly the regime defences crumbled.”

Assad’s forces are badly overstretched. In the Damascus area the Fourth

Division of the elite Republican Guard, commanded by the president’s brother

Maher, has failed to take back rebel-held territory such as eastern Ghouta,

which was hit by a ferocious bombardment that killed some 240 people in mid-

August.
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Against all this evidence, the Obama administration

displayed an amazing degree of complacency and wishful

thinking. In his statement to the UN Security Council on 30

September 2015, John Kerry actually gave advance

legitimacy to Russian strikes on targets unrelated to ISIS by



equally welcoming strikes on al-Nusra, although the latter

was allied until late October 2015 with key components of

the rest of the Syrian opposition in a single military

coalition, the Army of Conquest (Jaysh al-Fath), whose forces

intermingled on the ground:

The United States supports any genuine effort to fight ISIL and al-Qaida-

affiliated groups, especially al-Nusrah. If Russia’s recent actions and those now

ongoing reflect a genuine commitment to defeat that organization, then we

are prepared to welcome those efforts and to find a way to de-conflict our

operations and thereby multiply the military pressure on ISIL and affiliated

groups. But we must not and will not be confused in our fight against ISIL with

support for Assad. Moreover, we have also made clear that we would have

grave concerns should Russia strike areas where ISIL and al-Qaida-affiliated

targets are not operating. Strikes of that kind would question Russia’s real

intentions [of either] fighting ISIL or protecting the Assad regime.
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This prompted John McCain, chair of the Senate Armed

Services Committee, to declare indignantly in an official

statement: “Unfortunately, it appears ‘deconfliction’ is

merely an Orwellian euphemism for this administration’s

acceptance of Russia’s expanded role in Syria, and as a

consequence, for Assad’s continued brutalization of the

Syrian people.”100 The fact of the matter, however, is that

the Obama administration did indulge in wishful thinking

about Moscow and Tehran helping it out of its Syrian

quandary by convincing Assad to step down.101 In an

interview for MSNBC, John Kerry even sounded as if he was

betting on Assad’s own good will! The bottom line, he

explained – in tune with signals given by Washington and its

allies that they were ready to accept Assad remaining in

position, but only for a “transitional” period – is not

Washington’s rejection of Assad, but his rejection by “the

Sunnis”:

Question: Given what you know, though, about President Assad and the way

he’s behaved even just over the last three to five years, what makes you think

that he will be managed out of power?

Secretary Kerry: Well, we don’t know that. We honestly don’t know that. But

Assad himself has said on several occasions recently that if the people of Syria

don’t believe I should be there in the future, then I would step – I would leave.



He has said it. He has, on occasion, hinted that he wants a political settlement

of one kind or another. I think it’s up to his supporters, his strongest

supporters, to make it clear to him that if you’re going to save Syria, Assad

has made a set of choices – barrel bombing children, gassing his people,

torturing his people, engaging in starvation as a tactic of war. I mean, all of

these things that he has done, there’s no way even if President Obama wanted

to just play along that you could actually achieve peace, because there are 65

million Sunni in between Baghdad and the border of Turkey, Syria, and Iraq,

who will never, ever again accept Assad as a member – as a legitimate leader.

They just won’t accept it. It doesn’t matter what we’re thinking.
102

The summary of the Syrian situation offered by Barack

Obama himself at a press conference on 2 October 2015

reveals his thinking very clearly. The only pledge the US

president had to offer in response to Russia’s direct

involvement in the Syrian war alongside the Assad regime

was that the US would not cooperate with Moscow in the

destruction of Assad’s opponents!

Well, first and foremost, let’s understand what’s happening in Syria and how

we got here. What started off as peaceful protests against Assad, the

president, evolved into a civil war because Assad met those protests with

unimaginable brutality. And so . . . this is a conflict between the Syrian people

and a brutal, ruthless dictator.

Point number two is that the reason Assad is still in power is because Russia

and Iran have supported him throughout this process. And in that sense, what

Russia is doing now is not particularly different from what they had been doing

in the past – they’re just more overt about it. They’ve been propping up a

regime that is rejected by an overwhelming majority of the Syrian population

because they’ve seen that he has been willing to drop barrel bombs on

children and on villages indiscriminately, and has been more concerned about

clinging to power than the state of his country.

So in my discussions with President Putin, I was very clear that the only way

to solve the problem in Syria is to have a political transition that is inclusive –

that keeps the state intact, that keeps the military intact, that maintains

cohesion, but that is inclusive – and the only way to accomplish that is for Mr

Assad to transition, because you cannot rehabilitate him in the eyes of

Syrians. This is not a judgement I’m making; it is a judgement that the

overwhelming majority of Syrians make.

And I said to Mr Putin that I’d be prepared to work with him if he is willing to

broker with his partners, Mr Assad and Iran, a political transition – we can

bring the rest of the world community to a brokered solution – but that a

military solution alone, an attempt by Russia and Iran to prop up Assad and try

to pacify the population is just going to get them stuck in a quagmire. And it

won’t work. And they will be there for a while if they don’t take a different

course.



I also said to him that it is true that the United States and Russia and the

entire world have a common interest in destroying ISIL. But what was very

clear – and regardless of what Mr Putin said – was that he doesn’t distinguish

between ISIL and a moderate Sunni opposition that wants to see Mr Assad go.

From their perspective, they’re all terrorists. And that’s a recipe for disaster,

and it’s one that I reject.

So where we are now is that we are having technical conversations about

de-confliction so that we’re not seeing [Russian] and American firefights in the

air. But beyond that, we’re very clear in sticking to our belief and our policy

that the problem here is Assad and the brutality that he has inflicted on the

Syrian people, and that it has to stop. And in order for it to stop, we’re

prepared to work with all the parties concerned. But we are not going to

cooperate with a Russian campaign to simply try to destroy anybody who is

disgusted and fed up with Mr Assad’s behavior.
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The tragedy here is that Washington’s wavering attitude,

far from accelerating a compromise, will only make it more

difficult to attain. The same logic has been at play from the

start: in order for the regime to be willing to compromise, it

needs to feel threatened in its very existence – or else to be

put under firm pressure by its sponsors, who would do so

only if they feared that the alternative was the regime’s

collapse. By condoning Russia’s reinforcement of the

regime, and showing more and more inclination to retreat

from previous Western insistence that Assad must step

down and cede power as an indispensable precondition for a

political settlement – a trend that increased significantly in

the wake of the Paris ISIS attacks of 13 November 2015 –

Washington and its Western allies are only encouraging

Assad to stick to his post, and Russia and Iran to stick to

Assad. As Neil Quilliam has rightly written: “While Western

leaders have very few levers to pull, acquiescing to Russia’s

insistence that Assad be part of the transition means that

they will ultimately be complicit in prolonging the conflict

and, at the same time, risk broadening the appeal of ISIS.”104

Whither Syria?

It must be obvious to everyone that no significant section of

the Syrian opposition could accept any compromise that



would be so “compromising” as to give up the central

demand of the opposition and the original popular uprising –

namely, Assad’s departure from power. Any settlement that

does not include that central demand will be

overwhelmingly rejected by the armed factions, all the more

so because they are constantly poised to outbid each other.

Hence, it will not stop the ongoing tragedy. In order to

achieve this extremely urgent goal, nothing short of a

transitional compromise predicated on Assad’s resignation

will do.

The shift from the SNC to the National Coalition in

November 2012 went along with Washington’s enhanced

involvement in trying to steer the Syrian opposition. This

translated into the appointment as head of the National

Coalition of Moaz al-Khatib, former imam of the Umayyad

Mosque in Damascus, a follower of the Qatar-based Yusuf al-

Qaradawi and a partisan of the “Yemeni solution” advocated

by Washington. Five months later, Moaz al-Khatib resigned,

dismayed by Washington’s refusal to allow the Syrian

opposition to acquire the necessary means to fight the

Assad regime efficiently.105 Since then, he has been

pursuing efforts towards a negotiated end to the war while

building up links across the spectrum, from Moscow and the

conciliatory wing of the Syrian opposition (the National

Coordination Committee of Democratic Change Forces) to

Salafist-jihadist components of the mainstream opposition,

such as those with whom he met in Istanbul in May 2015 at

the invitation of the Syrian Islamic Council. Given his

popularity among Syrians, Moaz al-Khatib is the kind of

opposition figure who may prove central to a compromise

transition.

One can also safely bet that large segments of the now-

jihadist groups, and even more of their members

individually, will shift away from jihadism when it stops

providing a way of making a living. It has already been



noticed how the meeting of the Syrian opposition convened

by the Saudis in Riyadh in early December 2015 – in

preparation for the impending political process that received

a decisive boost from the meetings of the so-called

International Syria Support Group, held in Vienna in October

and November, and more decisively from UN Security

Council Resolution 2254, adopted unanimously on 18

December 2015 – led to a softening of the stance of a

number of jihadist groups, most visibly that of Ahrar al-

Sham.106

On the regime’s side, Assad’s vice president, Farouk al-

Sharaa, is quite likely to play a central role. Early on, Sharaa

expressed his support for a political settlement. In his

above-quoted December 2012 interview, he declared:

Neither the National Coalition, nor the Istanbul Council, nor the Coordination

Committee as a multipolar internal opposition, and none of the peaceful or

armed opposition groups with their well-known foreign links, can pretend to be

the sole legitimate representative of the Syrian people. Likewise, the existing

government with its doctrinal army and its Front-member parties – in the first

place, the Socialist Arab Baath Party, with its long experience and its deep-

rooted bureaucracy – cannot alone, after two years of crisis, implement

change and evolution without new partners partaking in preserving the

homeland’s fabric, its territorial unity and regional sovereignty. . . .

The solution must be Syrian, but through a historic settlement that includes

the major states of the region and members of the [UN] Security Council. This

settlement must comprise, first of all, a cessation of violence and a ceasefire

simultaneously and the formation of a national unity government with broad

prerogatives.
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If any such transition ever sees the light of day, it would

still be very optimistic to bet on its durability and eventual

success in stemming the tide of the catastrophe. But one

thing is certain: it will fall very far short of fulfilling the

aspirations of those who initiated the uprising in 2011. It

might, however, start to recreate the conditions under which

a progressive alternative to both camps – the Assad regime

and the armed opposition with all its ills – might re-emerge.

For, against all odds, the potential for such an alternative

still exists in Syria. It exists in the vast number of



progressive-minded young people who took to the streets in

2011 and are still alive, many having fled into exile.

The remarkable Syrian democratic experience of 2011–12

– when local councils were set up in order to make up for

the paralysis or collapse of local state authorities and public

services – has not completely vanished. Frederic Hof, who

served as a special adviser for transition in Syria at the US

State Department in 2012, recently acknowledged this

potential in terms that sound more like the wishful thinking

of an overenthusiastic partisan of self-management than the

sober, realistic assessment of a former diplomat:

There are today hundreds of local councils throughout non-Assad parts of

Syria. Some operate clandestinely in areas overrun by the so-called Islamic

State. Some operate in areas where the Assad regime – with Iran’s full support

– unloads helicopter-borne “barrel bombs” onto schools, hospitals and

mosques. Some operate in neighborhoods subjected to Iranian-facilitated

starvation sieges. These local councils are supported by a vast network of civil

society organizations .  .  . All of this is new to Syria. It is the essence of the

Syrian Revolution.

This combination of local councils and civil society organizations is a cocktail

of bottom-up, localised efforts. The women and men risking all for their

neighbors are heroes. Yet these heroes are literally unsung. Everyone in Syria

knows of Assad and his rapacious family. Many in Syria know the names of

exiled opposition figures and leaders of armed groups inside the country. Yet

those who represent Syria’s future political elite are largely unknown.
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The seemingly quite idealistic Hof mistook the bottom-up

social organisation that he described for a feature of

“Western democracies”. He thus naively called upon the

United States and its partners to champion this “alternative

to Assad [that] is arising from Syria’s grass roots”, while

expressing his bewilderment at “concerns vocalised by

Obama administration officials that Assad – the mass

murderer – may fall too quickly”.109 The fact, however, is

that, were a radical democratic experience of that sort to

prevail and threaten to spread from Syria to neighbouring

countries, it would constitute a much bigger challenge to

the US-dominated regional order than anything represented

by ISIS.



Egypt

The “23 July” of Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi

Hegel remarks somewhere that all facts and personages of great importance

in world history occur, as it were, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as

tragedy, the second as farce.

Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852–1869)

The above epigraph is one of the best-known and most

often repeated and mimicked quotations from Karl Marx.1

Commenting on the coup d’état that Louis-Napoléon

Bonaparte (the future Napoleon III) led on 2 December

1851, thus ending the short-lived French Second Republic

(1848–51), Marx was comparing it with the coup led by

Louis-Napoléon’s uncle, the famous Napoléon Bonaparte

(the future Napoleon I) on 9 November 1799–18 Brumaire

Year VIII of the French revolutionary calendar.2 What Marx’s

ironic comment overlooked, however, is that the “farce”

itself can be quite tragic – what the French call farce

tragique. Alfred Jarry’s play King Ubu (Ubu Roi in the original

– a partial parody of Shakespeare’s Macbeth) is regarded as

this genre’s founding text.3 From it, the French derived the

adjective ubuesque, which refers to grotesquely cruel

despotism.

Of course, 23 July is the date of the coup that Egypt’s Free

Officers, led by Gamal Abdel-Nasser, executed in 1952,

overthrowing the Egyptian monarchy. On 3 July 2013, Abdul-

Fattah al-Sisi led a coup toppling Mohamed Morsi, and

ending the short-lived Egyptian Second Republic (2011–13).

Without any fear of ridicule, Sisi’s coup was travestied ad

nauseam by its enthusiasts as a second iteration of what, in

Egypt, is referred to as the “23 July Revolution”. The truth,

however, is that Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s coup had much



more in common with his uncle’s – they were both

essentially reformist coups, ending a phase of revolutionary

turmoil in order to carry through a major stage of France’s

bourgeois transformation – than Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi’s coup

has with the one led by Nasser. The latter was a textbook

case of a revolutionary coup d’état, whereas the coup

executed on 3 July 2013 was definitely a reactionary one

that restored Egypt’s old regime – indeed, with a

vengeance.4

When I finished writing The People Want, at the end of

October 2012, the chairman of the Muslim Brotherhood’s

Freedom and Justice Party, Mohamed Morsi, had been

president of Egypt for only four months. His co-thinkers

were celebrating his success in imposing civilian control

over the military – as demonstrated in their eyes by Morsi’s

sending into retirement of the two most senior members of

the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), on 12

August 2012 – and the global media overwhelmingly shared

their assessment. Against this widespread view, I

emphasised that “the army’s power and privileges have by

no means diminished under Morsi in comparison with what

they were under Mubarak. Egypt has seen nothing even

remotely resembling the events in Turkey . . . that put a real

end to the military’s tutelage over the Turkish political

authorities.”5

With regard to the economic and social perspectives, I

asserted that, by following the neoliberal prescriptions,

“Morsi, his government and, behind them, the Muslim

Brothers are leading Egypt down the road to economic and

social catastrophe.” The political and social instability

engendered by the uprising made the prospect of growth

led by private investment in conformity with the neoliberal

credo still more improbable, “and one has to have a strong

dose of faith to believe that Qatar will make up for the

penury of public investment in Egypt . . .”6 As a result of this



failed economic policy continued by Morsi, social turmoil

was on the rise: I quoted data showing that the number of

social protests and strikes had increased in Egypt during the

first one hundred days of Morsi’s presidency. “Managerial

and state authorities reacted to this resurgence of struggles

with repressive measures, including a sizeable number of

individual and collective dismissals. But none of this has

been or will be any use . . .”7

Indeed, both crucial problems crippling Morsi’s tenure –

the army’s tutelage, albeit initially muted in the aftermath

of Morsi’s election, and the social turmoil – continued to

worsen week after week.

How the Muslim Brotherhood’s Bid for

Power Unfolded

Through the emirate of Qatar’s mediation, Washington had

bet on the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and at the regional

level as a way to co-opt the 2011 revolutionary shockwave

and steer it towards results compatible with US interests.8

As emphasised in the introduction above, this led to a

triangular contest between one revolutionary pole and two

rival counter-revolutionary camps, both equally antithetical

to the emancipatory aspirations of the “Arab Spring”. The

weakness and/or inaptitude of the revolutionary pole

allowed the confrontation between the two other rival

camps to predominate, and after a while become the

primary concern of each of them. Egypt provides a very

clear illustration of this unfortunate development.

As it officially joined the mass mobilisation in Cairo’s Tahrir

Square on 28 January 2011, the Muslim Brotherhood offered

its counter-revolutionary services to the Egyptian army, the

backbone of the post-Nasserist mutant regime, which was

deployed in the capital in the evening of that same day.

From that moment until the Muslim Brothers’ betrayal of



their pledge not to seek control of parliament by limiting the

number of their candidates to the elections, they worked

hand-in-glove with the military. In an unholy alliance with

the fulul (the old regime’s “debris” or remnants) and the

Salafists, they campaigned for the Yes vote in the SCAF-

sponsored constitutional referendum of 19 March 2011.

This was in tune with the tradition established since

Sadat’s release of the Muslim Brothers from Egyptian jails in

the 1970s: their strategy had been consistently predicated

upon collaboration with the regime in a bid to exert their

moral – cultural influence on the society and polity until

such time as they were in a position to accede to political

power – a typical strategy of “war of position” preparing the

ground for a “war of manoeuvre” in due time. These military

concepts are known to have been borrowed by Antonio

Gramsci in his discussion of hegemony and counter-

hegemony. What is original in the Muslim Brotherhood’s

case, however, is the fact that the reactionary ideology it

propagated could actually be regarded by the regime as

serving its own hegemony to a large extent. Both Sadat and

Mubarak were happy to let the Brotherhood play an

ideological role in the face of the left and liberal oppositions,

provided it did not overstep its role by trying to interfere

with political power. Both presidents repressed the

Brotherhood every time they felt it had crossed the line.

But the Muslim Brotherhood’s rapid expansion under the

new conditions created by the 2011 uprising – its ability to

act freely and take advantage of Qatar’s financial support

and television promotion (through Al Jazeera) and its

attraction of a vast proportion of the middle classes seeking

an alternative enforcer of law and order after the apparent

demise of the old regime – led it to become increasingly

assertive and ambitious. The Muslim Brothers’ collaboration

with the SCAF started seriously unravelling when the

parliamentary election held between late November 2011

and early January 2012 gave them a large plurality of seats



in the People’s Assembly. They demanded the dismissal of

the SCAF-appointed Kamal al-Ganzouri’s cabinet, and

asserted their right to form a new one. They thereby put

themselves on a collision course with the military.

There was no way that the Egyptian military would allow

the Brotherhood to hold both legislative and executive

power, thus challenging their own control of the state. The

Muslim Brothers’ constant reference to AKP-run Turkey as a

model was not made to appease the SCAF’s worries, either.

The dismantling of the Turkish army’s tutelage over the

state and the humiliating purge and imprisonment of its top

brass by an AKP government availing itself of the

parliamentary majority were for the Egyptian military a

nightmarish scenario that it was not going to allow at home.

This required thwarting the Brotherhood’s plan to design a

Turkish-like parliamentary system for Egypt and secure its

domination over it by way of its powerful electoral machine.

Accordingly, the Egyptian judiciary – another unscathed

institution of the old regime, complicit with the military –

challenged the new parliament’s constitutional prerogative,

and put the very existence of the People’s Assembly in

doubt by questioning its constitutionality in February 2012

(due to a defect in the electoral law that had been

promulgated by the SCAF itself). In April, the judiciary

imposed a thorough modification of the composition of the

Constituent Assembly that the parliament had elected.

The Brotherhood’s countermove consisted in betraying yet

another of its initial pledges: it decided to aim at the top

executive position, and field a candidate to the presidential

election in the person of its key leading member, Khairat al-

Shatir, a wealthy businessman known to play as important a

role in the organisation, if not more, as that of the General

Guide, Mohammed Badie, himself. This bold decision, taken

at the end of March 2012, sharply contrasted with decades

of circumspection on the part of the Brotherhood. It was far

from unanimous within the movement’s 108-member



Consultative Council (Majlis al-Shura), which split in half

over the issue, those in favour outnumbering those opposed

by only four. The Brotherhood’s youth activists, in alliance

with the hardliners led by Shatir, had managed to tip the

balance.9 The critics warned of the dire consequences likely

to result from a head-on clash with the army.10

This move accelerated the chess game between the SCAF

and the Brotherhood, with each side manoeuvring to

prevent the other’s best candidate from running. The

electoral commission disallowed Shatir’s candidacy, along

with that of the ultra-populist Salafist Hazim Abu Isma‘il. In

order to give this double elimination a semblance of

fairness, Omar Suleiman’s improbable candidacy was

likewise rejected. Mohamed Morsi – the Brotherhood’s

“spare wheel”, as he was nicknamed by Egyptian public

opinion – replaced Al-Shatir, while the Brotherhood’s

attempt to block through parliament the candidacy of

former commander-in-chief of the Air Force and last

Mubarak-designated prime minister Ahmed Shafiq was

dismissed.

When it became clear, after the first round of the

presidential election on 23–24 May 2012, that the Brothers’

candidate stood a good chance of winning the second round

despite everything, the intensity of the tug-of-war between

them and the military increased dramatically. At the very

end of the second round, held on 16–17 June, the SCAF seized

upon the ruling by the Constitutional Court that the

parliamentary election completed in January had been

unconstitutional, in order to formally dissolve the law-

making lower house of parliament, the People’s Assembly,

and issue a “complementary constitutional declaration” on

17 June. By virtue of this decree, it took legislative power

back into its own hands, granted itself the power to form a

new constituent assembly if the existing one proved unable



to achieve its mission and curtailed the constitutional

prerogatives of the soon-to-be-elected president.

The Brothers feared that the state apparatuses were going

to rig the presidential election. They made sure to enlist

Washington’s blessing of their presidential bid and its firm

opposition to fixing the election’s results. On 22 June, the

Wall Street Journal published a long interview by a member

of its editorial board with Khairat al-Shatir, “the millionaire

businessman” whom the article accurately described as the

head of “the dominant conservative wing of the

Brotherhood – also known as the ‘Persian Gulf’ crowd” and

“the boss, in a Chicago machine sort of way, of the Muslim

Brotherhood” – a man who “if the Brotherhood came to

power .  .  . would be in charge”.11 Shatir told the journal’s

editor most bluntly that “the priority [for the Brotherhood] is

a close ‘strategic partnership’ with the US, which the group

expects to help it unlock credit markets and gain

international legitimacy”.12

Eventually, having granted themselves “legal” means to

block the new president’s action if necessary, the military

let the electoral commission release the election results and

proclaim Morsi’s victory. Indeed, this was the smartest thing

for them to do. They had lost a lot of credit running the

country by default since February 2011, and were not in a

position to risk a major clash with a still popular Muslim

Brotherhood – whose candidate has been anointed by

Washington, to boot. It was much wiser to let the Brothers

burn their fingers in turn by handing them the very hot

potato of governing a country in revolutionary turmoil. Morsi

was therefore confirmed as president of Egypt. The

Brotherhood were in charge of the civilian government

thereafter, but without holding real power. The latter, in

Egypt more than in most countries, grows not out of the

ballot box but “out of the barrel of a gun”, as Mao Zedong

famously put it.



Neither Lion Nor Fox

Yet political power is an equation in which force is not the

only factor; the ability to achieve consent is certainly crucial

as well. The prince must be both lion and fox, in

Machiavelli’s famous prescription. Furthermore, political

shrewdness can lead to the acquisition of force, whereas

force cannot lead to the acquisition of shrewdness. Morsi’s

tenure, lacking the lion’s force, miserably failed in achieving

consent by want of the fox’s talent. His first major blunder –

or that of the Muslim Brotherhood’s leadership, which pulled

the strings behind him – was to overlook that he had won

the election in the second round thanks to the votes of

millions who had not chosen him in the first round. The

majority that elected him was thus composite, and his

government ought therefore to have reflected this fact by

seeking the largest possible consensus.

Instead of that, in July 2012 Morsi formed a cabinet

headed by Hisham Qandil, a Brotherhood sympathiser,

bearded like himself, who had been a member of the

outgoing Ganzouri cabinet. The only adherents of political

parties among the cabinet members belonged to the Muslim

Brothers’ Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) and two of their

friendly splinter groups. However, the “sovereign ministries”

(as they are called in the Arab region) of defence, interior

and foreign affairs remained firmly in the hands of men

carrying on in their posts from the Ganzouri cabinet (except

for the new interior minister, a security general, who had

been assistant minister in the outgoing cabinet). They

guaranteed that the bulk of the old regime continued

unabated. The minister of finance and two other lesser

members of the Ganzouri cabinet (the only two women

ministers out of thirty-five) were also kept in post. The

remaining cabinet members included a number of

“technocrats”, and men who had served under the old

regime.



In The People Want, my general assessment of the 2011

upheaval was that

In Egypt, as in Tunisia, a broad segment of the political component of the

power elite was swept aside, as was the fraction of “politically determined

capitalism” most closely affiliated with the former ruling family. The structure

of the capitalist class that was to blame for the social explosion – a state

bourgeoisie and a market bourgeoisie in a framework of neoliberal inspiration

– has nevertheless survived the earthquake. So has the state’s repressive hard

core: the army and the principal paramilitary corps.
13

Here was the Muslim Brotherhood signifying to Egypt’s

core state apparatuses and the bulk of its capitalist class,

state bourgeoisie included, that it was essentially aiming at

acting in symbiosis with them, and replacing only that part

of “the political component of the power elite” that had

been discarded by the uprising. Accusations surged from

various quarters of the left and liberal opposition, and even

from the Egyptian Current founded by dissident members of

the Brotherhood’s youth, that the Muslim Brotherhood was

thus helping to restore the old regime. For its part, the

Salafist Nour Party, which had refused to take part in the

new cabinet unless it received a significant number of

portfolios, blamed the Brotherhood for reneging on their

promise to enforce the Sharia (including the replacement of

“principles” with the more restrictive “rules” – ahkam – in

the famous Article 2 of Egypt’s constitution, which says:

“The principles of the Islamic Sharia are the chief source of

legislation”).

Morsi demonstrated his intention to carry forward the

purge of members of “the political component of the power

elite” and replace them with people loyal to the Muslim

Brotherhood by decreeing sweeping changes in the top

management of the publicly owned media under a minister

of information who was himself a prominent member of the

Brotherhood. The next spectacular measure, the

replacement of Hussein Tantawi and Sami Anan, at the head

of the SCAF, with Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi and Sedki Sobhi, on 12

August 2012, was definitely not a change of course, as I



explained in The People Want, except in relation to the

hypocritical way in which it was orchestrated so as to give

the lie to the opposition’s accusations and show Morsi in a

“revolutionary” light – a posture that did not fail to irritate

the military.14

But Morsi’s other move on that same 12 August was a

much more serious challenge to the military: he cancelled

the “complementary constitutional declaration” that the SCAF

had promulgated shortly before his election and gave

himself the full range of legislative and executive powers

that the SCAF had held by virtue of the constitutional

declaration of 30 March 2011. It was not that the military

wanted to retain constitutional and legislative power, but

they were apprehensive of seeing the Brotherhood

dominate all branches of government. They feared that it

would use these powers to shape a constitution that would

increase and perpetuate its political role, while cutting down

the prerogatives that the army had previously enjoyed. The

same move was likewise a challenge to judicial authority,

which Morsi had already tried once to bypass when he

attempted to reinstate the People’s Assembly shortly after

his inauguration – only to backtrack the next day. In October

2012, he tried again to twist the arm of the judiciary by

dismissing the prosecutor general, backpedalling once again

soon after.

The various actors in this political drama regarded the

constitutional process as the most crucial issue, all other

powers being provisional. This process turned sour in

November: Morsi and the Brotherhood could not reach an

agreement with the left and liberal opposition on a

consensual draft constitution. Protesting against the

determination of the Islamic fundamentalist majority to

impose its views and tailor a constitution to its taste, both

the opposition and the representatives of Egypt’s churches

boycotted the Constituent Assembly thereafter. Sensing that



the latter might be dissolved by the Supreme Constitutional

Court, to which its case had been referred on 23 October,

the Muslim Brothers decided to go one step further in

encroaching on the judiciary.

To ensure Washington’s support in this escalation, Morsi

made several gestures of good will with regard to Israel. On

17 October, the new Egyptian ambassador to Israel handed

then-Israeli president Shimon Peres a letter from Morsi in

which the Egyptian president addressed his counterpart as

“my great and dear friend”, expressed his “strong desire to

develop the affectionate relations that fortunately bind our

two countries”, and wished Israel “prosperity”.15 This was

followed in November by Morsi’s performance of a key role

in brokering a ceasefire between Gaza’s Hamas government

and the Israeli government, thus ending Operation Pillar of

Defense, which the Israeli armed forces had launched on

Gaza on 14 November (generating a death toll of over 170

Palestinians and six Israelis). The ceasefire was announced

jointly in Cairo on 21 November by Secretary of State Hillary

Clinton and the Egyptian minister of foreign affairs. Clinton

declared that “Egypt’s new government is assuming the

responsibility and leadership that has long made this

country a cornerstone of regional stability and peace.”16

As the Associated Press aptly put it, “after winning US and

worldwide praise, Morsi immediately cashed in on his new

political capital by seizing more power at home.”17 Indeed,

emboldened by Clinton’s praise, Morsi issued the very next

day, on 22 November, a new constitutional declaration in

which he proclaimed that all his constitutional declarations,

laws and decrees – from the time he had taken office until a

new constitution was approved and a new People’s

Assembly elected – were “final and binding and cannot be

appealed by any way or to any entity. Nor shall they be

suspended or cancelled and all lawsuits related to them and

brought before any judicial body against these decisions are



annulled.”18 The declaration also shielded the Constituent

Assembly from potential dissolution by any judicial body,

and gave Morsi the power to appoint the prosecutor

general, which he had failed to achieve the previous month.

The opposition unanimously cried foul, accusing Morsi of

having enthroned himself as “new pharaoh of Egypt”, with

an unprecedented range of powers going far beyond those

that had been enjoyed by Mubarak.

Morsi’s “white coup”, as it was widely called, prompted

the opposition to form a National Salvation Front (NSF),

regrouping the left and liberal parties with people who had

collaborated with the old regime – a coalition well

represented by its three main figures: the Nasserist

Hamdeen Sabahy, the liberal Mohamed El-Baradei and the

member of the establishment under Mubarak, Amr

Moussa.19 The NSF organised days of street protests, with

hundreds of thousands rallying once again in Tahrir Square,

calling for Morsi to “leave” (irhal) and chanting “the people

want to overthrow the regime”. Clashes soon erupted

between Morsi’s supporters and opponents. The

Brotherhood-Salafist Constituent Assembly rushed to

complete a draft constitution before the end of November.

Then, on 2 December, Morsi announced that a referendum

on the new constitution would be held in less than two

weeks, on 15 December, further aggravating the tension.

On the same day, the Muslim Brotherhood rallied its

partisans outside the Supreme Constitutional Court to block

judges from entering, and thus prevent them from ruling

against the Constituent Assembly.

On 4 December, more than 100,000 anti-Morsi protesters

marched on the presidential palace of Al-Ittihadiyya,

demanding the cancellation of the referendum and the

drafting of a new constitution. Over the next two days,

bearded members of the Muslim Brotherhood and allied

groups attacked the peaceful anti-Morsi sit-in outside the



palace, provoking street battles that left eleven dead –

mostly killed by live bullets.20 Despite this climax in political

tension, a two-phase constitutional referendum was held on

15 and 22 December, with some of the opposition calling for

a No vote and others for a boycott. The constitution was

approved by a majority of 63.8 per cent. With only 17

million votes cast in total (compared with 25.5 million in the

presidential election six months earlier), little over one-fifth

of Egypt’s eligible voters had approved the document.

The new constitution included a number of articles

potentially restricting the rights of women and religious

minorities, and it enhanced parliamentary power in

comparison with the preceding constitution of 1971.

Reflecting the Muslim Brotherhood’s desire to appease the

SCAF, it also significantly enhanced the Egyptian military’s

prerogatives, with the creation of a National Defence

Council “responsible for matters pertaining to the methods

of ensuring the safety and security of the country and to the

budget of the Armed Forces”. The military retained the right

to put civilians on trial before military courts “for crimes that

harm the Armed Forces”. Unsurprisingly, the NSF declared

that the constitution lacked legitimacy because of the lack

of consensus about it.

Far from facilitating a compromise, Morsi reshuffled his

cabinet in early January 2013 so as to increase the number

of ministers belonging to the Muslim Brotherhood’s FJP from

five to eight. He thus further corroborated the accusation

that the Brotherhood was extending its stranglehold on the

state (what the Egyptians called “brotherhoodisation” of the

state: akhwanat al-dawla). Morsi also replaced the interior

minister, who had shown reluctance to repress the

opposition’s protests, with the deputy minister, Mohamed

Ibrahim, who seemed more inclined to fulfil this role. From

25 January onwards, the second anniversary of the initial

2011 uprising, the situation deteriorated seriously. On that



day, hundreds of thousands of demonstrators held rallies

against Morsi in Tahrir Square and across Egypt, with

clashes erupting in many places. On 27 January, the violent

repression of a mass protest in the city of Port Said – against

a court ruling that had sentenced to death twenty-one local

soccer fans arrested during a stadium riot a year before –

killed several dozen people, with Morsi praising the police

for their brutal crackdown. Protests went on in Port Said and

other cities during February and March, with dozens more

killed.

Anti-Brotherhood sentiment was sharply rising across

Egypt, provoking clashes between supporters and

opponents of the president and attacks on FJP offices. Morsi

was rapidly losing control of the situation, while the military

were increasingly distancing themselves from his

government. Meanwhile, the domestic security

establishment suspected the president of wanting to replace

their heads of department with officers favourably inclined

towards the Brotherhood. Morsi attempted to convene a

national dialogue, but only the broad spectrum of Islamic

parties – from the liberal former Muslim Brother Abdel

Moneim Aboul-Fotouh to hard-line Salafists – attended.

The NSF demanded as a prerequisite that the Brotherhood

agree to amend the constitution’s controversial articles and

form a national unity government. On this last demand, the

Front was soon joined by the Salafist Nour Party, a move

that the SCAF (and the Saudi kingdom) had certainly

encouraged. In early April, Morsi turned down a compromise

with the NSF that had been submitted to him by the

European Union’s foreign policy chief, Catherine Ashton. In

exchange for the formation of a “technocratic” cabinet and

the amendment of the electoral law along the lines required

by the Constitutional Court, the opposition was willing to

recognise Morsi’s legitimacy and take part in the



forthcoming parliamentary election.21 The Brotherhood

rejected the offer.

Morsi initiated a new confrontation with the judiciary over

his attempt to hold the parliamentary election in April – only

to backtrack yet again. On 7 May, in a further cabinet

reshuffle, three more Brotherhood-FJP members were given

ministerial portfolios, bringing the total to eleven – close to

one-third of the cabinet. As if to add fuel to the fire, on 17

June Morsi appointed seven Brotherhood members among

sixteen new provincial governors (out of a total of twenty-

seven). The appointments provoked protests and clashes

between Brotherhood supporters and opponents in several

governorates. Clashes likewise multiplied in response to the

opposition’s growing campaign to unseat Morsi. The whole

country was reaching boiling point. Attacks on Copts and

Shi‘is failed to replace political tension with sectarian

antagonism, which would have better suited the Brothers

and their allies.

Incensing the Country

The extremely inept handling of the political situation by

Morsi was incensing a country made highly inflammable by

deteriorating economic and social conditions. His handling

of the economy only made things worse.22

International Monetary Fund (IMF) approval was the pivot

of the Qandil cabinet’s economic strategy, as it had been for

successive governments in Egypt since the time of Anwar

al-Sadat. Underlying this continuity, Qandil’s first finance

minister had been reappointed from the Ganzouri cabinet. In

August 2012, Morsi requested from IMF managing director

Christine Lagarde, on a visit to Cairo, a $4.8 billion loan, up

from the $3.2 billion that had been under negotiation with

the SCAF. Reneging on the conditions that the FJP itself had

put forward for accepting the loan when it was in



opposition,23 the Muslim Brotherhood was betting in its turn

on the Fund’s help in designing ways to decrease the

budget deficit, stem the haemorrhage of foreign currency

reserves, and attract foreign investment.

Morsi needed to show to all potential donors, lenders and

investors – whether international, Western or Arab – as well

as to Egypt’s capitalist class and its military–industrial

complex, that he could deliver where previous governments

had failed in meeting the IMF’s stringent conditions. He

believed he could perform this feat thanks to his being

backed by a massive political machine with popular roots.

He would thus prove to the various actors mentioned above

that the Muslim Brotherhood could be of crucial use to

Egypt’s capitalism. On 9 December 2012, a few days after

reducing subsidies on butane gas and electricity, Morsi

approved sweeping increases in sales taxes on a host of

goods and services, including cigarettes and shisha (water

pipe) tobacco, cooking oil, mobile phone calls, fertilisers,

pesticides and alcoholic and soft drinks.

As expected, the announcement led to a huge popular

outcry, and the Brotherhood proved unable to dampen the

discontent. Morsi’s own FJP co-thinkers had to disavow his

decision and demand its suspension: they were dismayed at

its unbelievably clumsy timing, six days ahead of a

referendum on their controversial draft constitution. The

way Morsi backpedalled for the umpteenth time on his

decree is the stuff of comedy or political satire. He

suspended the decree with a short update to his public

Facebook page a few hours after issuing it, at 2 a.m. Giving

assurances that he did not want to impose extra burdens on

Egypt’s citizens without their consent, he declared that he

was therefore postponing his decisions until they were

accepted by the public. Still, a “summer of discontent”

loomed on the horizon, as Dina Ezzat aptly stressed, by the

end of 2012:



“The ship is cracking, but neither the president nor the Muslim Brotherhood

wants to admit it, and are thus not acting to fix the cracks,” said an

independent economic source.

According to this source, whether Morsi and the Guidance Bureau likes it or

not, economic hardship is heading Egypt’s way, and fast.

“This coming summer would be for sure the summer of discontent. Scorn

would not just be about increased prices of commodities and services, but also

about declining quality of services and maybe scarcity in some commodities,”

the same source said.

“We are expecting to see electricity and water outages that would last for

long hours in Cairo and the big cities. The only way to help save the situation

is to adopt very fast an effective economic scheme. But this cannot be done if

the Muslim Brotherhood continues to manipulate power,” said a retired source

at the finance ministry.

“It looks like they think they can fix the situation. But what we have seen so

far suggests that they are only making things worse. If they continue with the

same performance they will completely wreck the boat,” the source added.
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The truth is that Morsi’s first presidential summer had

already been a “summer of discontent”. He had been in

post for barely two weeks when he was faced with a strike

by the 24,000 textile workers of Mahalla, the main hotbed of

Egyptian workers’ activism. Not only had they not yet

obtained the wage increases they demanded; they were

also deeply frustrated by the suppression of three annual

bonuses that they had previously received. The workers saw

in this retribution by Morsi for the poor score that Mahalla

had given him in the presidential election. They also saw in

it a betrayal of Morsi’s electoral promises, which led them to

chant slogans demanding his resignation – barely a fortnight

after his inauguration!25

The Mahalla workers were only the crest of a wave of

workers’ struggles that kept rising, sweeping all economic

sectors and beating, under Morsi, all previous records of

“industrial action”.26 According to the data gathered by the

Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights (ECESR), the

number of social protests of all sorts increased dramatically

in 2012 from July onwards – that is, after Mohamed Morsi’s

investiture. From 157 in June, their number soared to 566 in

July and remained at a very high level until the fall of Morsi,



reaching an all-time record of 4,682 protests during the

twelve months from July 2012 to June 2013, including strikes

by police units across the country.27

From a score of 1,969 for the whole year 2012, the

number of workers’ protests reached 1,972 during the first

half of 2013 alone (2,239 for the whole year). These figures

should be compared with the total score of 3,313 for the

eleven years from 2000 to 2010, and about 1,400 workers’

protests in 2011, the year of the uprising.28 This was in spite

of various attempts by the Morsi-Qandil government to

repress workers’ struggles both legally and physically. One

peak of this repression was reached in April 2013, when the

government resorted to using the army to quell a major

strike by over 70,000 railway workers and employees,

conscripting hundreds of drivers to work under military

command.

In this respect, the Center for Trade Unions and Workers

Services (CTUWS) issued in June 2013 a damning report on

the condition of workers under Muslim Brotherhood rule. The

report denounced the betrayal by Morsi and the Brothers of

all their electoral promises with regard to the workers,

accusing them of being only concerned with extending their

control over the state. It censured them for unprecedented

violation of workers’ rights and unprecedented violence in

confronting strikes, especially by letting bosses hire thugs to

attack workers – with firearms, in some cases. The report

blamed Morsi and his co-thinkers for using mosques’ pulpits

in addition to the publicly owned media in order to incite

feeling against the workers. It denounced “the Brothers’

plan to quell the independent unions and take control of the

official trade union federation by removing Mubarak’s men

and replacing them with the [General] Guide’s men . . .”29

The blatant failure of Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood to

restore “law and order” and reboot the economy, including

their failure to deliver the neoliberal economic reforms



requested by the IMF, along with their incredibly short-

sighted and crass attempt to get their hands on one

segment of the state after another, in a headlong rush

against the dwindling tide of their popularity – all this led

the SCAF to lose patience, and gradually abandon its wait-

and-see attitude. Morsi’s appropriation of “pharaonic”

powers on 22 November set the military off on an

independent and increasingly defiant course.30 It confirmed

what their colleagues in the security apparatus had been

trying to convince them of:

“The army like many people who have not dealt directly with the Brotherhood

and seen their dirtiness wanted to believe that they have something to offer to

Egypt [a senior security officer said]. But for us it was a waste of time.”

Officials in the Interior Ministry warned the military that Mursi’s

manoeuvrings were merely a way to shore up his power. The Muslim

Brotherhood, they told their army colleagues, was more interested in creating

an Islamic caliphate across the region than serving Egypt.

“The Brotherhood have a problem with the Egyptian state,” said the state

security officer. “I am certain that Mursi came to implement the plan of the

Brotherhood . . . They don’t believe in the nation of Egypt to begin with.”

Over time, middle-ranking Interior Ministry officers became more vocal with

the military. The message got through at the highest level.
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On 8 December 2012, in the wake of the deadly clashes

near the Ittihadiyya presidential palace, the SCAF called for a

national dialogue conference to foster an agreement on the

constitution between the Muslim Brotherhood, the Nour

Party and the NSF, one week ahead of the referendum. This

call was initially made with Morsi’s approval, but had to be

cancelled after the president changed his mind due to

opposition from the Muslim Brotherhood. Morsi now

declared that it was his prerogative to convene such a

meeting, despite the NSF’s refusal to accept his invitation

unless prior conditions were fulfilled. A few days later, Sisi

issued a decree in his capacity as minister of defence

prohibiting the sale of land in Sinai (a militarily sensitive

zone) to non-Egyptians, thus thwarting a Palestinian–Qatari

scheme to buy territory in the peninsula with the blessing of

the Brotherhood’s Guidance Bureau.32



When riots erupted in Suez Canal cities in the wake of the

sentencing to death of Port Said football fans in late January

2013, Morsi appeared on television to declare a state of

emergency and impose a night-time curfew. The army was

deployed in the cities to stop the violence. In fact, however,

it stood between the police and the protesters, allowing the

latter to defy the ban openly. This was depicted by the

military as belonging to the same pattern of behaviour that

had led the army to protect the protesters in Tahrir Square

in January–February 2011 – a pattern that would be

repeated still more spectacularly in June 2013. At the same

time, the tension continued to increase between the military

and Morsi on the issue of the smuggling tunnels between

Sinai and Gaza, which the army had started to destroy in

the belief that it could help stem the rising jihadist militancy

in Sinai.

In addition to all that, another red line for the SCAF was

crossed when the Egyptian military academy announced in

March 2013 that a few Muslim Brothers’ sons, including the

president’s nephew, were among its new trainees.33 It had

been traditional in the past for the military to exclude

applicants whose vetting showed any political or parental

connection with opposition currents. The rule could

obviously no longer be applied to the Brotherhood, since it

was now in government. Contradicting an anxious public

rumour that then still held that Sisi was in bed with the

Brothers, this development could only worry a man like him,

who had headed military intelligence before heading the

SCAF. He and his colleagues knew only too well that the

Muslim Brotherhood might finalise its seizure of the

Egyptian state if allowed to infiltrate and eventually control

the army. They strongly resented this perspective.

The military were now determined to end Morsi’s

presidency, but they needed to find the best way of

achieving this goal. Mustafa Bakri, a journalist and former



member of parliament close to the SCAF, published a book on

relations between the military and the Brotherhood in April

2013 – three months before the final showdown.34 The book

offered an assessment of the military’s options, which no

doubt reflected their own thinking – so much so that its

central scenario reads now almost like the roadmap that the

military did in fact follow. The best-case scenario depicted

by Bakri would have been a consensual intervention, the

army deploying troops on the streets to restore law and

order while the Brotherhood agreed to hold new presidential

elections in the near term (under the pretext that a new

constitution had been adopted).35

In the next-best case (all other options being based on

catastrophic scenarios), the army would need to “assume

government for a limited period, in order to restore security

and stability in the country, until new presidential elections

are held .  .  .” It would therefore inevitably be confronted

with opposition from the Muslim Brotherhood; “however,

this opposition will not go to the extreme of declaring civil

war, but will seek an understanding on the conditions of the

next period.” For the Brothers – or so Bakri and his military

friends believed – were “pragmatic when it comes to dealing

with military or security force, and their tactics are always to

avoid confrontation”, especially when they had lost popular

support.36

If this were to happen, the Arab regimes would welcome

the army’s move with relief – especially the Gulf

monarchies, which would act swiftly to support the economy

and thus consolidate the military takeover. Western

reactions would be divided between discretion, especially

from France and Germany, and temporary condemnation

from the United States, though without breaking relations.37

Bakri then described the conditions for a new military

takeover on the model of that of February 2011:



In case of repetition of the model of popular revolution that the country

witnessed on 25 January, and its persistence for a while in the streets and

squares and around the various institutions, the army will find itself part of the

equation. It will be deployed on the streets and repeat the previous military

command’s plan of protecting the demonstrators and their security, and siding

with their legitimate demands. In that case, the army will be able to impose its

conditions on the president of the republic – either ceding power for a limited

transitional period to a presidential council headed by the army commander

and composed of a number of influential civilian figures, or holding an early

presidential election . . . In that case, the international community will regard

the army’s intervention and its decisions as acceding to the people’s will,

which is the source of legitimacy, exactly as occurred during the 25 January

Revolution.
38

Here, then, was a SCAF confidant envisaging a repetition of

the “25 January Revolution” as a prelude to a second edition

of the 11 February coup. The plot had to be the same, but

two of the collective actors needed to exchange roles – as in

that famous direction of Shakespeare’s Richard II, where two

actors alternate the roles of King Richard and Bolingbroke

(who ends up overthrowing Richard II and seizing the

throne). On Egypt’s throne this time stood Mohamed Morsi,

representing the Muslim Brothers who had contributed to

Mubarak’s overthrow and incarceration. In their turn,

Mubarak’s former partisans stood this time in the ranks of

the opposition that would gather in Egypt’s streets and

squares. Two other actors kept their role unchanged: the

liberal-left opposition, in the forefront of the mobilisation

against one president-pharaoh after the other, and the

military, still acting as ultimate arbiter and kingmaker.

Enter Tamarrod

Tamarrod, the anti-Morsi “campaign”, whose name is Arabic

for “rebellion”, was founded in late April 2013 by five young

people who had been active in the Kefaya movement, well

known for the key role it had played in the political struggle

against Mubarak’s regime. The five were Nasserists: they

belonged to the ideological current that venerates a



sanitised image of Nasser’s progressive legacy – a mixture

of Arab-Egyptian nationalism and socialist populism – and

constitutes the main form of popular left consciousness in

Egypt. It is this same ideological current that manifested

itself in the first round of the 2012 presidential election in

the surprisingly massive vote for Hamdeen Sabahy, a most

congenial proponent of an updated democratic version of

Nasserism. In his words:

Of all leaders, Nasser was the most dedicated to his nation in our recent

history. We observe the nostalgia for Abdel-Nasser these days: no portrait

other than that of Gamal Abdel-Nasser was carried in Tahrir Square, and the

same happened in Tunisia and Yemen. Abdel-Nasser was a man of his time,

and his time was one of mobilisation through the single party. But had he lived

in our time, he would have talked of democracy, pluralism, civic and political

freedoms and rights, multiparty system and fair elections.
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Asked by a delegation of the Carter Center in June 2012

how he viewed the role of the military, Sabahy emphasised

the “qualitative difference” between the revolution led by

the Free Officers in 1952 and that accomplished by the “free

masses” in 2011. He stated that he opposed any

interference by the military in internal politics, and believed

that their role should be limited to that of defending Egypt

against its external enemies. The military institution, he

added, should abide by the constitution and have no

prerogatives above those of elected institutions, lest Egypt

fall back into a situation similar to that of Turkey.40 In short,

as Ekram Ibrahim aptly put it in explaining Sabahy’s

electoral score, “Being Nasserist, pursuing a socialist

agenda with social justice at its heart, committed to

personal freedoms and promising a national agenda against

all foreign intervention makes Sabbahi appealing to many

revolutionaries. Sabbahi’s presidential program could be

summarised in the slogan of the revolution; ‘bread,

freedom, dignity and social justice.’”41

The five Nasserist activists who founded Tamarrod had all

been dedicated to that same perspective. They had been



actively involved in all episodes of the revolutionary process

inaugurated on 25 January 2011, including the battles

against the SCAF. Some had even voted for Morsi in the

second round of the 2012 presidential election, in order to

block the old regime’s candidate from winning. In common

with hundreds of thousands of like-minded young men and

women, these activists quickly found themselves engaged

in a bitter fight with Morsi’s government and the Muslim

Brotherhood. Sensing that the rejection of Morsi had

attracted mass support, they had the brilliant idea of

launching a petition in favour of Morsi’s recall (by a

proclamation of no confidence) and early presidential

elections. For the launch of their campaign, they

symbolically chose Labour Day, 1 May 2013. The petition

invoked the problems of security, poverty, national

sovereignty, dignity, the economy and the vindication of the

martyrs. It stressed that none of the revolution’s objectives

– bread, freedom, social justice, national independence –

had been realised under Morsi.

Tamarrod was thus reviving a tradition with deep historical

roots in Egypt – in the Wafd’s countrywide collection of

signatures authorising Saad Zaghloul and his companions to

demand complete independence from Britain on the eve of

the Egyptian Revolution of 1919. To be sure, the tiny group

of young activists of 2013 could hardly be compared to the

Wafd’s prominent figures and their political network.

However, they made up for the lack of a physical network

by their intensive use of the virtual network of social media

– an art in which Egyptian activists have been excelling

since the launch of the “6 April” (2008) and “Kulluna Khalid

Sa‘id” (2010) Facebook pages that were a salient

component of the prelude to the 25 January 2011 uprising.

Through social media, Tamarrod disseminated the petition’s

image file, inviting people to print multiple copies of it in

order to collect signatures in their neighbourhood. The

campaign set itself the goal of gathering 15 million



signatures – more than the votes that Morsi had obtained in

June 2012 – with the ultimate goal of staging a gigantic

mobilisation on the first anniversary of his investiture on 30

June.

Hundreds of thousands of people joined the Tamarrod

network, from every position on the political and social

spectrum of opposition to the Muslim Brotherhood. Vast

numbers of ordinary people participated in the collection of

signatures, many thereby engaging in their first ever

political activity beyond marching in a demonstration. The

NSF endorsed the campaign, and political parties of a range

extending well beyond the boundaries of the NSF – to its left,

up to the radical left, as well as to its right, up to fulul circles

– offered their offices and services.

Left critics of the NSF such as the 6 April Youth Movement

and the Revolutionary Socialists (RS) joined the campaign.

On 19 May 2013, the latter issued a statement announcing

“resolutely” their “full participation in the campaign”. Their

assessment was that

what is new and completely different in this campaign is that it stems from a

popular initiative and opens a space for revolutionary action from below, and

therefore the theoretical and practical possibility of starting a grass-roots

opposition movement that goes beyond the narrow opportunistic horizon of

the reformist front [the NSF] and contradicts completely the plans of the fulul,

who hate democracy infinitely more than they hate the Brothers.

The RS called upon all activists to join “this battle that will

necessarily prepare the ground sooner or later for a second

popular uprising against this dictatorial regime with all its

interests and biases, and replace it with majority rule in the

interest of the majority.”42

Read in hindsight, this statement may sound like all-too-

familiar radical-left wishful thinking. Yet, although it did

indeed indulge in a wishful assessment of the actual

balance of forces, it was in fact not far off the mark with

regard to the potential of the campaign. Indeed, there can

be no doubt that the Tamarrod campaign was the most



massive involvement of people in a methodical action in

pursuit of a single practical political objective – collecting

signatures in order to get rid of a head of state – in Egypt’s

history, and certainly one of the most massive in world

history. The sad fate of that gigantic mobilisation should not

obscure its importance: it deserves to be considered a

landmark in the history of social movements.

The Tamarrod campaign involved not only hundreds of

thousands of activists in political action – some of them

seasoned, but most of them complete novices; it also

incorporated the independent labour movement in what

undeniably represented a zenith of workers’ class struggle.

Heba El-Shazli summarised this latter dimension as follows:

So workers collected hundreds of thousands of signatures, endorsing the call

for early presidential elections. The Center for Trade Union and Worker

Services, a mainstay in the independent labor movement since its

establishment in 1990, used its six offices around the country to collect the

Tamarod petitions. The Egyptian Federation of Independent Trade Unions

(EFITU) and the Egyptian Democratic Labor Congress (EDLC) both actively

encouraged their members to come out and protest on 30 June. Meetings were

held at their respective headquarters, provincial trade union federations, and

local union offices, all to encourage members to show their support for

Tamarod Campaign principles and protest former President Morsi’s rule.

Even before the appointed day of 30 June, workers’ protests were already

taking place. For example, in al-Mahalla al-Kubra, after the first shift at Ghazl

al-Mahalla textiles factory on 27 June, thousands of workers went out on a

protest march. They were outraged at the speech that former President Morsi

had given on 26 June, and at the general policies of the Muslim Brotherhood,

and its political arm the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP). They chanted that

Morsi should “leave” (irhal). The same day, FJP member Mohamed al-Ganayni

called for the dismissal of the head of the board of directors of the Ghazl al-

Mahalla company, Engineer Mohamed Ibrahim, for not stopping the march.

Before 30 June, the major players in the independent workers’ movement:

EDLC together with CTUWS and EFITU set up “operation centers” in their offices to

monitor workers’ presence in the protests and any incidents of violence or

harassment. These operation centers were also in direct communication with

the Tamarod Campaign headquarters, in order to coordinate activities such as

meeting points for workers to begin to march towards Tahrir Square, and to al-

Ittihadiyya Presidential Palace. In addition, tents were set up for workers at

each protest location. These served as resting stops as well as meeting points

for protesters to get news updates.
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On the other end of the wide spectrum of early Tamarrod

supporters, drawn from the broad opposition to the Muslim

Brotherhood, stood members of the business and political

wings of the old regime’s power elite, most of whom had

had a discordant relation with Mubarak. Those were former

members of Mubarak’s “loyal opposition” and members of

the liberal faction of the market bourgeoisie (in contrast to

the crony-capitalist state bourgeoisie).44 Hisham al-

Bastawisi, the vice president of the Court of Cassation and

the 2012 presidential candidate of Mubarak’s loyal left-wing

opposition (al-Tagammu‘) provided Tamarrod with its

headquarters in Cairo, while the Coptic neoliberal tycoon

Naguib Sawiris offered it the use of all the offices and

material means of the party he had founded after the 25

January uprising, the Free Egyptians. More importantly,

Sawiris backed the campaign with the influential TV network

(ONTV) and the daily newspaper (Al-Masry al-Youm) that he

owned. Some of the most popular private Egyptian TV

channels likewise supported the campaign. The construction

entrepreneur Mamdouh Hamza, a man who had objected to

Mubarak’s nepotistic practices, funded the printing of

millions of Tamarrod petition forms.45

As the campaign gathered momentum, the range of

participants and backers went beyond those who, like those

mentioned above, had supported the 25 January Revolution.

It started to involve diehard fulul of the Mubarak regime,

including members of the repressive apparatus: “At first

[Tamarrod] was not taken seriously. But as it gathered

signatures, Egyptians who had lost faith in Mursi took

notice, including interior ministry officials. Some of those

officials and police officers helped collect signatures and

joined the protests.”46 The participation in the signature-

gathering campaign of former members of the ruling party

that had been dissolved in 2011 became increasingly

noticeable, as was the involvement of the security services.



As the movement grew and called for mass demonstration on June 30, the first

anniversary of Morsi’s inauguration, new, less familiar recruits permeated its

branches.

One Tamarud activist who spoke to Reuters said she resigned three days

before the giant protest because she was concerned that the secret police and

former Mubarak supporters were infiltrating the movement.

“Suddenly, the faces had changed,” said B.A., who asked not to give her full

name for fear of retribution from the security services. “Many of the people I’d

worked with left, and some of the new faces I knew were felul (remnants),

nostalgic for Mubarak, or justifying the work of state security.”
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This was not one more of those cases of infiltration by

mukhabarat to which Egypt has been accustomed ever

since its security apparatus was moulded in the Stalinist

tradition by the East German Stasi (Staatssicherheit), as

were the Assad regime’s mukhabarat in Syria later on. It

was, rather, an instance of open collaboration, as asserted

by one of Tamarrod’s key organisers who boasted to a

French journalist, a few days after Morsi’s overthrow, that

the campaign had succeeded in reconciling “the fulul and

the revolutionaries”, who had both understood that “the real

problem is the Muslim Brothers.”48 The NSF and Tamarrod

openly welcomed the support of prominent representatives

of the fulul, including Ahmed Shafiq himself, as long as they

had not been convicted or prosecuted in relation to their

role under Mubarak.

Most importantly, the very backbone of the old regime,

the army, played a pivotal role in the success of the gigantic

anti-Morsi mobilisation on 30 June 2013. The closer the

deadline of Tamarrod’s petition campaign approached, the

more open the military’s support for the mobilisation

became. One week prior to the long-planned climax, Abdul-

Fattah al-Sisi proclaimed loudly and clearly that the military

would protect the nationwide demonstrations and rallies –

this a few days after the Muslim Brotherhood, on 15 June,

had ominously flexed its muscles by staging a massive rally

in Cairo in solidarity with the Syrian uprising, on an openly

Sunni-sectarian and jihadist platform. Morsi addressed the



rally in person, announcing the severance of diplomatic ties

with Damascus and calling for a no-fly zone over Syria.

On 23 June, Sisi declared demagogically, in the name of

the “eternal” and unbreakable link between the army and

the people, that the military’s mission was to protect “the

people’s will”, and that they would not allow any aggression

against it. The armed forces, he said, would not “keep silent

in front of those who frighten and scare our Egyptian

people”.49 The army offered to supervise a compromise

whereby a new national unity cabinet would be formed,

headed by the SCAF’s last prime minister, Kamal al-Ganzouri,

in order to organise new elections. This offer, which was

subject to an ultimatum ending on 30 June, was rejected by

the Muslim Brotherhood.

On 26 June, the army began to deploy armoured vehicles

across Egypt, in an operation called Will (Irada), in line with

Sisi’s speech.50 On the same day, the NSF, Tamarrod and

allied groups such as Kefaya announced the constitution of

a 30 June Front. They called for Morsi to be replaced by the

president of the constitutional court in a temporary and

honorary presidential role, while executive power would be

entrusted to the head of a cabinet formed of personalities

representing “the Revolution’s line”.51 They also advocated

the suspension of the constitution adopted six months

earlier, and the designation of a committee of experts in

order to draft a new one to be put to a referendum. Two

days later, on Friday 28 June, against the backdrop of

tensions and fierce clashes between the two camps in

various parts of Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood and its allies

initiated an open mass sit-in in defence of “legality” in

Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya Square, in Cairo’s Nasr City – a place

named after a mosque dedicated to a famous mystic

woman of early Sufi Islam (quite remote from the brand of

Islam upheld by the Brotherhood).



On the eve of 30 June, Tamarrod announced that it had

collected over 22 million signatures, far above its target of

gathering more signatures than the 13.2 million votes that

Morsi had obtained in the second round of the 2012

presidential election. Even though this figure cannot be

taken as accurate, as there was not and could not be any

independent verification of the signatures, there is little

doubt that a popular majority against Morsi had built up in

Egypt. He had received, after all, only 5.8 million votes in

the first round in 2012, while 17.5 million votes had gone to

his various rivals.

For the same reason, even though it is impossible to verify

the figure of 14 million demonstrators on 30 June that the

military announced as a result of estimates based on

helicopter observation, there is no doubt that the

mobilisation on that day was larger than any Egypt had

seen since 25 January 2011, and hence in its entire history.

The squares and streets of Cairo and other Egyptian cities

were filled with the people who had made the 25 January

Revolution, except for the Muslim Brothers and their

sympathisers. This last crowd was replaced, however, by a

much larger number of people who had not joined the 2011

uprising, either because they were partisans of the old

regime or because of their wariness of the Muslim

Brotherhood’s accession to power. A number of police

officers even took part in the demonstration.52

On 1 July, Sisi gave Morsi a second and final ultimatum of

48 hours to meet “the people’s demands” – in other words,

to appoint an interim cabinet and open the way to popular

consultation on his presidency by referendum, or to a snap

presidential election. Abiding by the decision of the Muslim

Brotherhood’s Guidance Bureau, Morsi replied on the next

day by stubbornly rejecting any such moves, arguing that

he was the legitimate, democratically elected president. He

later conceded that a referendum on his presidency could



be held, but only after the parliamentary elections that he

had planned to hold in September, notwithstanding the

opposition’s decision to boycott them.53 This was in spite of

the fact that he had now been disowned by all other major

political forces, including the Salafist Nour Party.

Hours before the ultimatum expired on 3 July, two of

Tamarrod leaders – including the young man who emerged

as the central figure of the movement, Mahmoud Badr –

were invited to meet Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi. Badr would later

boast about his role on that day in “convincing” the

commander-in-chief to implement the coup option:

On the day the army stepped in to remove Morsi last week, Badr and his two

twenty-something co-founders of the “Tamarud–Rebel!” movement got a

phone call from a general staff colonel, inviting them to meet the armed forces

commander-in-chief.

Speaking to Reuters in a bare suburban high-rise apartment lent to his

protest movement by an obscure political party, Badr said it was their first

contact of any sort with the military.

They had to borrow a car to drive – unwashed and unshaven – to military

intelligence headquarters, where they were ushered into a room with generals,

a grand sheikh, the Coptic pope, a senior judge and political opposition

leaders.

Far from being overawed, Badr was soon arguing with General Abdel-Fattah

El-Sisi about the military’s roadmap for a political transition, and rejecting his

suggestion that Morsi should call a referendum on his continued rule.

Millions of people were demonstrating for the recall of the president, not for

a referendum, the activist told Sisi.

“I tell you, sir, you may be the general commander of the Egyptian army but

the Egyptian people are your supreme commander, and they are immediately

ordering you to side with their will and call an early presidential election,” he

said.
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If that was indeed Badr’s first meeting with the military,

there had definitely been coordination all along between the

NSF and the SCAF – coordination in which all NSF leaders were

involved, including the Nasserist Sabahy, with whom the

founders of Tamarrod identified most.55

Nasserist Illusions



Like them, Hamdeen Sabahy and his comrades in the

Karama Party, as well as the much larger sphere of his

Nasser-nostalgic sympathisers, had taken part in all

episodes of the struggle to advance the revolutionary

process in Egypt since 25 January 2011, including the fight

against the SCAF in the period ahead of the 2012 presidential

election. In a trajectory that is typical of the behaviour of

most of the organised left involved in the Arab uprising,

Sabahy had started by allying himself with the Muslim

Brothers in the first phase of “the Revolution”, carrying on

from his cooperation with them in the preceding years. The

political links he had forged with the Brotherhood prior to

2011 were older and closer than those embodied in the

broad alliance founded in 2010, which included the

Brotherhood and his own party, along with the full spectrum

of left and liberal actual (as distinct from “loyal”) opposition

to Mubarak: the National Association for Change, whose

central figure was Mohamed El-Baradei.

Sabahy and his Karama Party went so far in this

cooperation in 2011 as to enter the parliamentary elections

of November–December as part of the Muslim Brotherhood–

dominated Democratic Alliance for Egypt. They did so in

spite of the vanguard role they had played in the left

opposition to Mubarak and in the building of the

independent workers’ movement. Like the biblical Esau,

they thus sold their birthright for a mess of pottage: they

won six seats out of the Alliance’s 235, of which 213 (over

90 per cent), went to the Brotherhood. Besides, both the

Muslim Brothers and Sabahy contributed initially to fostering

illusions about the armed forces’ alleged support for “the

Revolution”, albeit for very different reasons. For the

Brothers, it was opportunistic cowardice and a strategic

wager on their ability to share power with the military over a

transitional period, if not in the long run; for Sabahy, it was

rather a matter of naive belief in the power of Nasserite

nostalgia among the military.



In the face of the repressive escalation led by the SCAF

against revolutionary street mobilisations, which reached its

peak in late 2011, Hamdeen Sabahy injected a measured

dose of criticism in his benevolent attitude towards the

military. In a long interview with the London-based daily Al-

Hayat in January 2012, he blamed the SCAF for its

management of the post-Mubarak transition and refusal to

prosecute and sanction those who were responsible for the

killing of protesters. “The army generals must ask

themselves for what reasons did the youth’s slogan ‘The

people and the army are one hand’ turn into ‘Down with the

military rule’.”56 The blame remained coupled with friendly

advice to the SCAF on how to achieve “exit” from

government; although, to be fair, Sabahy made a point of

speaking of an “equitable exit” that included the

implementation of transitional justice against those

responsible for brutal repression, as distinct from a “safe

exit”.

Then, in the months leading up to the 2012 presidential

election, Sabahy broke with the Muslim Brotherhood due to

their high-handed behaviour in parliament – especially after

they decided to run their own presidential candidate at the

end of April. He had hoped in vain until then that he could

win their support for his candidacy, or else agree with them

and other potential candidates on uniting in a “presidential

council” representative of the Revolution. It was at this

juncture, in the weeks prior to the first round of the election,

that Hamdeen Sabahy came to embody most prominently

an independent revolutionary stance equally opposed to

both wings of the counter-revolution: the fulul represented

by Ahmed Shafiq, and the Brothers represented by Morsi.

Sabahy was thus incarnating the political line summarised in

a key revolutionary slogan that emerged at the same time:

“Neither fulul nor Brothers, the revolution is still in the



square” (La fulul wa la ikhwan, lissah al-thawra fil-

maydan).57

Sabahy’s profile was considerably enhanced by his new

political salience, an impressive number of prominent

intellectuals and activist groups declaring their support for

his candidacy. Initially regarded as a third-rate candidate, he

rose sharply in the opinion polls in the very last days before

the first round. And yet the score he achieved proved much

better than most expectations, including those that had

been revised upwards at the last minute: 20.7 per cent of

the votes (including a plurality in the two main urban

concentrations of Cairo and Alexandria), against 24.8 per

cent for Morsi and 23.7 per cent for Shafiq – a feat achieved

with ridiculously limited financial, media and organisational

means in comparison with those of the other two, who were

backed by the powerful Brotherhood and fulul. It was hence

for good reason that Sabahy felt deeply frustrated that he

could not make it to the election’s second round in spite of

his stunning popular success. It is very plausible that, had

he proceeded to that second round, he would have won

against either competitor, as most of those who would not

have voted for the latter in the first round would have voted

for Sabahy in the second.

The Nasserist leader stuck to his third-camp position,

explaining that he personally would not vote for either of

the two men who disputed the second round. He did not

advocate abstention, though, leaving it up to his supporters

to decide individually. Building upon the momentum of the

first round’s result, he sought to unify the Nasserists, calling

for the establishment of a new movement, named the

Popular Current, that would include his comrades,

sympathisers and allies (an invitation that most of the

radical left shunned out of narrow-mindedness). He also

advocated the formation of a democratic coalition of left and

liberal forces equally opposed to both SCAF and Muslim



Brotherhood control of the state. Sabahy immediately

became the target of abusive attacks from Muslim

Brotherhood circles, while he stood out as one of the most

vocal critics of their government and its extension of control

over the state.

The Popular Current’s first statement was issued in

reaction to the swearing-in of the first Qandil cabinet on 2

August 2012. It blamed Morsi for not installing a consensual

“patriotic” cabinet (hukuma wataniyya) led by an

independent personality, observing that the new cabinet

“fully confirms that there is no real or essential conflict

between the Muslim Brotherhood and the SCAF with regard to

the management of the country and public policies”.58

However, Sabahy’s participation with Mohamed El-Baradei

in the creation of the NSF, along with Amr Moussa and other

fulul in November 2012 – in reaction against Morsi’s

“pharaonic” constitutional declaration – represented a first

serious departure from this “third camp” line. It went along

with a shift in attitude towards the SCAF in the name of

countering the Muslim Brotherhood’s creeping extension of

its control over state institutions at a time when the military

were increasingly entering into open dissent against Morsi.

A long, four-part interview of Hamdeen Sabahy, published

in Al-Hayat on the eve of 30 June 2013 (25–28 June),

provides a good snapshot of his thinking at that time. In this

interview, Sabahy did not recant his assessment of the

SCAF’s post-Mubarak rule. He reiterated that “the military

mismanaged the transitional period” and that the SCAF had

“implemented practices that led to bloodshed and made

martyrs [and] created an enmity with the young

revolutionary forces that demanded retribution for their

martyrs fallen under Mubarak’s regime only to find that

more martyrs were falling under the SCAF”. However, said

Sabahy, “we also, as revolutionaries, were so naive as to set

ourselves a trap: ‘down, down with military rule’ [yasqut,



yasqut hukm al-‘askar]. This was .  .  . one of the main

tactical mistakes made by the revolutionaries because this

slogan created the climate that enabled the ‘Brothers’ to

concur with the SCAF.” The more the slogan gained ground,

“the more the ‘Brothers’ presented themselves as a popular

alternative supportive of the military institution against

revolutionaries intent on destroying it and falling upon its

commanders in order to punish them.”59

The SCAF’s choice of cooperating with the Muslim Brothers

was facilitated moreover by the fact that, in the absence of

a political party of its own, “it found a ready-to-use

organisation highly disciplined, implementing compliance

and obedience, called the ‘Brothers’, who offered their

services in supporting it . . .”60 In other words, Sabahy was

regretting here that the revolutionary camp had not

competed with the Brothers in trying to seduce the SCAF!

What is more, he criticised the use of the derogatory term

fulul to describe the old regime’s grass-roots partisans,

inviting them to join the “revolutionary camp” against the

Brotherhood:

It is no longer appropriate for a revolution fighting for its completion to

cooperate with elements who were part of Mubarak’s regime .  .  . Instead of

longing for the restoration of the old regime, I call on them to let their

partisans choose between standing with the “Brothers” or with the revolution.

For the country is now divided into three camps: the revolution, the

“Brothers”, and the old regime, by size order, in the sense that the

revolution’s camp is the largest, followed by the “Brothers” and their allies,

and lastly the old regime’s camp, whose followers among the masses are

victims of its leaders who are linked to that regime unlike the masses.
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Here again, the logic was quite odd. Rightly emphasising

that, whereas the old regime’s ruling party had close to 3

million members, only a small minority of them would be

indicted in relation to their abuse of power and money by a

transitional justice system, Sabahy was strangely calling on

that minority of former power holders to “let their partisans”

join the revolution. He was thus, in fact, displaying much

more naivety than he attributed to himself for having called



for the downfall of the military. This naivety was all the more

improbable in that Sabahy stressed the class continuity

between Morsi and the old regime:

Nothing changed under Morsi in comparison with Mubarak’s period with

respect to his economic policy views, the mechanisms of the open market, the

connection with the world market and its major ruling institutions such as the

International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade Organization,

and the allegiance to globalisation .  .  . All this is still the same, and the

concentration of fortune in the hands of a small minority is still the same, with

a shift of the “cronies” from the leaders of the National Party [Mubarak’s ruling

National Democratic Party, dissolved in 2011] to the leaders of the “Brothers”.

I believe that there are joint economic interests between the two groups on

the basis of partnerships and extortion. The poor are still poor, and Morsi did

not offer any vision or project and took no measures with regard to poverty,

the most important issue for Egyptians, which was one of the reasons for the

Mubarak regime’s downfall.
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Add to this contradiction the fact that, on these key

issues, most of Sabahy’s allies within the NSF were much

more tied to the continuity of basic class rule from Mubarak

to Morsi than to the aspirations of Sabahy and the

revolutionary youth. Crowning these inconsistencies, the

supreme illusion consisted of the fact that Sabahy deluded

himself into believing that the military were “an authentic

patriotic force”, and would content themselves with

unseating Morsi from the presidency and participating in

ruling the country once again for a limited transition period

of no more than six months, until free and fair elections

were held.63

Faced in 2011 with a popular uprising against the regime

of which they were a part, the military brass kept political

power in their hands for almost a year and a half,

relinquishing it only very reluctantly to a group they could

not fully trust. It went beyond the rational to expect that,

this time, after being requested to intervene by another

popular uprising against that same group, they would hand

over political power to someone like Sabahy, who

represented the aspirations of the revolutionary youth –

aspirations whose fulfilment they dreaded immeasurably



more than they had the rule of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Here was a textbook instance of the sort of wishful thinking

for which rebel movements have paid a huge price

throughout history.

And yet, here it was again, replicated for the umpteenth

time in one more illustration of the reason why realism,

which is quite a banal value in private life, is regarded as a

precious virtue in politics. Mahmoud Badr may have naively

believed that he had “convinced” Sisi to carry out a coup.

The truth is much more probably that Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi

had Badr brought in as a representative of the vox populi, of

the “people’s will”, so that he could “convince” the

commander-in-chief of the armed forces, in the presence of

a wide array of witnesses, to carry out a coup. In other

words, Sisi used Badr in order to legitimise the coup that he

was about to carry out in the same way that he had used

him and his comrades to create the “repetition of the model

of popular revolution that the country witnessed on 25

January” (in Mustafa Bakri’s phrase), which he needed in

order to get rid of Morsi – all for a purpose that had little in

common with the original aspirations of the Tamarrod

movement.

Others were used for the same purpose. Mona Makram-

Ebeid, who resigned from the upper house of parliament

shortly before 30 June, narrated how, on the morning of that

day, prior to the gigantic demonstration, she was

summoned by members of the old regime – including Fuad

Allam, former deputy chief of the dreaded State Security

Investigations Service (Mabahith Amn al-Dawla), a man who

had been involved since Nasser’s time in the repression of

the Muslim Brotherhood – to a meeting of personalities at

the house of a former minister who had served for sixteen

years under Sadat and Mubarak. There, they were told that

the army wanted them to issue a plea for its intervention, in

fulfilment of its pledge to prevent a bloodbath. They drafted

the statement, had it signed by several other personalities



who they reached over the phone, and delivered it to the

military.64

The Military’s Second Hijacking of the

People’s Will

It could be said, however, that the coup executed on 3 July

2013 by the SCAF under Sisi, was in many respects simply a

re-enactment of the one carried out on 11 February 2011 by

the same SCAF under Sisi’s predecessor, Tantawi. Yet, on the

face of it, there was a major difference between the two

cases in relation to the legitimacy of the president being

unseated and of the constitution being suspended. Whereas

the president and constitution of 2011 were the product of

decades of authoritarian rule, those of 2013 reflected a free

and relatively fair electoral process. Hence the

embarrassment of Western governments, most of all

Washington, when confronted with the coup. Hence,

likewise, the outcry of a wide range of liberals for whom

democracy was primarily an electoral procedure in which

the mandate given by the electors to the elected

represented a contract more binding for the former than the

latter.

This is indeed the substance of “free representation”,

which was “peculiar to the modern Western world” in Max

Weber’s time, and is still currently described as “Western

democracy” even though it has spread to all continents.

“The representative . . . is not bound by instruction but is in

a position to make his own decisions. He is obligated only to

express his own genuine conviction, and not to promote the

interests of those who have elected him.” Thus, “the

representative, by virtue of his election, exercises authority

over the electors and is not merely their agent.”65 This so-

called representative democracy consists essentially in

“deciding once in three or six years which member of the



ruling class [is] to misrepresent the people”, in Marx’s

famous words.66 In contrast to this, and short of the full

ideal type of “direct democracy”, the most elementary tool

in empowering the electorate – i.e. in ensuring that the

“legitimate functions” of government power are “wrested

from an authority usurping pre-eminence over society itself,

and restored to the responsible agents of society”67 –

consists of the right of the electors to call for an early

election or a referendum by collecting a determined number

of signatures on a petition.

As Weber put it, “The governing powers of representative

bodies may be both limited and legitimised where direct

canvassing of the masses .  .  . is permitted through the

referendum.”68 More comprehensively, both recall elections

– the right to try to remove elected officials from office by

way of an early election, giving them a “liability to recall at

any time”69 – and the referendum in the sense of “the right

reserved to the people to approve or reject an act of the

legislature”70 are the basic means by which electors can

exert control over the elected and hold them accountable

for fulfilling the electoral promises on the basis of which

they were elected, as well as for promoting their electors’

interests in general.

When these prerequisites of a democracy that conforms to

the etymology of its name as people’s power are not

enshrined in the constitution, and when the elected refuse

to take into account a petition that has obviously gathered a

compelling number of signatures, then the people “have no

other remedy” than to “appeal to heaven”, in Locke’s

famous term71 – an unwitting echo of the ancient Chinese

idea that the ruler may lose the Mandate of Heaven. When

the people, or a portion of them, believe that their rights are

being violated by the ruler, they usually start by

demonstrating the popular will in the streets, in the

expectation or hope that the ruler will address their



concerns, lest insurrection become for them “the most

sacred of rights and the most indispensable of duties”.72

A crucial touchstone of a ruler’s sense of democracy is

their readiness to put their legitimacy to free electoral test

when challenged by a significant portion of the population.

In 1968, when Charles de Gaulle faced a massive workers’

and student protest, and a general strike paralysed France,

he called for snap parliamentary elections, and held them

even though his supporters managed to gather more people

in the streets than his opponents, and although he enjoyed

the support of the armed forces. In the Egyptian case, the

apparatuses embodying the “monopoly of the legitimate

use of physical force” were not even favourable to the ruler

that the rebellion sought to unseat.73 They were actually

commanded by men who also wanted to unseat him, albeit

for different reasons.

This makes Morsi’s refusal to call for an early presidential

election or referendum on his presidency not only

undemocratic, but also foolish. The gigantic mobilisation of

30 June had most clearly shown that an impressive

proportion of the Egyptian population, if not an

overwhelming majority, wanted him to step down from the

presidency. The counter-mobilisation that his co-thinkers

had pre-emptively called for on 28 June, and the sit-in that

followed, had proved no match at all. And yet, in the name

of his “legitimacy” (shar‘iyya), based on the fact that he had

been democratically elected one year before – in a second

round, after having obtained less than one-quarter of the

votes cast in the first round – Morsi stubbornly refused to

accede to popular pressure, despite the fact that such

pressure also enjoyed the backing of the military. He would

have been well advised to remember what he himself had

said in the speech he gave on 29 June 2012 in Tahrir Square,

when he addressed the huge crowd that came to celebrate



his election, in a gesture intended to match the substance

of the speech, his first after the proclamation of his victory:

I came to you because you are the source of power and legitimacy that stands

above any other legitimacy. You are the owners of legitimacy, its source and it

most powerful location. Whoever seeks protection from any other than you

loses, and whoever follows your will succeeds. .  .  . I declare it very loudly:

“There is no power above this power.” You are the holders of power, the

holders of the will, the source of this power. You confer it on whoever you wish

and withhold it from whoever you wish . . .
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There was nothing wrong with the progressives striving to

mobilise the people in order to dismiss the president, even

though he had been democratically elected. Since their

ability to achieve this goal depended logically on the extent

to which the president had managed to alienate the

people’s majority, including a large fraction of those who

had voted for him, this was nothing but an exercise in basic

democracy. The problem arose, however, when the Egyptian

progressives asked the army to remove the president by

carrying out a second coup, and hence seizing power for

themselves. When Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi read to the media his

communiqué announcing the removal of Morsi, standing

behind him were not only the grand imam of al-Azhar and

the pope of the Coptic Church, as well as the general

secretary of the Nour Party, but also Mohamed El-Baradei,

representing the NSF, and Tamarrod’s Mahmoud Badr.

Even if the army was arguably the sole force able to

depose Morsi in the teeth of the Muslim Brotherhood’s

formidable political machine, the progressives should have

carried on their popular mobilisation around strictly

democratic demands and by democratic means, such as a

general strike. The SCAF would most probably have

dispatched Morsi as it had Mubarak, and for the same

reason of preventing a further radicalisation of the situation,

without the progressives compromising themselves by

collaboration with this backbone of the old regime, and

hence giving it, nolens volens, a blank cheque. This, alas, is

what the Egyptian progressives did: both the left and the



progressive liberal opposition sang the praises of Sisi and

the armed forces, instead of warning against any temptation

towards the establishment of military rule in any form.

The predictable result was that, just as the 11 February

coup had hijacked the first wave of the revolutionary

process that kicked off on 25 January 2011, the 3 July coup

hijacked its second wave, which climaxed on 30 June 2013.

More accurately, the Egyptian sequence of events can be

sketched as follows:

• The revolutionary wave that began on 25 January 2011 was joined soon after

by the main reactionary component of the opposition to the established

regime, the Muslim Brotherhood, with which the progressive components – left

and liberal – had hitherto maintained an uneasy cooperation. The Brotherhood

entered the fray as a potential counter-revolutionary alternative, in a bid to

help contain the revolutionary process.

• This first revolutionary wave was hijacked by the military on 11 February, in

a conservative coup aimed at preserving the old regime with the support of

the Muslim Brotherhood. Both wings of the counter-revolution – equally

opposed to the aspirations of the 25 January Revolution – collaborated, until

the rising influence of the Islamic fundamentalist wing drove it to cross the

line in seeking to take over the state, thus provoking a bitter rift with the

military.

• Meanwhile, the revolutionary process continued its development into a

second wave, which manifested itself above all in the peak in workers’

struggles, attained before the movement reached its climax on 30 June 2013.

As this second wave primarily targeted the Islamic fundamentalist wing of the

counter-revolution from the moment its representative took presidential office

on 30 June 2012, the revolutionary forces were joined yet again by the main

reactionary component of the (recomposed) opposition, i.e. the other wing of

the counter-revolution – this time, the bulk of the old regime.

• The second revolutionary wave was hijacked in turn by the military on 3 July,

in a reactionary coup. It did not take long before the military started to restore

the old regime – with a vengeance. The convoluted course of the Egyptian

revolution has thus come full circle, in a conclusion of what is merely the first

cycle in a long-term revolutionary process.

The old regime’s restoration was not immediate, however.

The degree of social radicalisation of the second

revolutionary wave was such that it needed to be placated

before it could be rolled back. This is why the SCAF did not

replay the 2011 scenario: having had its fingers burned

steering the ship of government in a turbulent sea, it wisely



preferred to let civilians confront this perilous task this time

around. Moreover, it needed to sustain belief around the

country that it was truly fulfilling “the people’s will”. Sisi

therefore went along with the script that the NSF had worked

out: he appointed the president of the Supreme

Constitutional Court, Adly Mansour, as acting president of

the Republic, and an interim civilian cabinet was formed. It

was headed by Hazem Beblawi, a liberal reputed to be an

enlightened economist, and a founder of the centre-left

Egyptian Social Democratic Party, born in the aftermath of

the 25 January uprising (one of the deputy prime ministers,

Ziad Bahaa-Eldin – also enlightened economist – was

another founder of the same party).

Mohamed El-Baradei, whose candidacy for the prime

ministership had been vetoed by the Salafist Nour Party,

was consequently appointed acting vice president.75 The

most astounding appointment, obviously designed to

appease the workers and bring their combativeness down

from the peak it had reached at that juncture, was that of

Kamal Abu Aita as minister of labour (in fact, of “labour

force”, often also found in English translation as

“manpower”) and immigration. After establishing at the end

of 2008 the first independent union since Nasser’s time (the

Real Estate Tax Authority Employees General Union), Abu

Aita – a co-founder and prominent member of Hamdeen

Sabahy’s Karama Party – had founded at the end of January

2011 the Egyptian Federation of Independent Workers

Unions (known in English by the acronym EFITU, where T

stands for trade).76 The objection of the official General

Federation of Egypt’s Workers’ Unions (the Egyptian Trade

Union Federation, ETUF) to Abu Aita’s cabinet nomination was

ignored, even though his EFITU did not yet even enjoy legal

status.

These figures of the 25 January Revolution were matched

by several figures of the old regime, some of them carrying



on from the Qandil cabinet under Morsi. To be sure, the real

“strongmen” of the cabinet were the minister of defence,

Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi, and the minister of interior, Mohamed

Ibrahim – both members of the Qandil cabinet, and thus

incarnating the basic continuity of the Egyptian state’s hard

core since the time of Mubarak. No one failed to realise that

the real holder of power was General Sisi (who later got

Mansour to promote him to the rank of field marshal). And

yet, wishful thinking as to the benevolent character of this

de facto military dictatorship was predominant in the first

weeks of the new political order. Liberal and left currents

wished to believe that the military were going to stick to the

proclaimed “roadmap” this time, relinquishing power once a

new constitution had been adopted and a new president

elected.

They did not fully take stock of the fact that, in a sense,

military rule by way of control of a military-appointed

civilian government was worse than direct, temporary SCAF

rule. The latter can be discarded in a clear-cut formal

manner, whereas the former is more insidious, and can

therefore prove more complicated to get rid of. Sisi and the

SCAF behind him did not have to choose between ruling the

country and relinquishing that rule. After the 3 July coup,

they instead enjoyed a choice between presiding over the

country directly and openly, or continuing to rule it by

pulling the strings from Sisi’s position of commander-in-chief

of the armed forces and minister of defence. The latter

option was judged safer, given that the government was

facing unceasing social turmoil, though in the absence of an

imminent political risk. It was more prudent for the military

to let civilians burn their fingers at the red-hot helm of the

executive rather than risk burning their own, as had

happened to the Tantawi-led SCAF when it had assumed

executive power.



The Ruthless Rise of Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi

In the initial aftermath of the 3 July coup, the best the SCAF

could do was indeed to wait and see, and focus on restoring

authoritarian law and order. This was achieved to a large

extent by the conjunction of two developments. On the one

hand, the workers’ struggles subsided due to a combination

of factors: the expectation of progress from the new

government and the illusion that it served the country’s

best interest, both fostered by the new minister of labour,

who tried to obtain a few gains for the workers; but also a

crackdown on the struggles and repressive legislation,

which the new minister condoned by remaining in post.77

Thus, workers’ protest actions fell sharply from 246 in June

2013 (after a peak of 403 in February) to 48 in July,

remaining under 60 for the whole half of the year.78 Social

protests fell from 623 in June (876 in April) to 107 in July,

peaking at only 151 (in September).79

On the other hand, a fatal and crucial dialectic unfolded

between the Muslim Brotherhood and the hard core of the

state, which enabled the latter to escalate repression

dramatically. Continuing the disastrous political course it

had been following under its hardliners’ guidance – a course

that peaked during Morsi’s presidency until his foolish

refusal to seize the opportunity of the 48-hour respite that

the military had granted him after the 30 June mobilisation –

the Brotherhood opted for the no less foolish, indeed quasi-

suicidal, posture of demanding that Morsi be reinstated and

trying to bring about this outcome through the street

mobilisation of its followers and allies. This was all the

riskier because the Brothers’ allies included unreliable and

untrustworthy groups such as hard-line sectarian Salafists.

The Brotherhood itself resorted to detestable sectarian

demagogy in condemning the coup as Coptic-inspired;80



indeed, anti-Coptic slogans were a key component of the

slogans shouted in the Rabi‘a encampment.

Neither did the Brotherhood seize the opportunity offered

by the intervention of both the United States and the

European Union in order to negotiate a post-coup

compromise that would have allowed it to limit the damage,

obtain the release of its leaders and members, restore its

political rights and carry on peaceful political opposition, in

exchange for acknowledging its setback and recognising the

new political arrangement. According to a New York Times

investigative report, al-Shatir, whom the US and EU envoys

were allowed to meet in prison, “embraced the need for

dialogue, but did not endorse the proposals”. Yet the report

clearly places the main blame on the new authorities:

Beblawi, Sisi and interior minister Ibrahim, the last one

being reportedly “convinced that brute force was the only

way to break up sit-ins by tens of thousands of Morsi

supporters.”81 The Ministry of Interior played a key role in

bringing the military to assume full power by pushing the

Egyptian state’s relationship with the Muslim Brothers to the

point of no return. This included their wholesale labelling as

“terrorists”.82

In a gesture typical of caudillismo, Sisi invited the

Egyptian people on 24 July to take to the streets on 26 July

in order to give the military and security forces a “mandate”

to confront “terrorism”. The SCAF explained that this

amounted to a new 48-hour ultimatum given to the Muslim

Brotherhood to abide by Sisi’s “roadmap” before he

changed his strategy in dealing with them – thus implicitly

threatening to crush them. Most of the forces and groups

that had taken part in the 30 June mobilisation endorsed

Sisi’s call, starting with Tamarrod and the NSF. Only the

radical left, the 6 April Youth movement and Aboul-Fotouh’s

Strong Egypt Party rejected it. A huge mobilisation took

place on 26 July, comparable in scale to that of 30 June. The



same night, shortly after midnight, as if to signify the end of

the ultimatum, the police perpetrated a massacre against a

march of Morsi supporters, killing at least 95 of them (the

official figure).

A few days later, interior minister Ibrahim decided to

apply “maximum force to get it over quickly” in ending the

sit-ins on 14 August – especially at the main encampment in

Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya Square.83 “At least 817 and likely more

than 1,000” persons were killed there on that day,

constituting what Human Rights Watch described in the

report that it published one year later – after a year-long

investigation into the slaughters perpetrated during the

summer of 2013 – as “one of the world’s largest killings of

demonstrators in a single day in recent history”.84 Nearly as

many were killed on that fatal day alone as during the entire

period of the initial uprising from 25 January to 11 February

2011. Two days later, the security forces killed over 120

protesters in the Ramses Square area. The report’s overall

conclusion is a stinging indictment of the Egyptian

government:

Human Rights Watch’s one-year investigation .  .  . indicates that police and

army forces systematically and intentionally used excessive lethal force in

their policing, resulting in killings of protesters on a scale unprecedented in

Egypt. .  .  . Human Rights Watch concludes that the killings not only

constituted serious violations of international human rights law, but likely

amounted to crimes against humanity, given both their widespread and

systematic nature and the evidence suggesting the killings were part of a

policy to attack unarmed persons on political grounds. While there is also

evidence that some protesters used firearms during several of these

demonstrations, Human Rights Watch was able to confirm their use in only a

few instances, which do not justify the grossly disproportionate and

premeditated lethal attacks on overwhelmingly peaceful protesters.

Numerous government statements and accounts from government meetings

indicate that high-ranking officials knew that the attacks would result in

widespread killings of protesters; indeed, in the single largest incident, the

Rab’a and al-Nahda dispersals, the government anticipated and planned for

the deaths of several thousand protesters.
85

Using the mantra of the “war on terror”, deployed by the

George W. Bush administration as a global pretext for



curtailing human rights and committing untold massacres,

the Egyptian military-security complex quickly instituted a

reign of state terror. In November 2013, the government

effectively suppressed the right to protest by adopting a

Protest Law (“Demonstration Law” in Arabic), aptly

described by Amnesty International as “a fast-track to

prison”,86 thus granting the security forces a licence to kill

with almost total impunity.87 Reacting to this, Dina El-

Khawaga, a prominent figure on the liberal intellectual

scene, noted bitterly that the ongoing coup was “not only

against the Brothers, but also against the political principles

that made their overthrow acceptable and legitimate and

against what made 30 June an alternative scenario for a

popular legitimacy preserving us from violations and

subjection”.88 Before the end of the year, twenty-four

Egyptian human and social rights NGOS were describing the

condition of “full security control” attained in Egypt “under

the cover of [the state’s] war against terrorism” as “worse

than the pre-January 25th era”.89

Mohamed El-Baradei’s resignation from the vice

presidency on the day of the Rabi‘a mass murder, and his

subsequent departure from the country, conveyed the

dismay of a major section of the liberals and the left. They

had sadly discovered that the evil with which they had

allied, believing it was the “lesser evil”, proved much more

bloodthirsty than the one against which the alliance was

sealed. Once again, the inability of progressives to chart an

independent course against both wings of the counter-

revolution, and not to help any of them get (back) in the

saddle while trying to unsaddle the other, proved

catastrophic. The most common “lesser evil” argument

among liberals and the left in belittling the threat

represented by the dictatorial state was characterised by

the mislabelling of the Muslim Brotherhood – or their

equivalent in other Muslim-majority countries – as “fascist”,



a misleading analogy that is inaccurate beyond the few

similarities it invokes.90 Referring to this worn-out argument,

Karim Ennarah, a researcher on criminal justice and the

police, made the following observation – quite perceptive,

albeit in hindsight:

It seems to me that large segments of the public feared fascism (or, to be

precise, the fascist aspect of continuous mobilization of one segment of

society pitting it against the rest) more than they feared the complete

destruction of the newly open political space. It might even be that part of

society had become convinced that a free and open political space is the

source of the problem.

To be fair, a large portion of those who took to the streets to protest on June

30 did so only so that they would never have to do it again.
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Indeed, 30 June had seen the most improbable

convergence between, on one end of the spectrum, workers,

activists and revolutionaries believing that they were

scoring a second revolutionary goal after their first one in

2011,92 and, on the opposite end, bourgeois and petit-

bourgeois sectors longing for the restoration of “law and

order” after two and a half years of turmoil. Now, think of all

that Egypt had gone through since January 2011 and – as

Marx sharply observed in his Eighteenth Brumaire about the

turmoil that affected France from the February 1848

Revolution until the end of 1851 – “you will understand why

in this unspeakable, deafening chaos of fusion, revision,

prorogation, constitution, conspiration, coalition, emigration,

usurpation and revolution, the bourgeois madly snorts at his

parliamentary republic: ‘Rather an end with terror than

terror without end!’”93

‘Ali al-Raggal aptly described the situation as follows:

The historical moment of Sisi’s ascension and his accession to government

was the climax of a massive fear of a possible breakdown and decomposition

of the state from the political, economic and social angles. He was thus

pushed to the Egyptian scene as a “master” able to stop the flow of history,

defeat the revolution, repress the Islamists, and keep the state from

collapsing. The wave of 30 June included in its midst a large current opposed

to politics, aspiring to wage a politically powerful war – in revolutionary style –

in order to put an end to politics, in a contradiction rarely seen in history. Since



the January 2011 Revolution, part of the bourgeoisie, along with members of

the Egyptian bureaucracy – in particular the conservative layers who

constitute a majority within the apparatus – and of the security bureaucracy,

as well as a section of their families, were yearning to suppress politics and set

the world back to 24 January, when all had seemed stable and under control,

and the affairs of these classes seemed in constant improvement, with their

paternal, male and class authority stable and safe, and their income

blooming.
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The fatal dialectic of the clash between the two wings of

the counter-revolution led the country to slide back from a

peak of active citizen democracy to a low of fundamentally

passive authoritarian rule, fully conforming with Juan Linz’s

classic definition of that category, which was originally

inspired by Francoist Spain. Egypt turned into a typical case

of those

political systems with limited, not responsible, political pluralism, without

elaborate and guiding ideology, but with distinctive mentalities, without

extensive nor intensive political mobilization, except at some points in their

development, and in which a leader or occasionally a small group exercises

power within formally ill-defined limits but actually quite predictable ones.
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The logic of the situation made it less and less possible to

perpetuate this increasingly authoritarian regime by

controlling the government from the back seat of the

Ministry of Defence. Moreover, the discrediting of the old

regime had been such that none of the men who had been

involved in running it was popular enough to beat Hamdeen

Sabahy, who hastened to announce his candidacy in the

forthcoming presidential election. The popular Nasserist

figure believed that, with 30 June 2013, his moment of

triumph had come. He was persuaded that the removal of

Morsi would be followed by a new presidential election, in

which he was assured to accede to the second round this

time, with a high probability of winning the election. Hence

his collaboration with the military from a pivotal position,

through both the NSF and Tamarrod; and hence his praise for

them, and for Sisi in particular, in order to reassure them of

his amicable intentions were he to become president. For

that same reason, Sabahy did not invite his comrade Abu



Aita to resign when El-Baradei walked out, even though he

himself started to disavow the repression and criticise it

openly.

It was, however, out of the question for the military-

security nexus to envisage cohabitation with Sabahy as

president. Aside from resenting everything he stood for in

politics, whether on democratic, social or national issues,

they could not imagine him managing to restore law and

order where Morsi had failed despite the impressive political

machine he had had at his disposal. To the security

apparatus, Sabahy was furthermore a potentially dangerous

man – the kind of person they have always kept under close

surveillance, and occasionally jailed.

The SCAF, moreover, was keen on perpetuating the

tradition of the Egyptian republic by which all presidents

came from the military, with the exception of one year of

Morsi and one interim year of Mansour. The attempt by

Mubarak himself to promote his civilian son as his successor

had provoked tensions between him and the SCAF – and the

first elected civilian president ended up clashing with it. To

the military’s enormous good fortune, the only man whose

popularity was such that he was sure to defeat Sabahy –

given the terms of the political debate that Sabahy himself

had contributed to defining in a self-defeating way – was a

military figure par excellence, the head of the SCAF: Abdul-

Fattah al-Sisi.

The Tailoring of Sisi’s Presidential Suit

Shortly after the 3 July coup, a campaign started to be

orchestrated by the fulul and the various apparatuses of the

state imploring Sisi to bid for the presidency. It developed

into a grotesque Sisi cult that reached abysmal depths of

outlandishness of a kind that could have made the late

Muammar al-Gaddafi himself jealous. It is worth noting,

however, that this campaign was very much in line with the



requirements of hijacking the revolutionary wave in general

– i.e. that part of the 30 June mobilisation that mingled

unnaturally with the counter-revolutionary wave on the

same day – and of steeling Sabahy’s thunder in particular.

The central trick for both purposes was indeed the

usurpation and exploitation of the figure of Gamal Abdel-

Nasser.96 Combined portraits of Nasser and Sisi proliferated.

Prominent fulul on the media scene, who loathed Nasser’s

legacy, suddenly tried to appropriate his name and image in

order to portray Sisi as a second occurrence of the historic

leader (forgetting to add: the first time as tragedy, the

second as tragic farce).

This claim was preposterous, to be sure: beyond the fact

that both were army officers, the two men could hardly have

been more different. Nasser led a conspiratorial movement

of junior officers who overthrew the military command along

with Egypt’s ancien regime, and implemented soon after a

redistributive agrarian reform, before embarking on the

nationalisation of foreign interests from a radical anti-

colonial perspective. Sisi seized power as head of the old

regime’s military command in order to restore a neoliberal

order of unbridled capitalist exploitation, prioritising the

attraction of foreign investment while resting on financial

dependence towards the Saudi kingdom. If anything, Sisi

was in fact Nasser’s antithesis.

During the first six months of Sisi’s de facto rule, when he

was still hedging his bets about a presidential bid, the SCAF

made sure to head off any risk of civilian infringement on

military sovereignty. In another development typical of the

initial post-2013 coup period, with its heterogeneous

combination of concessions made to revolutionary liberal-

left aspirations with a counter-revolutionary consolidation of

authoritarianism, a committee chaired by Amr Moussa

elaborated a draft constitution which, in many respects, was

the best improvement on the Egyptian constitution since the



uprising. Whereas the draft adopted under Morsi was

approved in the December 2012 referendum by 10.7 million

votes, the new one was approved in January 2014 by 20

million votes.

In matters pertaining to religion and its role, rights and

freedoms in general, and rights of women, religious

minorities and media in particular, as well as the limitation

of presidential power, the new constitution marked a degree

of progress. It even restricted – albeit only slightly – the

conditions under which military courts could try civilians,

compared with the wording of the 2012 constitution.

However, the new constitution went even further than the

latter in shielding the military budget from parliamentary

scrutiny, and therefore from public scrutiny – a crucial

interest of Egypt’s military-industrial complex. Whereas the

2012 constitution stipulated that the military budget was to

be discussed by a National Defence Council, chaired by the

president and composed mostly of the military top brass,

without specifying whether the parliament would be

authorised to discuss it as well, the new constitution

stipulated (article 203) that the military budget be “entered

as a single figure” in the state budget. This further anti-

democratic restriction was offset only very partially by the

inclusion of the heads of the parliamentary commissions on

budget and defence in discussion at the National Defence

Council.97

Furthermore, the pre-eminence of the military and the

constitution’s conditional and temporary status are nowhere

clearer than in “transitional article” 234, about the defence

minister. Whereas both the 2012 and 2014 constitutions

stipulated that “the minister of defence is the commander-

in-chief of the armed forces and is appointed from among

their officers”, article 234 specified that, during the next two

presidential mandates (i.e. eight years), the minister of

defence could be appointed only with the approval of the



SCAF. In other words, in the event that a Morsi-like situation

should arise, with an elected president coming into conflict

with the military, there would be no room for that president

to change the defence minister and head of the army

against the will of the SCAF. The latter would safely continue

to nominate its own commander for years to come.

Having thus secured its undemocratic sovereignty during

the next two presidential mandates, the SCAF publicly

endorsed Sisi’s bid for the presidency on 27 January 2014,

the day on which the latter chose to have himself promoted

to the rank of field marshal. Sisi’s first major publicity stunt

as potential candidate was the visit he paid to Moscow as

minister of defence on 12–13 February – the first of several

such visits, as he naturally found strong affinities with

Vladimir Putin. The visit was orchestrated as a presidential

gesture, including the wide circulation of Sisi’s photo in

civilian attire on his way to Cairo airport. Putin, in his own

name and “on behalf of the Russian people”, wished Sisi

success in what he described as “a mission for the fate of

the Egyptian people”.98

Unfortunately for the would-be president, the confirmation

of his presidential bid did nothing to prevent a sharp

resurgence of workers’ struggles. Whereas workers’ protests

had remained below sixty per month during the second half

of 2013, they rose above this threshold again in January

2014, and quickly peaked in February with more than 250

protests (with only slightly fewer in March).99 The struggle

was led one more time by the Mahalla textile workers, who

went on strike and demonstrated on 10 February against the

delay in payment of bonuses due in December. They also

demanded the implementation of the minimum wage

promised by the government and, a few days later, the

resignation of the Misr Spinning and Weaving Company’s

CEO. Within a few days, the Mahalla workers’ example was

followed in various other branches of the public sector,



including other textile plants, metallurgy (the Helwan Iron

and Steel Factory, another traditional stronghold of the

Egyptian workers’ movement), meat processing,

construction, the chemical industry, real estate tax

employees, public transport, the postal service and health

(including pharmacists, physicians and dentists). This was

the most important wave of workers’ strikes since May

2013, before the overthrow of Mohamed Morsi.

The Beblawi government, which combined labour minister

Kamal Abu Aita’s carrot with interior minister Mohamed

Ibrahim’s stick under Sisi’s authority, had blatantly failed to

maintain “social peace”. It had to be changed: on 24

February 2014, Hazem Beblawi announced his cabinet’s

resignation. The move was seen as designed to allow Sisi to

start his presidential campaign with a clean slate, by shifting

the blame for the government’s increasing loss of popularity

onto the prime minister. Beblawi was replaced by his

minister of housing, Ibrahim Mahlab, who was asked to form

an interim cabinet until a new president was elected and

began his term. The meaning of the cabinet change could

not escape anyone: the carrot was discarded while the stick

remained in place. Abu Aita was dropped, while Mohamed

Ibrahim was reappointed as interior minister. Most

importantly, the prime minister was now a man of the old

regime, whose designation thus represented a further step

in its restoration: Mahlab had been a member of the Higher

Commission for Policies in the National Democratic Party,

the old regime’s ruling party that had been dissolved after

Mubarak’s fall. He had been one of Mubarak’s presidential

appointees to the Consultative Council (Majlis al-Shura), the

upper house of parliament.

The new cabinet was sworn in on 1 March. Sisi retained

his post as head of the SCAF, and hence minister of defence,

as well as first deputy prime minister, for a few more days,

although everybody expected him to resign very soon from

all his military and civilian positions in order to prepare his



presidential campaign. According to informed sources,

including military personnel, quoted by Dina Ezzat, the

reason for this further delay was that Sisi was busy securing

his control over the military-security complex by putting

men he trusted in the key positions:

“The man has still a few things to do before he departs from the army to make

sure that he is set to rule effectively and without too many problems.”

One of the key things that El-Sisi has been doing with the army – as with the

ministry of interior and intelligence – is to “put the right people in the right

place” and to send those who “are not fit to the next phase” to an early

retirement.

Accounts vary significantly but they all suggest that scores of military, police

and intelligence men have been offered “generous retirement packages”

during the past few weeks.
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Eventually, Sisi resigned from his positions, bidding

officially for the presidency on 26 March 2014. He did his

best thereafter to take off his dark sunglasses and flash a

smile every now and then. (Much later, one of Sisi’s

supporters, Yasir Rizq, chair of the administration board of

the Cairo daily Akhbar El-Yom, would reveal on television

that the secret of Sisi’s permanent wearing of dark

sunglasses was that he needed to hide the tears in his eyes

when evoking the fate of poor Egyptians. This was not said

tongue-in-cheek, but most earnestly!)101 At the end of a

presidential campaign accurately described by an observer

as “the largest promotion of a political candidate in the

country’s history”,102 Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi was elected with

96.9 per cent of the vote. He thus soundly beat the 88.6 per

cent “achieved” by Hosni Mubarak in 2005, the two scores

constituting a good-enough indication of the two men’s

respective positions on the scale of authoritarianism. The

old electoral tricks of the old regime’s political and security

machine were back at full strength – and yet, it proved a

“coronation flop”, as London’s Economist put it sarcastically:

Everyone pitched in. The government closed schools two weeks early and

declared a national holiday. The Morale Department of the Egyptian army

dispatched trucks blaring patriotic songs. Church leaders, mosque

loudspeakers and television announcers urged, cajoled and in some cases



angrily harangued citizens to do their patriotic duty. Yet, despite a

controversial last-minute move by election officials to extend voting into an

unprecedented third day, the turnout for the first presidential poll since the

military coup last July was lower than its organisers had wished. . . .

After three days of voting, the main newspapers said the turnout had been

48 per cent, which was oddly higher than early reports, but still unimpressive.

. . . Democracy International, an American-based monitoring group that fielded

one of the few foreign-observer missions, called the extension “just the latest

in a series of unusual steps that have seriously harmed the credibility of the

process.”
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Sabahy had decided, after prolonged hesitation, to stay in

the race – a testament to his courage, given the intense flak

he had to endure from the Sisi-cult crowd for daring to

challenge their idol. He thus came to realise how much his

illusions about the benevolence of the Egyptian military

command were just that: illusions. As bravely as he could,

while taking care not to lend himself too much to demagogic

sneers and slanders, he denounced the slide towards

authoritarianism and the curtailment of democratic rights –

daring even to reject the characterisation of peaceful

Muslim Brotherhood protesters as “terrorists” – and warned

of the basic continuity between Sisi and the old regime. But

it was much too late.

The price Sabahy paid for fostering misconceptions about

the military and remaining silent about the security state,

when he was focusing short-sightedly on dislodging Morsi

from power, was enormous. During the press conference

that he gave the day after the three-day election, he stated

that the proclaimed figures were “an insult to Egyptians’

intelligence”, reflecting a widely held opinion. But he had to

acknowledge that his defeat was undisputable. Although he

most likely received substantially more votes than the 3.1

per cent he was officially credited with,104 there was no

doubt that he had squandered the momentum he had

managed to achieve in 2012. Not only did he lose most of

the huge popular credibility he had won that year, but a

whole section of his own entourage and co-thinkers

switched over to the opposite side – starting with Mahmoud



Badr and other members of the Tamarrod group, which

turned into a cog in the pro-Sisi machine, prompting

Sabahy’s loyal supporters to split. It is highly probable,

moreover, that a large proportion of Sabahy’s 2012 voters,

especially among the youth, abstained from voting.

The Farcical Aspect of Egypt’s Tragedy

By the end of 2015, Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi has been president

of Egypt for over one and a half years, and de facto head of

the state for thirty months. His most outstanding

achievement, to this day, pertains to his expertise as a long-

time member of the military-security apparatus. The man

boasts a military career spanning thirty-seven years,

including two years at the top of Egypt’s military

intelligence (al-mukhabarat al-harbiyya) before his

appointment as commander-in-chief of the armed forces in

August 2012. Under his authority, Egypt has witnessed a

tremendous increase in repression. Altogether, between

22,000 (according to the interior ministry) and 41,000

people (according to the Egyptian Center for Economic and

Social Rights) were arrested in less than one year, between

the 3 July coup and the inauguration of Sisi’s presidency.

Most of them are alleged members and sympathisers of the

Muslim Brotherhood. The vast majority of them have been

kept in custody without due process or sentenced to long-

term imprisonment.

Under Sisi, Egypt was transformed from a country in

revolutionary turmoil into a truly ubuesque state.105 Second

to the bloody episodes of repression in the summer of 2013,

the most salient aspect of this metamorphosis was the

repressive madness that seized Egypt’s judiciary. A special

award in the “tragic farce” category is deserved for the

provisional sentencing to death, after two speedy mass

trials in March and April 2014, of 1,212 persons on charges

of killing one and the same policeman in August 2013 (220



of these death sentences were upheld, while close to 500

were converted to life imprisonment). This hitherto

unequalled judicial “productivity” continued under the new

President Sisi, with the following peaks: the provisional

sentencing to death in December 2014 of 188 people

accused of attacking one police station (183 of these death

sentences were upheld); the sentencing to life

imprisonment in February 2015 of 230 people, including

prominent figures of the 2011 uprising, accused of rioting,

inciting violence and attacking security forces; provisional

sentencing to death in May 2015 of former president Morsi

and 114 other people on bogus charges related to their

breaking out of prison during the uprising of January 2011

(all these sentences were upheld).

Assessing the first year following Sisi’s inauguration as

president on 8 June 2014, under the expressive title “Year of

Abuses Under al-Sisi”, Human Rights Watch pointed to other

dreadful aspects of this unrelenting record:

After a period of two and a half years after the 2011 uprising in which Egypt

carried out no executions, the authorities have executed 27 people since al-

Sisi took up office. Among them, seven had been convicted of murder in

connection with political violence, six of them following unfair trials in a

military court. The six men were executed despite credible evidence that at

least three of them had been in detention at the time of the crimes for which

they were accused.

In October 2014, al-Sisi issued a decree expanding military court jurisdiction

to all “public and vital facilities” for two years. Since then, prosecutors have

referred at least 2,280 civilians for military trial, according to a Human Rights

Watch count based on media reports. In May, one of these military courts, in

Alexandria, sentenced six children to 15 years in prison, according to the

National Community for Human Rights and Law.
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In addition to tens of thousands of alleged Muslim

Brotherhood members and supporters, the repression also

engulfed many of Egypt’s prominent and less prominent

young democratic activists – the very same young people

who had spearheaded the 2011 uprising:

The harsh crackdown and arrest campaign that began after the July 2013 coup

has sent numerous secular activists to prison, including human rights



defenders Yara Sallam and Mahienour al-Masry, April 6 Youth Movement co-

founder Ahmed Maher, and blogger Alaa Abdel Fattah. Other secular activists

have been sentenced to long prison terms in mass trials. In February 2015, a

judge sentenced activist Ahmed Douma, women’s rights defender Hend al-

Nafea, and 228 others to life in prison for participating in a December 2011

protest.
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Amnesty International also commented on the same

occasion of the first anniversary of Sisi’s presidential

investiture, “Egypt’s 2011 ‘Generation Protest’ has now

become 2015’s ‘Generation Jail’”:

President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s government has made it clear that there is no

room for further protest or political dissent. . . . The authorities have returned

to the repressive tactics of a police state, crushing peaceful dissent in the

streets, restricting opposition groups and jailing their critics and political

opponents.

Today, many of the figureheads of the 2011 uprising that toppled Hosni

Mubarak are in prison. However, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s government must know

that they cannot turn back the clock. The police state and repressive tactics

are feeding into an atmosphere of dissatisfaction and disenfranchisement.
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Indeed, nothing indicated this disenfranchisement better

than the very low turnout in the parliamentary election held

in October–December 2015: only 28.3 per cent of eligible

voters, i.e. 15.2 million (according to the official figures,

while some observers believe the actual figure is lower still),

whereas the turnout achieved during the 2011–12

parliamentary election was 54 per cent, amounting to 27

million voters. This very poor result occurred in spite of Sisi

having personally and repeatedly exhorted the population to

vote, while the grand imam of Al-Azhar warned that

boycotting the election was equivalent to disobeying one’s

parents, since Egypt was the mother of all Egyptians

(implying that Sisi was their father).109 It was hardly

surprising, though, since no real choice was offered: none of

the major competing lists could be labelled as opposition to

the new-old regime. Egypt’s parliament under Hosni

Mubarak had on occasion included more opponents to his

regime than Sisi’s new parliament. The prominent roles in

this political circus were played by former members of the



security and military apparatuses, wealthy businessmen

with a wide resort to “political money” (i.e. vote buying),

and “diehard Mubarak-era figures”.110 The first expressed

concern of newly elected MPs after the first stage of the

election was to revise the constitution in order to extend the

duration of the presidential mandate and grant the

president greater powers.111

Neoliberal Constancy

As for the dissatisfaction that Amnesty International’s report

mentioned, it was fed above all by the economic policy of

the Sisi era, which accelerated markedly after the

presidential election, with Mahlab in the prime-ministerial

seat. The linchpin of this policy was naturally compliance

with the dictates of the IMF – the common thread running

through successive governments since the Mubarak era,

with only a mild attempt by the Beblawi cabinet to act

differently in its initial phase by resorting to stimulus

spending. In this respect, the Sisi regime – the most

repressive government of Egypt in the neoliberal era – went

significantly further down the road than its predecessors.

This much comes clearly through the balance-sheet

included in the IMF’s consultation report published in

February 2015 (the first such report since 2010), which

provides an overview of the state of Egypt’s economy. The

country’s overall economic development from the 2011

uprising until Morsi’s overthrow is summarised as follows:

The political turmoil of January 2011 triggered a sharp capital account reversal

and left growth depressed, while policy accommodation widened fiscal and

external imbalances. The protracted political and institutional uncertainty, a

perception of rising insecurity, and sporadic unrest dented confidence. Large

capital outflows ensued, along with declining investment and tourism:

• Real GDP dropped by 0.8 percent in calendar year 2011 and growth only

recovered to about 2 percent annually in the following years, weighed by

continued disruption of domestic production due to political turmoil, and

widespread energy shortages and electricity blackouts.



• The fiscal deficit and debt rollover needs soared, pushing up domestic

borrowing costs. Delayed reforms, lower revenue, and rising wage, subsidy,

and interest payments led to double-digit budget deficits reaching close to 14

percent of GDP in 2012/13.

• Faced with capital outflows, weak foreign direct investment (FDI), and

widening current account deficits, the Central Bank of Egypt (CBE) supplied

large amounts of foreign currency to stabilise the exchange rate. While this

provided an anchor to maintain confidence, it depleted international reserves

from $35 billion (6.8 months of imports) at end-2010 to $14.5 billion (2.5

months) in June 2013. Exchange rate pressures were particularly strong in

December 2012 and the first half of 2013, when reserves were only supported

by sizable official financing from Gulf countries, rapid depreciation, and foreign

exchange rationing, which compressed imports and generated a parallel

market.

• Social outcomes, which were already lagging, deteriorated further post-

2011. Unemployment peaked at 13.4 percent in 2013/14, with the highest

levels found among youth and women. Poverty rose to 26.3 percent in

2012/13, with another 20 percent of the population estimated to be close to

the poverty line.

Thus, by June 2013, Egypt’s economy was in a precarious position with low

growth, high unemployment, wide fiscal and external imbalances, and low

reserves buffers.
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The IMF report then expresses a thinly veiled criticism of

the Beblawi cabinet’s policy:

In 2013/14, two stimulus packages and revenue shortfalls widened the budget

deficit to 13.8 percent of GDP, notwithstanding large external grants. To

support domestic demand, the government raised infrastructure and social

spending by 1.8 percent of GDP, increased the minimum wage for government

workers by 70 percent, and raised wages of teachers and doctors. The budget

sector deficit was contained only thanks to grants from Gulf countries of 3.8

percent of GDP. Budget sector debt rose to 95.5 percent of GDP, while general

government debt rose to 90.5 percent of GDP (a lower level because of cross

holdings of debt by social insurance funds).
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This is followed with clear relief and satisfaction at the

course taken by the Mahlab cabinet: “The 2014/15 budget

represents a policy shift as the authorities implemented

bold energy price and tax hikes at the outset of the fiscal

year to reduce the deficit.”114

Egypt has chosen a path of adjustment and reform which, if followed

resolutely, will lead to economic stability and growth. The choice is epitomised

by reform of fuel subsidies, which have been at the heart of Egypt’s structural

and fiscal problems for years. The significant increase in fuel prices and the



commitment to multi-year subsidy reform was a transformative and welcome

step.
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The irony is that this criticism of Beblawi’s stimulus policy

and praise of Mahlab’s orthodox alignment were approved

by none other than Hazem Beblawi himself, who was

elected as IMF executive director (i.e. a member of the IMF

Executive Board) for Middle East Arab countries in October

2014. The policy shift lauded by the IMF staff started in July

2014 with price hikes for fuel products ranging between 41

and 78 per cent, and for electricity of 20 per cent. These

energy subsidy cuts (euphemistically called “subsidy

reform” in IMF-speak) triggered what Heba Saleh, writing in

the venerable Financial Times, described as “a wave of

public disgruntlement”, noting that “for millions of

Egyptians living in poverty, the price rises – which come

after years of dithering and with no accompanying

mitigating measures for the poor – represent yet more

hardship imposed by an uncaring government.”116 In a style

typical of the man and his regime, Sisi called out the army

to contribute to the sweetening of the pill by staging some

window-dressing:

In recognition of popular discontent with the price rises, the army – now the

backbone of Sisi’s regime – on Monday [7 July] announced it was selling cheap

products in its network of shops and using its own fleet to lay on extra bus

services in the capital to protect the people from “exploitative” drivers and

traders.

Unleashing a string of obscenities against Sisi and the government,

Mohamed Ibrahim, a driver in Imbaba, said that a 25 per cent increase in

minibus fares allowed by the authorities did nothing to offset the price rises.

“We have had enough,” he shouted. “Enough of this expensive life and

enough of this exploitation.”

His colleagues complained that it was not just diesel that had gone up, but

also engine oil – a twice-weekly expense crucial to keeping their decrepit

vehicles on the road. “We blame the man in charge,” said Ahmed al-Sayed.

“Before this increase I thought he would sort out the country and bring down

prices.”
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If the subsidy cuts could be implemented without sparking

riots this time – in contrast with the famous riots prompted

in Egypt in 1977 by an attempt to implement similar cuts



with regard to basic foodstuffs – it is to a large extent

because of the climate of fear created by the ongoing

bloody repression of the Muslim Brotherhood and the licence

to kill granted to security forces in enforcing the ban on

protests. In a national televised address on 7 July, Sisi had

personally justified the cuts as an indispensable economic

measure. Everybody sensed that the man who oversaw the

Rabi‘a massacre (in which at least ten times more people

were killed than in the 1977 riots) was not going to

backtrack on his decision in the face of riots, like Anwar al-

Sadat in 1977, let alone scrap the “reform” on his Facebook

page in the face of mere public outcry, like Mohamed Morsi

had done in 2012. The people could see that every street

protest was systematically attributed to Muslim Brotherhood

“terrorists”, and dealt with accordingly.

The overall dictatorial climate reigning over Egypt, and a

sense of resignation after several years of turmoil,

combined to allow the measure to go through. The result

was that the final consumers at the very wide base of the

social pyramid ended up bearing the brunt, despite all

government assurances to the contrary and the IMF’s

specious attempt to present the measures as “mildly

progressive”.118 The predicament is well expressed by a taxi

driver who spoke to Nada Rashwan:

The government can say what it wants, but it cannot control those who will

exploit the situation to raise prices further. The private minibus drivers

doubled the fares within minutes of the gas prices decree. .  .  . Things were

hard as they were, and now everybody will be affected by these price raises.

I was surprised to find an additional $42 tax while renewing the taxi’s

license this morning. The employee looked at me and said “Sisi’s president

now, there’s nothing you can do.” I hate to admit it, but he’s right. I didn’t

think things were going to turn out that way at all after 30 June. It seems more

and more like a mistake and we will pay for it.
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The IMF’s balance-sheet endorses the Egyptian

government’s adoption of the Fund’s guidelines for a fiscal

deficit reduction that is supposed to help achieve “inclusive



growth”. The budget deficit is to be drastically reduced over

five years by means of

• carrying through the “subsidy reform” by continuing to raise fuel and

electricity prices, as depicted above;

• “containing the wage bill” – in a way that will weigh heavily on the 27 per

cent of Egypt’s labour force who are public sector workers and employees, and

will contribute significantly to increasing already rising unemployment: the

government set a ceiling for public sector wages, subjected bonuses to

income taxes and discontinued the automatic inclusion of bonuses in basic

wages after five years. New hires require approval by the finance ministry, and

the use of public entities’ own resources for additional rewards to employees

has been discontinued. This is supplemented with “an attrition scheme”

limiting the number of retirees to be replaced.
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• cutting non-priority expenditure – needless to say, the least productive and

useful expenditure of the Egyptian state, which is the massive amounts it

dedicates to its armed forces, especially the amounts spent on arms

purchases from abroad that significantly aggravate Egypt’s current trade

deficit, is nowhere mentioned, covered as it is by the general taboo imposed

on discussing the military budget.

With Sisi at the helm, the Egyptian military’s frenzy to equip itself with the

most expensive and unnecessary gadgetry has gone wild. One recent deal

gives a clear idea of the very heavy toll taken by foreign military purchases on

Egypt’s economy: the $5.7 billion deal concluded with France in February 2015

by which Egypt became the first foreign buyer of the expensive Rafale fighter

jet in two decades. Egypt will receive twenty-four of these jets at a time when

the French armed forces themselves will receive only twenty-six of them over

the next five years (down from eleven per year), due to budgetary

restraint.
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• reforming the tax system – mainly by creating a “fully fledged” value-added

tax (VAT), i.e. a regressive consumption tax, along with a pretence of

implementing a marginal increase in taxes on high incomes (presently limited

at 25 per cent in Egypt, compared to 35 per cent in Turkey and 45 per cent in

China), capital gains and property.

Following IMF guidelines that have been adapted in order

to minimise the risk of provoking riots – as has occurred so

many times over the years since the international financial

institutions started enforcing “structural adjustment

programs” (SAPS) – the Egyptian “subsidy reform” is

accompanied by “cash transfer schemes” that are purported

to offset the effect of price hikes for the poorest, and to

replace an unfair regressive system of subsidies benefiting

all with a fairer one specifically targeting the poor.122 This



pretence of fairness completely disregards even moderately

critical studies such as the survey of the implications of IMF

subsidy reform policies in Arab countries undertaken by a

group of NGO researchers, and published a full year before

the IMF report on Egypt. The survey states the obvious

problems that affect such devices, whose principal function

is to make the cuts more palatable, and which are similar in

nature to the problems that affect the IMF’s “poverty

reduction strategy” schemes:

Although energy subsidies are regressive, disproportionately favoring the rich,

the repeal of these subsidies is more likely to harm than help the poorest

segments of society. In the near-term, the unwinding of subsidies cannot serve

as the panacea for the serious budgetary and fiscal difficulties facing most

Arab states. By continuing to press Arab governments to remove subsidies,

the IMF has inadequately responded to the sweeping social and political

changes stemming from the 2011 uprisings and subsequent period of unrest.

. . .

Theoretically, the IMF proposes the expansion of social safety nets as a way

to offset the negative impact of subsidy removal on the poor. In practice,

however, social protection schemes are underdeveloped and often non-

existent in Arab countries, and are thus incapable of cushioning the poor

against rising prices. In many instances, corruption and the absence of

transparency mechanisms further complicate the task of distributing social

welfare benefits.
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The World Bank’s answer to this kind of criticism, believe

it or not, is to extol the virtues of inequality: the Bank

describes “pro-poor growth accompanied by increased

inequality” as a “legitimate goal that should be pursued”.

This, we are told, is “in line with the idea that, at very low

levels of incomes, an increase in inequality may signal an

improvement in overall living conditions while very low

levels of inequality may simply signal widespread

poverty.”124 The rationale here is typically neoliberal:

improvement is sought in the form of a minority lifting itself

slightly out of poverty, rather than in the eradication of

poverty through social programs benefiting the poorest as a

priority, and thus diminishing inequality.



Egypt’s “inclusive growth” – a current catchword in the

IMF’s opportunist vocabulary, like “pro-poor growth” in the

World Bank’s – is predicated on the private sector’s role. In

conformity with the neoliberal creed that rules the world

capitalist economy under the Fund’s clerical guidance, the

government’s role is primarily “to foster private sector-led

growth”.125 Thus, neither Egypt’s government nor the IMF

envisage an increase in public investment, as would

normally be expected for a country where investment as a

whole has remained significantly lower than its development

needs since the late 1980s, when public investment

followed a steady trend of decline. Although private –

foreign and domestic – investment was boosted for a while

by the surge in oil prices that began in the late 1990s, it did

not compensate for the massive decline in public

investment.126

The reason for the failure of the neoliberal private-led

model in the Arab region is discussed at length in The

People Want. In a nutshell, the crucial factor relates to the

rentier and (neo)patrimonial nature of the state, as well as

to overall political conditions that are not conducive to long-

term developmental investment, in Egypt no more than in

other Arab countries.127 After its oil-fuelled boost, which led

it to a peak in 2008, private investment in Egypt fell as a

consequence of the global Great Recession. Needless to say,

it continued to decline with the effects of the political

turmoil unleashed in 2011. Thus, the IMF staff remains

cautious in not anticipating a significant rise in private

investment for the fiscal years 2014/15 to 2018/19.128 And

yet, faithful to the monetarist dogma of fiscal restraint and

low debt, the Fund does not advocate the massive increase

in public investment that Egypt so glaringly needs.



Data source: IMF

Megalomania and Megaprojects

In lieu of the socially oriented, publicly funded New Deal à la

Nasser that the Egyptians had been led to expect, Abdul-

Fattah al-Sisi offered them an exercise in smoke and mirrors:

a pharaonic scheme, the bulk of which is conditioned by

hypothetical foreign direct investment – primarily from the

Gulf oil monarchies. The IMF staff listed the Sisi

government’s six “megaprojects” in its report, but was wise

enough to incorporate only one – or more accurately only

the first stage of one megaproject – in its projections for

Egypt’s economy: the one project that was already well

advanced at the time the report was written.129 One key

reason for this circumspection was, no doubt, the fact that

similar schemes, if not the very same, have been toyed with

for quite some time, and had been included in the plans of



successive governments, from Mubarak, or even Sadat, to

Morsi.

To give them a semblance of reality, Sisi’s megaprojects

were at the centre of a pompous international economic

conference that his government convened in Sharm el-

Sheikh on 13–15 March 2015. IMF Managing Director

Christine Lagarde started her speech on that occasion by

quoting – partly in the Arabic original, and rather clumsily –

from a verse by Egypt’s most famous poet, Ahmad Shawqi,

popularised by Egypt’s most famous singer Umm Kulthum:

“Aspirations cannot be attained through wishful thinking, but

through toil and perseverance” (in the English translation

that she read).130 Lagarde’s warning against wishful

thinking was a prelude to her providing a list of conditions in

need of fulfilment, summarising the guidelines of the above-

quoted IMF staff report: the full neoliberal recipe, spiced with

a reference to social spending.

The Sharm el-Sheikh conference was designed to be

heralded to the Egyptian public as a fundraising success,

with the staged signing of several investment agreements

(especially energy-related deals) that had been negotiated

and approved some time before – several of them under

Sisi’s predecessors, Morsi included – and postponed until

then. Nonetheless, Sisi himself declared at the end of the

conference that he needed twice as much as the $150

billion investment promises that his government boasted to

have received – leaving aside their highly hypothetical

character. This was also a way for him to pre-empt a highly

likely failure to achieve the economic miracle that he

promised by putting the blame in advance on foreign

investors’ stinginess.

That said, whether most of Sisi’s flagship megaprojects

see the light of day or not, they are quite revealing of the

socio-economic logic that informs his regime. Consider the

two most prominent of them – one partly achieved and the



other still in the realms of fantasy: the Suez Canal project

and the project of a new capital city to replace Cairo as

Egypt’s political and administrative hub. The Suez Canal

Corridor Development Project had been under consideration

since the era of Anwar al-Sadat. It involves an ambitious

plan to build a new Ismailia City and develop existing Suez

ports, along with new tunnels and production facilities. But

its central feature is the digging of a new waterway – the

New Suez Canal – complementing the existing canal, in

order to increase its capacity and reduce the time it takes

for ships to travel through it. It became one of the bones of

contention between Sisi and Morsi when the latter planned

to undertake the project in partnership with Qatar, without

military participation.131

Sisi’s government launched the New Suez Canal project in

August 2014, with much fanfare. Since this was

ostentatiously designed to enhance his appropriation of

Gamal Abdel-Nasser’s mantle, and since the latter’s name is

associated with the canal’s nationalisation, it was not

appropriate to invite foreign capital to invest in exchange for

ownership rights. This would have been all the more

inappropriate because this specific project was actually

pursued as much for political as for economic reasons, if not

more so. The idea was to give the Egyptian public the

impression that they were embarking on a major new

developmental journey, combined with a sense of renewed

ownership of the development of their own country. Hence,

foreign capital was not invited to participate: the project

was financed through a call to the Egyptian public to buy

investment certificates bearing an enticing interest rate of

12 per cent.

In a pattern that is typical of the new-old regime, the

armed forces were heavily involved in designing and digging

the new waterway, allowing for its achievement in one year

instead of the three years that had been planned for.132 This



feat took a heavy toll on the workers, under conditions

reminiscent of those encountered by the forced labourers

who first dug the canal in the nineteenth century.133 The

New Suez Canal was inaugurated with a huge display of

pomp and circumstance, including military bragging, on 6

August 2015, in the presence of a range of foreign

dignitaries to whom Sisi modestly declared that they were

contemplating “Egypt’s gift to the world”. Egypt’s mosques

were even instructed to invoke the Prophet Muhammad’s

feats on the occasion. The London Economist astutely

commented:

As a feat of brawn it is impressive . . . As a political stunt it is big, too . . . In

economic terms, however, the expansion of the Suez Canal is a questionable

endeavour at a time when the government is struggling to provide adequate

services to its citizens. True, the channel is a significant source of revenue.

Last year it pumped $5.5 billion into an economy weakened by years of

turmoil. But both this sum and the number of ships transiting the canal have

been flat since 2008.

Egyptian officials claim that the $8.2 billion project, which expands capacity

to 97 ships per day, will more than double annual revenues to some $13.5

billion by 2023. That, however, would require yearly growth of some 10%, a

rosy projection given that in the entire period from 2000 to 2013 world

seaborne shipping grew by just 37%, according to UNCTAD. A recent forecast

from the IMF suggests that in the decade up to 2016 the annual rate of growth

for global merchandise trade will have averaged 3.4%.

Before its expansion the Suez Canal was operating below its capacity of 78

vessels a day. It could already handle all ships except the very biggest oil

tankers. By the estimate of one Egyptian economist, the maximum growth of

revenue that the new dredging now allows from the passage of slightly bigger

oil tankers amounts to just $200m a year.
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Whereas the New Suez Canal was Sisi’s “Nasser-like”

project – the most urgent one politically, all the more in that

it was the most feasible – his other flagship megaproject is

of truly pharaonic scope: the Capital, as it was called, is

meant to be an entirely new capital city built in the desert

between Cairo and Suez, on a gross land area of 700 square

kilometres, including twenty-one residential districts with

1.1 million residential units for 5 million inhabitants (of

whom only 5 per cent will have the privilege of residing in



the city centre), 91 square kilometres of solar and wind

energy farms, a 16-square-kilometre airport area, a 5.6-

square-kilometre business district, 4.2 square kilometres of

retail malls, a 4-square-kilometre theme park, 40,000 hotel

rooms, and 1,250 mosques and churches.135 The housing

minister announced that the cost of the project would be

$45 billion initially, and that its first phase would be

executed on 105 square kilometres and involve moving the

parliament, presidential palaces, government ministries and

foreign embassies to the new capital over three to five

years, while further development of the total area would

carry on over forty years.136

In stark contrast with the New Suez Canal, a crucial

particularity of this new capital city is that the national

share in the capital of its development company will be only

24 per cent, while the rest will be foreign-owned. Egypt’s

contribution to the project is in fact restricted to the land

provided by the government.137 The project was to be

executed by Capital City Partners, a private real estate

investment fund meant for global investors and created for

this specific purpose by Mohamed Alabbar, a business

tycoon from the United Arab Emirates and top adviser to the

emir of Dubai. Of Alabbar, Capital City Partners’ website

says bumptiously that, in the past two decades, he “led

ambitious mega-developments of a value of over US$24

billion in over 15 countries, and helmed the creation of

global icons that inspire humanity.”138

Alabbar is founder and chairman of Emaar Properties, a

gigantic real estate development company specialising in

megaprojects and known especially for the development of

Burj Khalifa, currently the world’s tallest tower, located in

Dubai. Initially intended to be called Burj Dubai, the tower

was eventually named after the emir of neighbouring Abu

Dhabi and president of the United Arab Emirates, Khalifa bin

Zayed Al Nahyan, in exchange for his consent to bail out the



project after it became mired in debt against the

background of the global economic crisis, a few years before

its completion in 2010. Alabbar’s involvement in the

Egyptian megaproject created problems in his own

company.139 Unsurprisingly, the agreement between the

Egyptian government and Capital City Partners stalled in

June, and was replaced in September with a new

memorandum of understanding signed with the state-owned

China State Construction Engineering Corporation.140

Irritated by this lousy start, Sisi set a two-year deadline for

the completion of the project’s first phase by the end of

2017.141 Commenting on this announcement in October

2015, Mada Masr cogently noted that, in March 2014, when

he was still minister of defence, Sisi had launched a housing

megaproject of the armed forces in partnership with the UAE-

based Arabtec, promising to deliver 1 million units of

housing by 2020 for a cost of $40 billion: construction was

to begin in late 2014, with the first homes delivered in early

2017. Work on that project had not yet started in October

2015,142 the projected price of units having risen out of the

reach for ordinary Egyptians. This is why the prospects of

implementation of the new Capital City project are met with

widespread scepticism, even though the New Suez Canal

project had been completed in one year thanks to heavy

military involvement.

But the most compelling reason for scepticism about the

new Capital City project is related more to its economic,

ecological and social dimensions than to its implementation.

No observer could fail to note that the close to thirty new

cities built in Egypt since 1977 failed to attract more than a

small portion of the population (7 million out of over 90

million inhabitants) – often the wealthiest, as is true of New

Cairo, whose project was launched in 2000 and whose

inhabitants are still less than one-quarter of the 6 million it

was meant to host. This is at a time when more than one-



quarter of all Egypt’s housing units are empty – and even

more than that in new cities.143 David Sims, one of the most

informed experts on Egypt’s urban planning and land

management, makes this very perceptive and bitter

comment:

There is still quite a bit of land around the capital both inside and on the near

desert. There is public, security, and army land that could be used to make

logical extensions to the city. There was land beside Manshiyat Nasir that is

now part of Uptown Cairo. Why would that land have been sold at LE100 [LE =

Egyptian Pound] per square meter to a businessman from Dubai? Because he

had connections with the army, which was just sitting on the land. In the end,

he made LE165,000,000 out of this deal and now we have Uptown Cairo. The

cheapest unit there is LE4,000,000. The actual plan is to build 10,000 units.

That number will, at best, even with maids, house maybe 50,000 people. Right

next door you have Manshiyat Nasir with a population of 650,000 people. But

did anyone say “Why don’t you use some of that new land for the rotten

services or for decamping some of that mess in Manshiyat Nasir?” There was

not a word from human rights types, the intelligentsia, or anybody else.

The new towns are largely a failure. Only New Cairo and Sixth of October

have succeeded in attracting enough real estate development of the kind that

Egypt needs like a hole in the head. They are used to generate false dreams,

hope, fill up the front page of the newspapers, and are all [funded by] Gulf

investors.

These are investments. This is not just an Egyptian problem, this is

happening all over now. It is because property is the most lucrative way to

invest family or corporate capital. They build a villa for the son or rent it to

some desperate expatriate who wants a nice place. That is what is happening

in Katameya Heights. For every place that is rented out at $5,000 a month, the

hope value of all the other units increases. This is very hard to stop. If all that

stuff you see along the road on the way to the American University in Cairo in

New Cairo ever became inhabited there would not be any water left so it is

probably just as well that it is empty.
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American University of Cairo professor Khaled Fahmy

reacted to the new Capital City project in the same spirit,

while also emphasising the lack of democracy:

The problem with our city, like the problems of our country, is not that there is

too many of us, but that our repeated governments insist on cutting us out

from any decisions pertaining to our city, or our country. And the very manner

in which the decision to move the capital outside Cairo has been taken is the

best illustration of our government’s insistence on ignoring us.

No. Cairo’s problems [are] not caused by too many Cairenes. Cairo’s

problems are caused by the complete lack of any effective, democratic

institutions in which we could have a say in how our city is being run. The



governor of Cairo, like the governor of Giza (its sister city), is not elected, but

chosen from the ranks of the military or the police, his prime mandate being

the pacification of the city and keeping it under control. Our municipal bodies,

although elected, have no financial or administrative independence, and, as

such, they have become a hotbed of rampant corruption. We don’t even have

a say in how to run our streets or our buildings.

And instead of addressing the root of the problem and allowing us a say in

how we shape our own lives and fulfill our dreams, the government is boasting

about its ability to raise billions of dollars from friendly governments and

business tycoons from all over the world, only to spend these deeply needed

billions on chasing mirages in the desert.
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In revealing the nature of his new-old regime, Sisi’s two

flagship megaprojects are in full conformity with the

dominant rentier character of the regional states – a feature

that, along with these states’ despotic nature, determines a

pattern of investment in which rent-related and real estate

projects are favoured. The Suez Canal is, of course, one of

the Egyptian state’s main sources of rent. As for the urban

development megaproject, I explained in The People Want

“why the building trade, in particular, is a flourishing sector

in the region. It stands at the intersection of land

speculation, encouraged by the pursuit of safe-haven

investments in real estate, and a commercial and tourist-

oriented service economy heavily fuelled by the regional oil

rent – by both capital and consumers from the rentier

states.”146

The Military’s Takeover of Egypt

In addition to this rentier feature, the military dimension of

the Egyptian state permeates the two megaprojects, as it

pervades the new-old regime through and through. Egypt’s

military-industrial complex was considerably expanded and

qualitatively transformed in the 1970s under Anwar al-

Sadat. Nasser’s successor inherited a classical combination

of a hypertrophied military apparatus and state-owned

military industries, typical of a country in a protracted war

condition and ruled by military dictatorship. Sadat



compensated the reduction in the military’s direct political

role by granting them the possibility of taking advantage of

the economic liberalisation (infitah) that he implemented in

his drive to dismantle and reverse the Nasserist legacy. The

armed forces were thus allowed to develop a business

complex in various industries and ventures of a civilian

nature. This led the military-industrial complex to become

increasingly a competitor of the private sector – and here

lies one main source of friction between the military and

Hosni Mubarak’s son Gamal, who epitomised the crony

capitalism that had prospered under his father and was

poised to succeed him – had the military not objected.147 As

Zeinab Abul Magd explained:

[T]he military businesses were competitors or were competing with the old

business tycoon investments, because the old business tycoon[s] of the

Mubarak regime were owners of heavy industries in steel, in cement, in

[chemicals], and such things. And the military was also building factories of

cement and steel and heavy industry. So the military was competing with

them, and this created a lot of tension between the military and the old

business tycoon[s] of Mubarak and Gamal Mubarak, which also helped with

the military taking the side of the 2011 Revolution.
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The true character of the post-Morsi phase of transition

towards increased military dominance was exposed from

the very beginning in the circumstances surrounding the

Beblawi cabinet’s economic policy of mild Keynesian

inspiration, as noted by Bloomberg Businessweek:

The army has been expanding its businesses since the 1970s. .  .  . Now it is

filling a vacuum created by the end of the Mubarak era, when Hosni and his

son Gamal controlled the fates of many tycoons. The Mubaraks’ influence has

vanished, and companies run by their supporters, which before 2011 would

have won bids, are not assured of success now.

This became clear when a government stimulus package of 30 billion

Egyptian pounds ($4 billion) was announced in August 2013, financed in large

part by the UAE. A close look at the distribution of funds suggests the army got

half the projects, including paving roads and industrial infrastructure deals,

according to Mohamed Farouk, a member of the Egyptian Council for

Economic Issues. None of the contracts, he says, went to the big construction

companies, a departure from the Mubarak era.
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The same observation was made by Samer Atallah a few

months later:

The military is simply no longer content to stay out of politics in exchange for

certain economic privileges. Their old “rule but not govern” formula is

increasingly being rejected in favor of a greater stake in politics that will

safeguard economic rents. To guarantee this economic expansion, the army

has appointed military-affiliated personnel to key government posts. Two days

after the military overthrow of Mohammed Morsi on July 3, 2013, for instance,

Sisi’s mentor Mohamed Farid el-Tohamy was selected as head of the General

Intelligence Directorate. A few days before the violent dispersal of the Rabaa

sit-in, the army backed the appointment of governors who were mostly retired

military generals. [In October 2014], Khaled Abdel-Sallam al-Sadr, another

retired general, was appointed as secretary-general of parliament, a position

that runs the legislative body’s daily operation and manages which laws will

be debated.

Also within a short period after the July 3 military takeover, the army-backed

government issued an executive decree expanding ministers’ powers to sign

contracts without competitive bidding. Infrastructure projects, including those

covered by a $4.9 billion stimulus package mostly funded by the UAE, were

thus earmarked to military-affiliated enterprises.
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Under Sisi’s presidency, Egypt’s armed forces were

directly involved in the construction of the New Suez Canal,

as already noted, with the financial opacity that is

characteristic of their enterprises. They thereby displayed a

pattern of cronyism in relation to the private sector worthy

of Gamal Mubarak – as if they had removed him only to

replace him in the same business. This pattern is described

well by Abdel-Fattah Barayez:

With time the military ceded some of its share of [the New Suez Canal

Development] project to the private sector firms to benefit from their

expertise and to ensure the timely completion of this politically significant

initiative. More than seventy private sector companies were brought on board,

including construction giants Orascom and Ayubco.

Interestingly, the military followed a similar approach in [a] power plants

project. It brought in the privately owned Al Swidi and Orascom as partners in

efforts to build turbines in Asyut and Damietta.

Rather than crowding out private competition, then, the military ceded part

of its share – and thus potential economic return – to the private sector. It did

so in order to secure the successful advancement of national projects that are

seen as essential to the legitimisation of the Sisi regime.
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Opaque as military business could be, commented

Bloomberg Businessweek, “What is clear is that the canal –



the latest in a long line of megaprojects – will cement the

Egyptian armed forces’ central role in Egypt’s economy,

sidelining other businesses and civilian institutions.”152

Indeed. All major economic projects under Sisi will tend

inevitably to confirm this central role, as Shana Marshall

concluded in a well-informed survey of the evolution of

Egypt’s military’s economic empire over the past few years:

For most of the Egyptian Armed Forces’ recent history, its role in the economy

has been defined less by its dominance of megaprojects and more by its

ability to leverage marginal influence across an enormous range of enterprises

financed by both foreign capital and wealthy Egyptian businessmen. . . . This

form of military economic interference has rarely been onerous enough to

deter would-be investors in sectors such as energy, petrochemicals, and real

estate, which are where foreign investment in Egypt has long been

concentrated. It is, however, enough to ensure that the military remains an

important gatekeeper for investment in new projects.

Sisi’s security measures – including a law that formalised the military’s role

in protecting critical infrastructure (previously the remit of police) – are likely

to enhance that gatekeeping role by generating additional contacts and

linkages between the generals and the businessmen that finance this

infrastructure. Such conditions suggest that future foreign investment is likely

to be more concentrated in ventures where the military has a stake – not

less.
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If it takes off, the new Capital City project will be no

exception to this economic gatekeeping rule. It will greatly

contribute to the ongoing enhancement and expansion of

the economic role of the military. In early December 2015,

Sisi issued a decree authorising the armed forces to create

real estate development companies alone or in partnership

with private companies, including foreign companies. This

was obviously a prelude to the military’s heavy involvement

in the new Capital City project, especially since part of the

land allocated for it belongs to the armed forces.154

Egyptian entrepreneurs and businessmen have been

protesting more and more openly at the military’s

encroachment on their areas of activity, which they see as

utterly unfair competition given that the armed forces enjoy

many privileges with regard to taxation, energy prices, free



use of military equipment and manpower, and priority

contracting.155

Another, more classical, aspect of the military dimension

of the new Capital City project has been overlooked by most

commentators. It is related to a well-known historical

pattern, namely the spatial displacement of the nerve

centre of power in keeping with a strategic counter-

revolutionary rationale. This could not have escaped the

trained eye of a specialist in the strategic dimension of

architecture like Léopold Lambert, who stressed the

similarities of the Egyptian megaproject with “Georges-

Eugène Haussmann’s masterplan to radically transform

Paris between 1853 and 1870, which is well-known to have

facilitated the counter-insurrectionist military movements

once implemented” – an allusion to the bloody repression

(some 10,000 killed in one single Bloody Week, according to

a moderate estimate) of the 1871 Paris Commune – as well

as with “the appropriation of the brand new Brazilian capital

by the military dictatorship in 1964”:

The military understands that, despite their overwhelming domination, the

control of an urban fabric is easier to implement when undertaken at the

source, in the designing phase of the city. It is thus not that surprising to see a

soldier-president deciding to create a new city, where military control will be

fully part of the agenda (whether it is explicit as such, or not). . . .

Incorporating the governmental, consular and economic entities of Cairo,

this new capital is likely to increase the social fragmentation of a city, whether

it is indeed incorporating a certain degree of privatization or not. Cairo is

already using distance as a means of social segregation – it is not the only city

in the world – and the relocation of the middle and higher social classes fifty

miles further is part of such a strategy. . . .

Distance is however not the only favoring condition for control. The very

physicality of the new city, almost always makes it easier to implement a

control of its space than in the context of an historical city. The reason for this

holds in the practice of architecture design itself: a masterplan, whether

designed by one or several offices, always corresponds to a vision anticipating

the organization in space of the bodies living in it.
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This view is confirmed by Mohamed Elshahed, another

architect writing in a remarkable issue of Lambert’s review

The Funambulist on militarised cities. In his contribution on



Cairo’s militarised landscape, of which the new Capital City

project is but a natural extension, Elshahed observes that

the master plan for the new Capital shows no open public

spaces: “The complicity of designers in denying the

Egyptian public the possibility of a large open space despite

the events of 2011 [or rather because of them – GA] shows

that militarization of urban space can often begin on the

architect’s drawing boards.”157 In that sense, the Capital is

the military’s response to Tahrir Square. In light of which,

Lambert is absolutely right to stress that the new Capital

City project “should not be judged for its success or, rather,

its success [i.e. its actual implementation] is precisely what

should be feared here.”158

Whither Egypt?

The strategic lesson of all of the above is that no revolution

in Egypt will succeed in dismantling the military-security

state unless it manages to win the hearts and minds of the

troops, instead of committing the fatal mistake of seeking

the support of the brass, as was the case in both 2011 and

2013. Short of this, the top of the military-security pyramid,

which is a crucial component of the top of the social

pyramid, will not hesitate to bloodily crush any mass

movement, whatever the cost in human lives. In that sense,

the Rabi‘a massacre is a harbinger of the repression to

come, should Sisi – who has proved that he is much more

inclined to mass-scale brutal repression than any of Egypt’s

previous presidents – face an uprising against him similar to

the one that put an end to Mubarak’s presidency.

This is not at all a remote possibility: as explained above,

the social and economic conditions have steadily continued

to worsen in Egypt since 2011, arousing a high level of

social protest. Despite Sisi’s and his fans’ conviction that his

iron fist would bring stability and foreign-funded prosperity



to the country, the new-old regime did not even succeed in

stemming the most basic expression of class struggle:

workers’ protests. Although, according to ECESR data, the

total number of these protests in 2014 (1,655) represented

a decline from the all-time peak reached in 2013 (2,239),

exceeding the peak reached the year before (1,969), they

were still more than their number in 2011 (1,400) – the year

of the uprising. This is all the more noteworthy because the

number for 2011 represented a huge leap in comparison

with all preceding years, the previous all-time peak (728)

having been reached in 2009.159 The year 2015 was

inaugurated yet again by a massive strike of the 24,000

textile workers of Mahalla. According to the data provided

by the El-Mahrousa Center for Socioeconomic Development,

the nine-month period from January to September 2015 saw

significantly more workers’ protests on average than the

nine-month period from April to December 2014, with peaks

in February–April and June.160

In a judgement intended to intimidate the working class –

a glaring confirmation of the ubuesque reputation that

Egypt’s judiciary deservingly acquired in the Sisi era – the

High Administrative Court issued a ruling on 18 April 2015

banning strikes and allowing the dismissal of strikers on the

grounds that strike action contravened the Sharia. This

judgement – worthy of the Saudi kingdom where unions,

collective bargaining, strikes and public demonstrations are

all banned – was met with a general outcry in left and liberal

opposition circles, appalled to see that they had contributed

to toppling the Muslim Brotherhood only to reap a misuse of

religion that the Brothers themselves would have found

difficult to condone.161 It came as a prelude to the

implementation, beginning in July, of a new civil service law

that was enacted in March, prior to the Sharm el-Sheikh

international conference, in further compliance with IMF

dictates. Presented as fundamentally aimed at reforming



Egypt’s administrative apparatus by curbing bureaucratic

inefficiencies in order to encourage investment, the law has

a negative effect on the income and conditions of work of

most of Egypt’s 7 million civil servants, changing the system

of bonuses and paid leave and increasing managerial

powers, including the power to dismiss.162

On 10 August, thousands of Real Estate Tax Authority

employees gathered in central Cairo in the most important

industrial action of its kind since Morsi’s overthrow,

reminiscent of the action that the same employees had

initiated in 2007, before founding the country’s first

independent union in fifty years. The regime did not dare

apply against them its very repressive Protest Law, which

provides for imprisonment of up to seven years and fines in

case of the unauthorised gathering of more than ten

persons in a public place. Nor was the ruling by the High

Administrative Court used against the strikers, needless to

say. This event was compounded a few days later by a more

unusual type of strike, and a most significant one: on 22

August, hundreds of low-ranking police officers went on

strike for two days, organising a sit-in in front of the security

directorate of the Sharqiya governorate in the Nile Delta.

Like many of Egypt’s public-sector workers, they were

demanding unpaid bonuses, along with access to the

hospitals used by their higher-ranking counterparts. It was

not the first time low-ranking policemen were protesting: in

February 2014, they had undertaken similar actions in front

of the security directorates of Alexandria and Kafr al-Sheikh,

demanding an increase in their risk allowance, end-of-

service benefits and “martyr” compensations. They also

demanded modern weapons and tougher punishment for

assaults on the police, as well as the dismissal of the interior

minister at the time, Mohamed Ibrahim.

The government tried to repress the Sharqiya policemen’s

action by sending in the Central Security Forces (CSF) on the



second day. In response to the tear gas that the latter fired

to disperse them, the policemen fired shots into the air,

prompting the CSF soldiers to withdraw from the scene.

Chanting Irhal! (“Leave!”), a slogan much used since the

beginning of the Arab uprising in 2011, the policemen

demanded the dismissal of the minister of interior, Magdy

Abdel-Ghaffar, who was appointed in March 2015 in

replacement of Ibrahim. The Sharqiya policemen received

expressions of support from their counterparts across Egypt,

in a development highly worrying to the regime.163 As a

result, they were no more subjected to the repressive laws

than the real estate tax employees, in spite of their unlawful

use of their weapons. The interior minister had to resort to

ridiculous arguments to explain its unusual leniency.164

Although police officers are part of the state’s repressive

apparatus, their lower ranks belong to poor sections of the

population, and earn modest incomes that contrast sharply

with the incomes and privileges of the top ranks.165 Their

action pointed to the crucial vulnerability of the military-

security apparatus in Egypt, which is classically – in

particular for bodies relying on conscription – the fact that it

ultimately reflects the country’s overall social stratification.

The CSF conscripts’ uprising in 1986 was one of the most

outstanding eruptions of social anger in Egypt’s pre-2011

history, second only to the 1977 food riots. In 1986, the CSF

conscripts – who were paid much less than those in the

army – were protesting against a one-year extension of their

three-year mandatory term of service. Their revolt, which

involved some 25,000 of them, became violent, with hotels

and nightclubs being set on fire. At that time, the Mubarak

regime managed to repress them brutally by resorting to

the armed forces, including air force helicopters, killing

close to one hundred conscripts and dismissing most of the

mutineers, with heavy punishments inflicted on many. The

Sisi regime’s very different attitude towards the low-ranking



police officers’ mutinies in 2014 and 2015 is thus the best

evidence of the state’s general weakening in the wake of

the 2011 uprising, in spite of the new-old regime’s outward

bravado.

In late October 2015, tens of thousands of workers went

on strike again for more than ten days on the issue of bonus

payments. The movement was led once again by the

Mahalla textile workers. It ended victoriously, the

government – a new cabinet headed by Sherif Ismail having

been sworn in on 19 September – ceding to the workers’

pressure for fear of increased social anger in a period of

ongoing parliamentary elections. This was a further

indication, following many others, of the fact that the

Egyptian revolutionary process that had begun in January

2011 was far from over.

The struggle goes on, despite frantic efforts by the new-

old regime to shore up its dwindling popularity by resorting

with ever-increasing intensity to consent-seeking gestures

borrowed from the George W. Bush handbook of the “war on

terror”. As the experience of that handbook’s author amply

showed, the success of this political device in achieving

consent hinges on the success of its self-fulfilling prophecy

in increasing terrorism. Bush brilliantly succeeded in

expanding terrorism globally, but the efficiency of US

security apparatuses in preventing further attacks on US soil

was ultimately fatal to his popularity, once the trauma of

9/11 had faded away. Unlike the former US president, Sisi

can be confident that his own security apparatuses will not

be so efficient in checking terrorism on Egyptian soil.

However, he faces an unsolvable dilemma in the fact that

the terrorist activities that can enhance consent to his

regime are at the same time certain to thwart his economic

ambitions and contribute to the deterioration of Egypt’s

socio-economic conditions in a way that can only further

undermine his popularity. The expected response of a man



of his background to such a dilemma, eventually, is simply

to increase repression.

Unless the strategic conundrum of the Egyptian revolution

with regard to the military-security state is successfully

addressed – an eventuality that requires a higher degree of

organisation and strategic thinking than what has existed in

the past – future upsurges risk being met with a further

escalation in bloody repression. This would throw more fuel

on the terrorist fire, which tends increasingly to spill out

from the Sinai, within which it has been mostly

circumscribed up to the time of writing.166 The barbaric

manner of the ejection of the Muslim Brotherhood from

Egyptian politics has already led to a radicalisation of part of

its membership, especially among the youth, in a way that

may well end up swelling the ranks of the barbaric al-Qaida–

ISIS axis.167 In Egypt, as in the whole Arab region, the

alternatives on offer remain, more than ever, radical

progressive social and political change or a deepening clash

of barbarisms.



Conclusion

“Arab Winter” and Hope

Yet in every winter’s heart there is a quivering spring, and behind the veil of

each night there is a smiling dawn. Thence did my despair turn into a form of

hope.

Gibran Khalil Gibran, “Letter to May Ziadeh” (1920)

As mentioned in the Introduction to this book, the successful

Iran-backed offensive launched by the Syrian regime in the

spring of 2013, followed by the 3 July coup in Egypt and its

bloody consequences, ushered in a region-wide counter-

revolutionary phase involving a chain reaction in the

countries that experienced the mass uprisings of 2011. Only

in Bahrain had the upsurge been defeated early on, due to

the repressive support of the Saudi “big brother” to the

monarchy. It deterred the radicalisation of the opposition

and its recourse to arms.1 Everywhere else, the situation

evolved into various shapes of one and the same essence:

the clash between the two regional counter-revolutionary

camps – the forces of the old regime and its Islamic

fundamentalist contenders.

Libya and Yemen: Two Variations on the

Same Tune

Libya was directly and naturally affected by the coup in

neighbouring Egypt. The 7 July 2012 election of the General

National Congress – the first ever free election in Libya, sixty

years after independence – had seen a remarkable turnout

of over 60 per cent of registered voters. Assessing it shortly

thereafter, I noted the poor score that the Libyan Muslim



Brotherhood (its Justice and Construction Party) had

achieved only a few days after their neighbouring Egyptian

co-thinkers had won the presidential elections, on top of the

parliamentary elections they had dominated a few months

earlier.2 This took place against the backdrop of a Libyan

situation that I described as one in which “the armed forces

have been dismantled and replaced by a host of militias

formed in the course of the civil war; the changes have been

so far-reaching and rapid that the prevailing situation is

dangerously chaotic.”3

Libya’s first year after the fall of Muammar Gaddafi

witnessed one of the most vibrant instances of “blooming”

of the “Arab Spring”, with a civil society blossoming in

several hundred organisations of all kinds, from democratic

to feminist, from cultural to social, filling the void created by

the collapse of a totalitarian state that had suppressed

modern civil society for four decades.4 Unfortunately, this

was soon overwhelmed by armed chaos. The lack of a

recognised and able leadership of the uprising allowed the

militias to fill the void created by the collapse of the armed

apparatuses of Gaddafi’s state. This was facilitated by the

inept and weak decision of the National Transition Council,

under pressure from the militias, to grant their members

pay from public coffers, thus turning them into a privileged

category compared to the remaining members of the

regular armed forces. The alternative would have been to

demand that they join overhauled state-controlled armed

bodies. At the very least, the payroll should have been

limited to those who had really taken part in the civil war.

Instead, the consequence of empowering the militias

without real constraints was that, in less than a year after

the fall of Gaddafi, the number of their enrolled men had

jumped tenfold, to 250,000.5

Unsurprisingly, tensions continued to be exacerbated

between the two camps that had united in the fight against



Gaddafi’s regime: on the one hand, the Libyan Muslim

Brotherhood, backed by its Egyptian counterpart, along with

a range of Islamic fundamentalist militias that sprang up in

the country during the uprising and civil war, and even more

so in their aftermath; on the other hand, the civilian and

military remnants of Gaddafi’s state, wary that the Islamic

fundamentalists’ claim to rule Libya could put their jobs in

jeopardy, along with liberal, secularist, feminist and left-

wing groups that shared their wariness for political reasons.

The remnants of the state worried all the more since the

Islamic camp wanted to purge state bodies of anyone who

had been involved with Muammar Gaddafi’s regime, in a

way reminiscent of the anti-Baath purge implemented in US-

occupied Iraq.6 This second camp fell in 2014 under the

military hegemony of General Khalifa Haftar, a former

companion of Gaddafi who had broken with him in the late

1980s, joined the US-backed Libyan opposition in exile, and

lived in the United States from 1990 until his return to Libya

in 2011.

Emboldened by the anti-Morsi coup in neighbouring Egypt,

Haftar led the reconstituted remnants of the Libyan armed

forces in the spring of 2014 in an offensive aimed at ridding

the country of the “terrorists”, by which he meant the

Islamic fundamentalist militias. He thus became a magnet

for former Gaddafi tribal partisans, humiliated by the same

militias. His move was the final and decisive episode in

pitching the country into a second civil war, accompanied by

the division of Libya’s long coastal territory between areas

dominated by competing factions – Haftar’s forces in the

east and far west, the Muslim brotherhood-led camp (Libya

Dawn) in the Tripoli-Misrata area, with self-styled Islamic

State forces (improperly called ISIS outside Iraq and Syria)

managing to take control of the central region of Sirte

(Gaddafi’s birthplace)7 – not to mention other locally

autonomous militias.



Haftar’s dictatorial approach led the Islamic

fundamentalist camp to portray him as a would-be

reincarnation of Gaddafi, whose legacy it purports to be the

true eradicator as it claims exclusive revolutionary

legitimacy for itself. The truth, however, is that Haftar’s

model is not, and could not be, that of Gaddafi. It was

actually the military commander turned authoritarian head

of state in neighbouring Egypt, Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi, whose

war-on-terror vocabulary Haftar adopted. To a large extent,

Libya’s second civil war is an extension on Libyan soil of the

confrontation between the Sisi regime and Egypt’s Muslim

Brotherhood, with the United Arab Emirates involved along

with Cairo on Haftar’s side, and Qatar and Turkey backing

the Islamic fundamentalist camp.8

In parallel to the turn of events igniting the civil war in

Libya, a similar process unfolded in Yemen. The so-called

“Yemeni solution” praised by Barack Obama in 2012 as a

model for Syria was based on a Saudi-sponsored agreement

between former president Ali Abdallah Saleh and the

opposition, concluded in November 2011. By virtue of this

agreement, Saleh handed the presidency to his vice

president, Abd Rabbuh Mansur Hadi (a step that was

formalised through a presidential election held in February

2012, with Hadi as sole candidate), resulting in the

formation of a government of national unity. I concluded my

assessment in October 2012 as follows:

Ali Saleh continues to play a direct, central role in Yemeni politics as the leader

of the majority party in parliament; his son still commands the Republican

Guard and his nephew is still Director of National Security. Of all the victories

of the great Arab uprising down to the time of writing, the Yemeni victory has,

incontestably, been the most superficial. Not only has the change to which the

uprising gave rise left the underlying causes of the explosion intact; it has not

even gone far enough to usher in a period of temporary, relative stabilisation

before the revolution pursues its course – or the country sinks into chaos.

The ingredients for a plunge into chaos were, to be sure,

completely overwhelming. The rickety compromise of

November 2011 could not last. It created a duality of power



in the country, thus facilitating the spectacular growth of all

sorts of armed groups, including al-Qaida, with entire

regions falling out of state control into their hands.9 For the

new president to be able to rule, he needed to dismantle

Saleh’s grip over a major section of the state, starting with

its military-security apparatuses. Hadi did indeed begin in

2012 gradually to demote Saleh’s men from key positions.

Then, in April 2013, he removed Ahmed Saleh, the former

president’s son, from his position as commander of the

Republican Guard and Special Forces, and appointed him as

an ambassador abroad.10 These measures could only

incense Ali Saleh, who was not willing to cede his positions

of power, but intended on the contrary to restore his family

and clan’s rule in the Yemeni state as soon as conditions

ripened for a takeover.

“There is no doubt that Mr Saleh still wields enormous

power here,” wrote Robert Worth in a New York Times report

in January 2014.11 “He remains the leader of Mr Hadi’s own

political party, to the president’s chagrin. Many in the

military are still loyal to him.” The report astutely described

the unfolding of what became the dominant feature of

Yemen’s situation in the course of that same year, 2014,

against a background of increasing sectarian polarisation in

the country:12

Recently, [Mr Saleh] has signaled an alliance of sorts with the Houthis, an

insurgent group in the far north-west with which he fought a bitter,

intermittent war for years. The Houthis have grown into a broad national

political movement since 2011, fueled largely by a hatred of Islah, the Yemeni

Islamist party that is the equivalent of the Muslim Brotherhood. Mr Saleh hates

them both, but he clearly also resents Mr Hadi, who frequently disparages

him.
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Saleh did indeed strike an alliance with the Huthi

movement, an Islamic fundamentalist rebellion from within

the same Zaidi sect of Shi‘i Islam to which he himself

belongs. This was despite the fact that the Huthi rebellion

had presented a major armed challenge to Saleh’s rule for



many years, and had joined the uprising against him in

2011.14 This unlikely alliance soon materialised to enable

what was reductively and inaccurately described as a “Huthi

offensive”, sweeping the country from north to south in the

course of 2014. In fact, it was to a large extent a counter-

offensive involving the forces loyal to Saleh, as Helen

Lackner emphasised in January 2015:

How did the Huthis rise from being a minority regional politico-military

movement to taking complete control over the formal state in less than one

year? Long suspected by most Yemenis, but ignored by the international

community, and denied by both concerned parties, the alliance between the

Huthis and Saleh has been the main factor behind their military success. The

vast majority of the Huthis’ armed forces are military and security units loyal

to Saleh who follow his orders. Moreover even senior Huthi leaders take orders

from Saleh, as revealed by a recently leaked telephone conversation between

Saleh and Abdul Wahed Abu Ras (Huthi representative at the NDC) where the

former orders the latter to coordinate activities with Saleh loyalists, to ensure

they control the country’s borders; they even discuss the appointment of the

next Prime Minister: Abu Ras meekly acquiesces. Last week, it also emerged

that the military refused to obey the Minister of Defence’s order to protect the

Presidential Palace and other strategic locations in Sana’a: the only group who

fought back were the President’s personal guard, suffering heavy casualties.

Last September, people wondered how the Huthis managed to take control

of the capital, Sana’a, without firing a shot; the answer is clearly that the army

and security forces made no move to defend the legitimate regime of

President Hadi. . . . It was also thanks to Saleh’s military forces that the Huthis

defeated the al Ahmars and the Islah party in Amran Governorate, where they

burned down the houses of the leading shaykhs.
15

Saleh had been emboldened to act by the turn of events

in Egypt since the July 2013 coup. He saw the conditions for

a similar comeback of his family’s regime gathering in the

increasing chaos into which the country had been sinking

since he stepped down – a chaos he did his best to stoke, as

it could only work in his favour. Indeed, a growing number of

Yemenis came to “appreciate the relative stability during his

rule”, as a June 2014 report noted, offering the following

illustration: “In an indication of the reactionary spirit,

pictures of Saleh’s son, Ahmed Ali Saleh, often beside

Egyptian General Abdelfattah al-Sisi, have become common

in the capital.”16 Saleh senior himself did not hide his



enthusiastic admiration for Egypt’s new “strong man”, as in

his symptomatic statement to Al-Ahram Weekly in

November 2014 that “the Arab Spring is bad and that it was

backed by the Zionists. But there is a bright candle now with

the presence of President Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi at the top of

the pyramid of power in Egypt, and with the elimination of

the Muslim Brotherhood . . .”17

The intricacies of Yemeni society, one of the most complex

of Arab societies,18 thus produced yet another variant of the

regional pattern of confrontation between two counter-

revolutionary camps. There, the Zaidi–Shi‘i old regime’s

men, in alliance with a Zaidi–Shi‘i Islamic fundamentalist

force, clashed with the Sunni coalition of forces that had

issued from the uprising, in which the Muslim Brotherhood

and other Sunni fundamentalists played a prominent role in

alliance with left and nationalist groups (the Joint Meeting

Parties alliance). Meanwhile the terroristic al-Qaida and

Islamic State gained ground – taking advantage, as

elsewhere, of civil war.19 In short, this was a situation

bearing a striking resemblance to the Syrian alignment of

forces. One major difference, however, was that foreign

direct involvement in the civil war in Yemen was not that of

Iran and Russia on the side of the old regime, as in Syria,

but that of a Saudi-led coalition on the side of the post-

uprising opposition-turned-government. The Saudi bombing

of Yemen has been murderous and destructive, even though

it pales in comparison to Russia’s bombing and Iran’s

involvement in Syria.

The Tunisian “Model” and Its Limits

Sisi’s 2013 coup also had, most naturally and inevitably, a

huge impact on the fourth Arab country along with Egypt,

Libya and Yemen, where the Muslim Brotherhood – in the

Tunisian case, their local sister organisation, the Ennahda



Movement – had come to power in the wake of the 2011

Arab uprising. Assessing the prospects of the Ennahda-

dominated Tunisian government in October 2012, my

prognosis was that the economy’s performance under its

stewardship would be “worse than under the dictatorship”:

This is due to a number of factors: the instability of post-dictatorial Tunisia;

Ennahda’s incompetence when it comes to capitalist management; Tunisian

capitalism’s mistrust of a populist, petty-bourgeois movement of religious

inspiration that includes a hardcore fundamentalist component and has taken

an accommodating stance toward the Salafists; and, above all, the

movement’s inability to forestall the intensification of social struggles whose

protagonists have been emboldened by the uprising’s victory.
20

This, I asserted, was one reason why the Ennahda-

dominated government had “adopted so accommodating a

stance toward the repressive apparatus bequeathed it by

the dictator”.21 Another reason – the most important one, to

be sure – was plainly revealed in the words of Ennahda’s

founder-president himself, Rached al-Ghannouchi, when he

addressed a delegation of Salafists paying him a visit in his

movement’s headquarters. In the video that was leaked and

broadcast in October 2012, creating a scandal, Ghannouchi

explains to his visitors why conditions in Tunisia were not

appropriate for adding a reference to the Sharia into the

new constitution, which the Constituent Assembly elected in

October 2011 was then drafting.22

His main argument was that the key pillars of power –

media, economy, administration, army and police – were in

the hands of the secular elite, and that it was necessary to

take this balance of forces into consideration, lest the

Tunisian Islamic movement come to know a fate similar to

that of its counterpart in neighbouring Algeria, where a

bloody coup suppressed it just as it was about to win the

parliamentary elections of January 1992. Thus, it was

unwise to try to impose a reference to the Sharia, whereas

there was a broad agreement on including a reference to

Islam as the Tunisian state’s religion – a fact that



Ghannouchi regarded as a key achievement to be

consolidated. For that, he exhorted his Salafist visitors to

create associations and Quranic schools in order to spread

their message until the balance of forces became more

appropriate for further steps in Islamising the country.

Salafism started growing after the Tunisian uprising as one

result of the frustration of expectations in the aftermath of

Ben Ali’s downfall, all the more because the workers’

movement – the powerful Tunisian General Labour Union,

also known by its French acronym, UGTT, which is by far the

most important organised social movement in Tunisia23 –

and the Tunisian Left – which is coalesced in the Popular

Front and has become hegemonic in the UGTT’s leadership

since 2011 – failed to harness those frustrations. Likewise,

dissensions appeared within Ennahda itself between those

sensitive to Salafist pressure and the moderates.24

The combination of increasing Salafist-perpetrated attacks

and assassinations with the overall performance of Ennahda

in government led in Tunisia to results similar to those

brought by the Muslim Brotherhood’s presidential year in

Egypt: growing fear and anger in broad sectors of society

that included the secular-minded and feminists, naturally,

but also the workers’ movement, which had been

threatened with physical violence by Ennahda’s militia.25 As

in Egypt, the old regime’s men – the Tunisian “deep state”

and the old political elite – exploited that fear and anger in

order to stage a comeback. The assassination on 6 February

2013 of Chokri Belaid, one of the leading figures of the

Tunisian Popular Front, led to a huge outpouring of mass

anger against Ennahda, which was held responsible for

creating the political conditions for the assassination, when

not accused of having directly perpetrated it.

The assassination a few months later, on 25 July, of

Mohamed Brahmi – another prominent figure of the Popular

Front – led to the foundation on the next day of the National



Salvation Front (NSF), bringing together the Popular Front’s

key parties as well as Nidaa Tounes (“Tunisia’s call”) and a

few centre-left and liberal groups. Founded in 2012 in order

to fill the vacuum created by the dissolution of Ben Ali’s

ruling party, Nidaa Tounes is basically composed of old

regime’s men, with a few liberal and centre-left figures

added to them in order to offer a semblance of change. The

Tunisian NSF was thus the equivalent of its Egyptian

namesake; it even included a Tunisian Tamarrod, though this

failed to reproduce the Egyptian original’s success. The NSF

called for a popular anti-Ennahda rally on 6 August 2013,

which turned out to be a true Tunisian equivalent of Egypt’s

30 June 2013 anti-Muslim Brotherhood mobilisation. There

remain two major differences between the two countries in

this respect: the key role of the workers’ movement in the

mobilisation and the absence of direct army role, Tunisia

being a country with no tradition of military rule. Other

components of the “deep state” were nonetheless part of

the action.

Sadri Khiari, a Tunisian observer who cannot be suspected

of a priori hostility to Ennahda, neatly described the 6

August rally:

No one can deny the extraordinary scale of the national mobilisation that

expressed itself [on 6 August 2013]. Impressive logistics, mysterious funding

sources, suspicious complicities, of course. But only resentment, bad faith or

wilful blindness can pretend that the gathering of such a huge crowd by

Tunisian standards is simply a result of manipulation. Bourgeois from La Marsa,

unemployed from Menzel Bouzaïene, wage-earners from everywhere, “post-

modern” artists, people coming only for fun or to be “in” – in short, an

astonishing social patchwork dominated by the “middle classes” – that’s

probably true as well. Leftists of the worst kind, good-looking democrats, all

kinds of trade-unionists, communists, Arab nationalists and Hezbfrancists

[“France’s party” people], progressives by sentiment, hard and soft

secularists, people nostalgic for Bourguibism [Bourguiba was the founder of

modern Tunisia, whose regime Ben Ali continued in a more corrupt form] and

occasional Bourguibists, partisans of “enlightened” military rule and others of

worker-management democracy, people with no opinion and other khobzistes

[from khubz, Arabic for bread, meaning opportunists], this messy diversity is a

fact; no one can deny it, as no one can deny the demonstrators’ multiple

motivations, the dissonant slogans, and the fundamental contradictions that



run like a thread between the diverse social interests that converged in Bardo

Square.

It would be quite inept, however, or stupidly polemical, not to recognise in

this paradoxical gathering the fully justified expression of a discontent or

serious worry with regard to Tunisia’s future, which is broadly shared in the

whole country and – by virtue of different interests – by all social categories.
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The result in Tunisia of the events of 6 August was also

similar to that of those in Egypt on 30 June, in the sense

that they opened the way to what is, in essence, a

comeback of old-regime men: Nidaa Tounes won a plurality

in the October 2014 parliamentary election, and its leader,

Beji Caid Essebsi, was elected president of Tunisia in the

November 2014 presidential election, a few months after

the election of his Egyptian counterpart Abdul-Fattah al-Sisi.

But here again there are important differences between the

two processes, the major factor in this respect being

Ennahda’s attitude.

Already quite impressed by the tragic repression of his

Algerian co-thinkers, Ghannouchi was no doubt appalled by

the tragic downfall of his Egyptian fellows only a few weeks

before 6 August. In striking contrast to the Egyptian Muslim

Brotherhood’s foolish intransigence, he thus accepted a

compromise whereby the Ennahda-dominated government

would give way to a “technocratic” transitional government

in January 2014, which oversaw the elections held in

autumn of the same year. It may very well be that

Ghannouchi was relieved that his movement came second

in the parliamentary election. In any event, Ennahda –

again, in stark contrast with its Egyptian co-thinkers – put

forward no candidate of its own to the presidential election,

contenting itself with supporting the incumbent president,

the Ennahda-friendly liberal Moncef Marzouki.

Another key factor in facilitating the smooth return of the

old regime was the role played by the Left, and the ability of

the powerful UGTT to act as a political power broker in

Tunisia. A dominant section of the Tunisian Left organised in

the Popular Front leaned towards an electoral and political



alliance with Nidaa Tounes. In fact, the Popular Front

contributed decisively to bringing Nidaa Tounes back in from

the cold, where it had been confined as a result of being

reviled by both the Left and Ennahda, as representing the

ousted old regime. By entering into the NSF alliance with

Nidaa Tounes, the Tunisian Left contributed to the

rehabilitation of the latter, as did the assassinations’ impact

in stoking up fear of Islamic fundamentalism and a longing

for a strong state.

The UGTT thus acted as a mediator between the two class

enemies of its working-class constituency: Nidaa Tounes and

Ennahda. Moreover, it did so by bringing back in from the

cold its direct nemesis, the employers’ association, UTICA

(the French acronym for Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade

and Handicrafts), which was just as reviled as the old

regime’s political elite, since a dominant part of its

membership consisted of the politically connected crony

capitalists who had prospered under Ben Ali. (The World

Bank noticed the existence of this crony capitalism only

after the dictator’s downfall, so much so that it suddenly

adopted a revolutionary tone – only a tone, of course – in

describing Tunisia’s upheaval as an unfinished revolution.27)

The UGTT’s mediation allowed the process to be smooth;

however, as Hèla Yousfi wrote,

if the UGTT, first architect of the national dialogue, has more or less succeeded

in appeasing the political tensions thanks to a laboriously constructed

consensus, one cannot fail to observe that this consensus has been reduced to

power-sharing between the old ruling elite and the new elite that emerged

from the ballot box, thus widening the gap between two antagonistic visions of

democracy: the vision that crystallises the democratic claim around party

representativeness and electoral competition, and the vision that considers

that there is no viable democracy as long as social demands are not placed at

the centre of the priorities and political alternatives on offer. The UGTT that

agrees to forge a united front with the bosses, in order to be able to find a

negotiated equilibrium between the various political and social forces, takes

the risk of seeing its own capacity for social action weakened.
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One important result of the Tunisian power transition

having proceeded in a much smoother and more peaceful



way than the Egyptian one is that a coalition government –

dominated by old-regime men and members of Nidaa

Tounes, but including one minister representing Ennahda –

took office in February 2015. This was the result of Nidaa

Tounes not having secured enough parliamentary votes for a

more restrictive cabinet, but also of its preference for a

coalition with Ennahda over one with the Popular Front, part

of which was willing to partner with the new-old ruling party.

This outcome greatly delighted Washington and the

European Union, which had wished a similar scenario might

have been possible in Egypt. After all, like the SCAF and

Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, Nidaa Tounes and Ennahda

share a dedication to a neoliberal socio-economic

perspective – so much so that the mood of reconciliation

went so far as to allow the coalition government to draft a

“reconciliation law” granting amnesty to businessmen and

civil servants who had committed financial crimes or

misused public funds. They would be amnestied in

exchange for their admission of guilt and willingness to pay

back their ill-gotten gains with 5 per cent interest – a

transaction that undermined the transitional justice

procedure that had been painstakingly put in place in

December 2013.29 The Norwegian Nobel Committee was so

pleased that it awarded the 2015 Nobel Peace Prize to the

Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, composed of the UGTT,

UTICA and two other partners of the mediation between

Nidaa Tounes and Ennahda – the lawyers’ guild and a

human rights organisation.30

Accelerating the political-security dimension of this same

backward process, the terrorist attacks perpetrated by

Islamic State members in March and June 2015 were an

occasion for the adoption of an “anti-terrorist law”

denounced by human rights organisations as a threat to civil

rights and liberties. The mantra of the “war on terror” has

served as a justification for a return to the foreground of



prominent members of Ben Ali’s security apparatuses.31

Tunisia is thus walking back with long strides into a

restoration of the old regime, under the presidency of the

world’s third-oldest head of state after Zimbabwe’s Robert

Mugabe and Queen Elizabeth II of England.

The frustration of the 2011 “youth revolution” was thus

complete. Under such circumstances, it was no wonder that

Tunisian youth boycotted the elections en masse, like their

Egyptian counterpart, with over 70 per cent of those under

thirty-one abstaining in 2014.32 Equally, it was no surprise

that Tunisia, the Arab country whose youth had the

strongest reasons for hope in 2011, was the country from

where the largest contingent of young people relative to its

population has joined the so-called Islamic State. The root

causes of the social exasperation that led to the self-

immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi on 17 December 2010 to

act as a spark setting on an all-engulfing fire have only been

aggravated by the pursuit of neoliberal policies against a

backdrop of political turmoil. Anouar Boukhars aptly

summarised this calamitous situation:

The economy remains fragile, with real growth stalling at an estimated 2.8

percent in 2014. External imbalances, rising inflation (6.5–7 percent), and a

9.2 percent deficit in public finances are major sources of stress for a

government under pressure to put its fiscal house in order, tackle high

unemployment (15 percent), and make investments in the marginalised areas

of the country’s interior and border regions.

The size of the informal economy, which has grown exponentially to reach

50 percent of gross domestic product, also drags on economic growth.

Contraband merchandise from Algeria and Libya is traded not just in the

border regions but throughout the country. Competition from informal vendors

has led several local firms to go out of business.

The severe economic crisis the country has experienced in the four years

after the revolution has contributed to this rising trend of informality. But there

are also structural determinants of the black economy, chiefly bureaucratic

corruption, excessive regulation, high taxes, and exorbitant start-up costs. The

off-the-books business will continue to thrive as long as the state is unable to

provide alternatives in the formal economy and tackle corruption. . . .

The disparity between Tunisia’s coastal areas and its precariously

marginalised periphery is a source of destabilization and a threat to



democratic consolidation. The last four years have not improved the economic

experience of these regions.
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The Arab Left and the Strategic Challenge

The frustration of the hopes created by revolutions is a

classical source of the development of terrorism, as a fringe

expression of that frustration. The frustration of the hopes

created by the French revolutionary situation of May–June

1968 and the wave of youth revolt that swept Europe in that

same year led to the emergence of a left-wing terrorism, of

which the main theatres were France, Germany and Italy.

Other countries witnessed a similar phenomenon.

The frustration of the hopes created by the 2011 “Arab

Spring” is likewise one major source of recruits to Islamic

fundamentalist terrorism, drawing young people from

around the Arab region. Terroristic escapism follows the

easiest available path: in the late 1960s and the 1970s, the

counter-hegemonic ideology was predominantly radical-left

at the global level, including in the Arab region. For reasons

that I explained at length in The People Want and other

writings, it is Islamic fundamentalism that has become the

dominant counter-hegemonic ideology in the Arab region

since the 1980s. It is hence naturally on the escapist

outskirts of Islamic fundamentalism that the current

frustration is manifesting itself regionally.

Present-day Islamic fundamentalist terrorism is, however,

incomparably more brutal and powerful than the left-wing

terrorism of yesteryear, to say nothing of the fact that it

stands at the opposite, far-right end of the political

spectrum. It is not a terrorism that the global powers can

fight with police means alone, but one that they are fighting

with missiles and military planes. The spectacular

development and expansion of the so-called Islamic State

over the four years that have followed the 2011 “Arab

Spring”, while its terrorist offshoots were engaging all over



the world in a macabre competition with al-Qaida, has

become the most blatant expression of the degeneration of

the New World Order heralded by George Bush senior on 11

September 1990 into a “new world disorder”.34

Barack Obama faces the prospect of leaving the scene

with a more catastrophic balance sheet in his running of the

US empire, especially in the crucially strategic Middle East,

than that of any president before him. This is no small feat

for a man who succeeded George W. Bush, the president

who held this record himself. Obama managed to take the

disaster bequeathed to him by his predecessor to new and

significantly lower depths. In the face of this fast-spreading

fire, the Obama administration – with John Kerry in the role

of secretary of state, about whom the Financial Times

mordantly observed that he “has demonstrated boundless

confidence in his ability to solve problems if he can only

bring the concerned parties together in one room”35 – is

acting like an overwhelmed and overstretched fire brigade,

along with its United Nations and European Union partners.

They are engaged in trying to foster compromises and

reconciliations along the lines of the Tunisian model of

coalition government in all major theatres of the 2011 Arab

uprising: in Syria as well as in Libya, Yemen, and even in

Egypt, where the fire brigade rightly believes that Sisi is

stoking up the fire in his unrealistic determination to disable

the Muslim Brotherhood by repressive means.

As in the Syrian case, the best one can hope at this

juncture is that such conciliatory efforts be crowned with

success. Arresting the tragedies that have followed the

“Arab Spring” has indeed become the priority of priorities –

a matter of extremely urgent basic humanitarian necessity.

At the same time, whereas reconciliation and coalition

building between the two counter-revolutionary camps in

the Arab region – with the exception of the terrorist lunatic

fringe, of course, since one key motivation of the



reconciliation efforts is precisely that the two camps

together might manage to eradicate it – represent the best

scenario from the point of view of the Western powers, it

happens to be – quite unusually – the best scenario from a

progressive point of view as well.

Had the Tunisian reconciliation between the old regime

and Ennahda not been successful in bringing them into

coalition, the alternative might have been the disastrous

collaboration of a major section of the Tunisian Left with

Nidaa Tounes. This would have further jeopardised – and in

the long term – the Popular Front’s chances of crystallising

and channelling the steadily increasing social anger, which

is doomed to be exacerbated by the same neoliberal

policies that are producing similar results throughout the

region, after having been instrumental in provoking the

2011 uprising. The Tunisian scene would have continued to

be dominated by the confrontation between the two

counter-revolutionary forces of the old regime and Ennahda.

With the coalition in place, the Popular Front found itself in

the best position to act as the key upholder of the 17

December 2010 Revolution, and as the major political

opposition to the two counter-revolutionary camps,

reconciled in their common adherence to the neoliberal

framework.

Alas, the Left in the Arab region has so far proved

incapable of decisively opening a regional third way – not a

Tony Blair-like Third Way, which is no more than

neoliberalism with a smiling face, but a third pole equally

opposed to the two rival poles of the regional counter-

revolution: the old regime and the Islamic fundamentalists,

both of them fierce enemies of the key progressive

aspirations of the 2011 Arab Spring. Instead, the regional

Left has developed over recent years a tradition of allying

with one of the two reactionary poles against the other.36 A

section of the Left supported the regimes in the name of



confronting Islamic fundamentalism, which it mislabelled as

“fascism” for the sake of legitimising this betrayal of

everything progressives should stand for. This was most

blatantly the case in Algeria following the 1992 coup, but

also in Egypt under Mubarak and Tunisia in the early 1990s –

in other words, everywhere the Islamic fundamentalist

movement had grown to the point of becoming a serious

contender for power.

Another part of the regional Left, led by its genuine and

resolute opposition to the dictatorial regimes, sought

alliances with the Muslim Brotherhood. The 2005 Damascus

Declaration for National Democratic Change was one such

alliance. When the 2011 uprising began, this collaboration

took a new shape with the participation of the most

prominent component of the Syrian Left in the now-

infamous Muslim Brotherhood-dominated Syrian National

Council.37 Aziz al-Azmeh had the following comment on the

initial experience:

During the period of what was called the civil society movement in Damascus,

and the Damascus Spring which preceded the Arab Spring, a short while after

Bashar al-Assad’s inheritance of power, I made clear my view .  .  . that the

advocacy of “historic compromises” with forces opposed to modernity,

democracy and secularism, such as the Muslim Brothers, under unclear

circumstances and from a standpoint of organisational weakness, and the

belief that democracy is a vague unqualified slogan, a magic formula that is

supposed to heal all social and political illnesses – all this is very naive. . . .

Many years before the major events and conflicts that have taken us by

surprise in recent years, I was convinced that the Islamic discourses (people

were then focusing on the Brothers more than on ISIS) about democracy are

more populist than democratic . . . and that such forces are no partners in any

historic compromise seeking the public interest. My critics said that I was

passing “judgement on intentions”. This accusation is accurate and I plead

guilty: in stating my position, I made a political judgement, and a political

judgement without a judgement on intentions is void. There is no room for

courtesy in political judgements.
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Al-Azmeh is right to emphasise the fact that the Muslim

Brotherhood – or any groups subscribing to religious

fundamentalism, whatever its religion – cannot be trusted to

be true democrats, since democracy fundamentally



contradicts their vision of the world. He is also right to

criticise the illusion that the Left, in entering into alliance

with the Muslim Brothers on vague terms and from a

position of huge organisational imbalance in the latter’s

favour, can keep them on the desired path. However, this

leaves open the issue of more limited and tactical alliances,

since political action cannot be based solely on assessing

the intentions of others; clearly, it must also be based on

one’s own goals and intentions, and the degree to which a

certain set of tactics can serve the strategic goal.

The Egyptian Left encountered such dilemmas in the

present century’s first decade, as Maha Abdelrahman

relates:

The most divisive issue over which even short-term, tactical coalitions

stumbled was the desired level of confrontation of the regime and its security

apparatus. For the left, the Nasserists, and youth groups from across the

political spectrum, the radicalization effect of the Second Palestinian Intifada

and the ensuing revival of street politics was an opportunity to expand the

boundaries of confrontation with the regime. Activists seized the chance to

increase the ceiling of political demands and to take their struggle out onto

the streets. The MB, on the other hand, is an organization with a track record

of political horse-trading and behind-the-scenes deals as part of its conciliation

with the Sadat and Mubarak regimes. Members of the group were much more

reluctant to openly challenge the government by taking to the street at every

opportunity. This fundamental difference in strategy raised any number of

tensions between the MB and rival groups.
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Indeed, as in Syria, where the Muslim Brotherhood, soon

after the Damascus declaration was issued, entered into a

sectarian-motivated, Saudi-backed alliance with a key pillar

of Hafez al-Assad’s regime who had broken with his

master’s heir, the Egyptian mother organisation made

several compromises with Mubarak up to its collaboration

with the SCAF, as described in Chapter 2. Maha Abdelrahman

nevertheless gives a positive account of the Egyptian

experience of alliance:

The short-term, tactical cooperation between unlikely bedfellows served a

clear function during the last decade of Mubarak’s rule. Where successive

authoritarian regimes had for decades successfully weakened political

opposition forces through a mix of tactics including co-optation, divide and



rule, repressive legal measures and the use of naked violence, the divided and

weak opposition could only sustain protest movements against the regime by

swelling their numbers in the form of alliances. . . .

These coalitions, however, were short-term, tactical formations rather than

long-term strategic alliances. They did not demand any meaningful

compromises over fundamental issues or require working together towards

long-term strategic goals. With the downfall of Mubarak and the advent of a

new political phase, mostly dominated by the military, these old coalitions

became irrelevant.
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One may wonder, however, whether the alliances referred

to remained short-term and tactical truly by the will of their

left-wing participants, or rather by that of the Muslim

Brotherhood, which had a very short-term, opportunistic and

self-seeking relation to such alliances with groups which

were like mice compared to its own elephantine dimensions.

The truth is that, for the most important Egyptian left-wing

group involved in that experience, the alliance with the

Muslim Brotherhood did not become “irrelevant” with

Mubarak’s downfall. As we saw in Chapter 1, this group,

Hamdeen Sabahy’s Karama Party, participated in the 2011–

12 parliamentary elections as part of a Muslim Brotherhood-

dominated alliance, thus missing a major opportunity to

start to constitute a third pole, in the way it went on to do

with such success in the presidential election a few months

later.

The key point that emerges from both symmetrical

attitudes found on the Left towards the old regimes and

their Islamic fundamentalist competitors is the past failure

of the major components of the Arab Left to remain true to

the values that they proclaim, or that any true Left should

be proclaiming. A Left that is actively and resolutely

engaged in the full range of social and democratic struggles

on behalf of all the exploited and downtrodden –

championing feminist values as much as national liberation

values, and boldly upholding secularism along with the

democratic rights of the religious (which any well-

understood secularism should be the first to defend: a



woman’s right to wear the hijab as much as a woman’s right

to go bareheaded) – such a Left can only enter into short-

term tactical alliances with forces standing at the opposite

end of the spectrum with respect to any of its core values.

It can on occasion and for purely tactical reasons strike

together with “unlikely bedfellows” – whether with Islamic

forces against old-regime forces, or vice-versa – but it

should always be marching separately, clearing its own

fundamental path at equal distance from the two

reactionary camps. Tactical short-term alliances can be

concluded with the devil if need be; but the devil should

never be portrayed as an angel on such occasions – such as

by calling the Muslim Brotherhood “reformist” or the old

regime forces “secular”, thus trying to prettify their deeply

reactionary nature.

The huge revolutionary potential that was released across

the Arab-speaking region starting from 17 December 2010

is far from extinguished. It is still very much alive, even

when smouldering under the ashes of a civil war such as the

one devastating Syria. And despite the overwhelming

feeling of backlash and setback to worse than prior to 2011

that the ongoing tragedies understandably inspire, the truth

is that there have been quite a few positive achievements of

the regional uprising other than the irruption of “the

people’s will” onto the scene. As paradoxical as it may

sound, one of the most prominent Arab feminists, the

Tunisian Ahlem Belhadj, reminds us that one of the issues on

which there have been positive gains from Morocco to

Tunisia, Egypt and even Yemen is the advancement of

women’s rights – even though such advances still fall far

short of an end to gender oppression, needless to say.41

In 2015, its fifth year, the regional revolutionary process

has seen the unexpected surge of an impressively large

cross-sectarian social protest movement in Iraq and

Lebanon – two countries in which sectarianism was deemed



to be a most powerful deflector of class dynamics,

perverting any horizontal social struggle into vertical

sectarian antagonism. Nevertheless, there is no denying

that, from 2013 onwards, the Arab Spring has turned into an

Arab Winter, and a harsh and biting one at that. There will

certainly be more seasons to come: this much is certain,

and a source of hope.

The key to turning a future Arab Spring into a durable one

– achieving the transition into a new era of human

development and emancipation for the entire Arab-speaking

region and beyond – is to build the resolutely independent

progressive leaderships that have hitherto been so cruelly

lacking. Without such leaderships, it will not be possible to

radically overturn the socio-political order to produce one in

which state resources and the national wealth are truly

mobilised in the interests of the people. And, short of this,

the region is doomed to remain caught in the inferno of the

clash of barbarisms: there will be no “democratic” miracle

to turn this part of the world into a paragon of capitalist

liberalism.
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