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By Edwin Madunagu

THE following notes are fragmentary. The
analyses and propositions, which they may
embody, are therefore tentative. As the cilinf; of
all the sources will be too cumbersome I shall
cite only obscure ones, leaving out those that
can be obtained by a quick Internet search. The
piece itself may be taken as continuation of the
exercise begun with Revolution and humanism:
Clarifications. (March 29 and April 5, 2012).

We may begin with definition, description and
range: “Arab Springrefers to the democratic up-
risings that arose independently and spread
across the Arab world in 2011. The movement
originated in December 2010 and quickly took
hold in Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen, Bahrain,
Saudi Arabia, and Jordan”. This is straightfor-
ward, clear and precise. The Source Watch arti
cle from which it was taken then added what 1
expect every student of the subject to know,
namely, that the term, Arab Spring, “was previ-
ously used beginning in March 2005 by numer-
ous media commentators to suggest that a
5{)in-off benefit of the invasion of Iraq would be
the flowering of Western-friendly Middle East
democracies’.

Put differently, the term, Arab Spring, is not a
new name for a new development, but an old
name that was previously given to a political il-
lusion-that the 2003 American invasion of Iraq
would sparkof a “democracy wind” in Arab-ma-
jority countries of Africa and the Middle East.
Mind you, not just democracy; but democracy
that would be “Western-friendly” by which is
meant “imperialist-aligned”. The 2003 illusion
died, as it was fated to die. Seven years later the
self-immolation of ayoung Tunisian man, Boaz-
izi, sparked a fire which is still burning and
WhiCH) is more appropriately called the Arab
Spring.

Iwish todigress.Ithinkitisappropriate for me
to repeat, here, a point which I requentlg make
in this column: The term, “West”, as used in the
media, carries multiple meanings and conno-
tations. It may mean a concrete geopolitical en-
titywhose history can be traced as far back as
we wish. It may also mean a culture, which has
a similar historical attribute. Then, the term
“West” may mean imperialism, which, since the

18“‘(01‘1lury, has been capitalist, or predominantly
capitalist. Since the term “West” is so important
in contemporary political discussion and is so
misunderstood, my advice is that a writer or com-
municator should always ensure that the context
in which he or she uses the term is clear in each
instance. If in doubt of your own clarity, explain-
even if in parenthesis.

Backto the track. Someone who mayone day be
introduced to the world as an “expert” or “au-
thority” on Arab Spring presented the following
as causes of the revolutionary wave: “Demo-
graphic structural causes; authoritarian states;
extreme povertly, government corruption;
human rights violations; inflation; kleptocracy;
sectarianism; unemployment”.  Of the nine
causes listed, seven may be classified as easily un-
derstood - provided you bear in mind that “ex-

verts” on the state usually draw distinctions
’wlwvm'n “authoritarian”, “totalitarian” and “au-
tocratic” in order to be able to give the less odious
labels to their notorious friends or notorious
friends of their principals. [ am bringing out two
causes, “demographic structural factors” and
“sectarianism” for lmcl' comments.

My problem with sectarianism is that I don't
know - since I have not accessed the full article
where explanations may be found - if the term
refers, in this context, to the embattled or fallen
regimes, or the ruling classes, or the masses and
their organisations, or,indeed, the Arabs asa race!
As for “demographic structural factors”, we can
guess the meaning, but the author simply has to
say more - to avoid mystification. But, unfortu-
nately, I could not also obtain any elaboration
from my Internet source. While still trying to ob-
tain the full article, | am assuming that the author
of the listed causes is aware that since we are dis-
cussing a single social phenomenon, the aspects
do overlap, that is, llow into one another. How-
ever, the main thing to which I want to draw at-
tention in the listing above is what Imay call fatal
omissions. Factors omitted include dependen
(thatis, the “absence of national independencg;/
economic system; and social inequality.”

The last point can never be overstated: You will
not even begin to understand the Arab Spring
without considering and appreciating grossly ex-
ploitative economic system or structure, socio-
cconomic inequality and national dependency as
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key causative factors. I am making this point
not to satisfy my “ideological fancy”. The omit-
ted factors I have listed were actually voiced in
the “Arab Spring” and formed part of its na-
tional platforms.I was on the lookout for them;
and Isawand heard them. They were notadded
for completeness or as appendages. Put differ-
ently, these omitted factors,and demands aris-
ing from them, were integrated into each of the
national platforms of the Arab Spring and put
forward Ey definite and substantial political
tendencies - the Revolutionary Left, in particu-
lar. These tendencies were present and very ac-
tive in each of the national theatres of the Arab
Spring. But “experts” would like to sanitise both
the tendencies and their banners from the
“Arab Spring”.

From “causes” we go to what the unnamed “ex-
pert” or “authority” saw as the “goals” of Arab
Spring. Four were listed: Democracy, human
rights, free and fair elections, and regime
change. Our comment here flows from what
has been said on “causes”. Absent from the list
of “goals” are national independence, disen-
ga%ement from neoliberal capitalism and cap-
italist imperialism, human rights of women
and, generally, the negation of the “causes”
listed earlier. The writer listed the following as
“characteristics” of Arab Spring:” Civil disobe-
dience, civil resistance, defection, demonstra-
tions, online activism, protest camps, rebellion,
revolution, riots, self-immolations, strike ac-
tions, uprising, urban warfare.

Thave two points to make on the issue of char-
acteristics. First, I don’t know why the writer
fails to be explicit on the question of armed re-
bellion. In other words, although the writer
uses terms, which suggest armed rebellion, I
wonder why she or he does not say so explicitly.
The arming of a rebellion raises the stakes and
re-defines or re-orders the objectives. Two: The
writer lists uprising, rebellion, urban warfare
and revolution separately. I hope this suggests
that she or he believes that there is a difference
between the first three and the last: ‘revolution’.

The author also summarised what he called
the “status” or “outcome” of the revolt in each
national theatre as at the time I obtained this
material from the Internet (March 24, 2012).
This cannot be contentious because we can see
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and hear the situation in each “Arab Spring"
country. I therefore have nothing against the
summaries or “outcomes” given ﬁ{)y the writer
provided it is always borne in mind that each na-
tional “outcome” is not the result of a straight
combat between the regime and a monolithic
“opposition”, but the result of clashes of several
socio-political forces including the regime, the
democratic forces, religious forces, feminist
groups, revolutionary Leftand, of course, imperi-
alism. The opposition was, of course, united at
certain levels, but not at all levels. I recall what
Leon Trotsky advised in an “Arab Spring”like sit-
uation: “March separately, but strike together.
Agree on where to strike and when to strike”.

Furthermore, I would have used the expression
“balance of forces,” rather than “status” or “out-
come”, because the situation in each national the-
atre is dynamig, still unfolding. Another writer
has noted the following important point: In some
theatres, the “Spring” moved from the urban to
the rural areas; in others the movement was in
the opposite direction.In atleastone country the
movement was from a particular region to the
rest of the coumr{.

Suppose I am asked to produce my own list of
causal factors, goals, characteristics and results.
what will I set down? I shall first of all discard
these categories. Ishall then suggest the follow-
ing areas for a study of the Araf; Spring: Defini-
tion, description, and range; historical
antecedents (for example, the 1919 “wave”); com-
mon or shared historical experience; immediate
causal factors; the role of culture and religion,
particularly Islam; socio-political forces in the
combat; organisation and structure of revolt; role
of the state army; role of the social media (SM); de-
mands and platforms; role of imperialism; bal-
ance of forces - generally and in each national
theatre; lessons.

In the concluding segment of these notes, Ishall
make general comments on the areas listed
above. But1end this segment with the following
observation: In none of the national theatres of
Arab Spring has the minimum democratic de-
mands been met in full. On the contrary, to im-
perialism or the “international community”, the
minimum democratic demands have long been
met in all the national theatres - exceptin Syria.
« To be concluded. %
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Ntheoperingsegmentof these notes, I sug-

gested a breakdown of the subject - “Arab
Spring” - into the following areas: Definition,
dyescripu'on andrange; historical antecedents;
common historical experience; immediate
cansal factors; role of culture and religion, par-
ticularly Islam, socio-political forces in com-
bat; organisation and structure of revolt srole
of the state army; role of social media (SM); de-
mands and platforms; role of imperialism;
balance of forces - generally and in each na-
tional theatre; and lessons.

Inadvertentiy omitted from this list is what
I'may call the role of “external forces”, includ-
ing the United Nations, the African Union, the
Arab League and individual “heavy-weight”
countries. [ may need to re-state that I differ-
entiate the United Nations from International
Community.The latter, as 1 have insisted, is, in
some contexts, another name for in:perial-
Iism. Furthermore, although the human cost
of the Arab Spring would run through the en-
tire course of any study; it is so heavy that it de-
serves to be treated separately.

As ayoung revolutionary in the middle and
late 1970s, I was attracted and deeply influ-
enced by the story of the Algerian War of In-
dependence, and, particularly, by the role of
the armed vanguard of the Aly erian people -
the National Liberation Front &NL). It was the
same type of interest I had carlier developed
ir. the story of Vietnam, and the Viethamese
armed vanguard. Whatinterested me most, in
both Algeria and Vietnam, was that in each
case, a colonised people, under the leadership
of their armed vanguard, rose against their
coleaial oppressors and forced them to with-
drawi Algeria, hewever, presented an addi-
tional point of interest: The role of Islam ir: the
mobilisation, resistance and heroism of the
people in the liberation struggle that was si-
multaneously anti-colonial, anti-imperialist
and socialist. I think it was Frantz Fanon's
Wretched of the earth, which firstbrought the
role of Islam in Algerias liberation war to my
notice.

Later, Amilcar Cabral, a Marxist theoretician
andrevolutionary fighter (Guinea Bissau) was
towiden my horizon on the revolutionary po-
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tential of culture, generally. This horizon was
further widened by the exploits of Camillo Tor-
res, the Latin American Catholic priest who
took up arms against imperialism and neo-
co]oniaH capitatism. If Thad not had this specific
knowledge of the role of religion and culture in
authentic revolutions of the people I would
have had peculiar difficulties in understanding
the current “Arab Spring”. Iam sure many peo-
ple - especially from my own background -
would have had, or are still having difficulties
inunderstanding the religious and cultural fac-
tor and may be tempted either to ignore it or
give it an essentially negative or reactionary
role. This will be missing the road.

It is, however, important to note that what we
see wherever religion and culture have played
significant ioles in a political struggle is a ‘par-
ticularinterpretation of thatreligion or culture
and not the religion or culture in general. We
remember, for instance, that in Co?umbia and
elsewherein Latin America the Catholic Church
hierarchy condemned the Catholic armed
rebels, together with their doctrines, includin
the “liberation theology” and the “Church o
the ]i')oor." But these rebels believed very fer-
vently that they were giving corréct interpreta-
tions of the life and teachings of Jesus Christ.

When, sometimes ago, I was iscussing the

“Arab Spring” with a young, but well-educated

friend of mine, he said that my view on armed
politicswas “Machiavellian”, What I said to war-
rant this label was that the state is always and
everywhere an armed institution, ready-at aii
times, not just in the final analvsis - to defend
itself witharras. Hence,any group who plans to
remove or overawe or radically transform a
state by means other than the process pr-
scribed by the state itself r..ust arra itself, But if
somehow the group succeeds in overthrowin
the state or tﬂe government by “peacefu
means, it must immediately thereafter arm it-
self. That does not make me a Machiavellian. We
agreed thatlshould touch on Machiavelliwhen
appreciating the Arab Spring in this column.
Ihave never been an admirer of Nicolo Machi-
avelli, the16th century Italian political philoso-
her and public servant. But my near-dislike of
gim is not like that of political hypocrites
whose reaction to Machiavelli is borne out of
embarrassment for being told what they are in
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reality or being shown a mirror to see them-
selves for what they are in reality. I do not ad-
mire the man not because his conclusions
and perceptions of power were wrong - far
from it - but because he was a philosophical
cynic who ignored, or was ignorant of the
presence of dialecticsin human relationsand
consciousness, and rather, approached social
and historical sciences strictly with the
method of natural science. But revolutionar-
ies are dialectical in thought and action, and
a:e notcynics. They recognise social reality,
but fight to change it, not exploit i¢.

1 first encountered Machiavelii when I was
reading Isaac Deutscher’s three - volume bi-
o;z;raphy ofLeonTrotsky: The prophetarmed:
The prophetunarmed;and ke prophet out-
cast. The author used a well-knowr: passage
from the sixth chapter of Machiaveﬁi’s The
priice as an epigraph. The passage reads in
part: “Henceitis thatall armed prophets have
conquered, and the unarmed cnes have been
destroyed.” - e

I'have made reference to this particular pas-
sage a couple of times. The occasion [ remem-
bered very vividly now was my tribute to Ken

Saro-Wiwa in November 1996 on the first an- -

niversary of his judicial murder. I titled the
piece, Prophetwithout arms.lt first appeared
in the now-rested Sunday Concord and was
later inco?)orated into The making and un-
making of Nigeria. Beyond this, this column,
on October 24,2004, carried the article Boro-

Saro Wiwa-Dokubo. The latter article ended

this way: “Three young inen, among many
others, had in the last 40 years, been thrown
up fo prominence in the Niger Delta self-de-
termination. struggle: Isaac Boro, Ken Saro-
Wiwa and Dokubo Asari. The first and the
third led armed struggles aﬁainst the Niger-
ian state. They escaped with th:eir lives and
were later reconciled with the state. The sec-
ond, an intellectual, preached and practiced
non-violent protest. 3t he lost his life in the
hands of the state”.

Now, we ma};aretum totheArab Springand to
the current balance of forces. In Tunisia, the
uprising was largely unarmed; the state army
ata stage could nolonger defend the regime
under President Ben Alj; the President fled the
countryand his government fell; but the state
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remained intact. In Egypt, the uprising was
largely unarmed; at a stage the army could no
longer defend President Hosni Mubarak’s gov-
ernment; the government fell; but the state re-
mained intact. In Libya, the protest became
armed early in its lize; it grew into a civil war
with massive external military intervention;
Muammar Gaddifi's regime was overihrown,
the man himself was killed and the Libyan statc
was completely smashed.

In Yerrien, the uprising was armed right from
the beginning;itassumeda civil war dimensicn
around the capital; the governiment of President
Ali Abdullah was almost overthrown, but the
American administration wasnot in support of
radical overthrow; the president han{fed over
power to a “national unity government”; the
state remained intact. Ir; Syria, the uprising be-
came armed arter several months of very costly
peaceful demonstration; despite several defec-
dons, the army still appears solidly behind the
regime; external military intervention, through
the United Nations was favoured by the Aréb
League, America and European Union, but is
blocked by Russia and China.In Bahrain, the up-
rising was largely unarmed; even then the
regime requested and obtained military sup-
port from the Gulf states; despite cosmetic
changes the state remains intactand solid.

Finaﬁ , the “external forces”. Ordinarily the In-
ternational Community, should be the human
community on this planet Earth. The leading or
primary organisation of this communitywoutc

then be the United Nations. Other orgaiisations

include the European Union, the African Uniox,
the Association of South East Asia Na tions, the
ECOWAS, Arab League, NATO, the BRICS, and
other regional and ever. hilatera! for 1 ations,
ideological or non-ideological. So,when Ireject
the current dominant notion of the “In‘erna-
tional Community”,1do not mean that the term
hasnomeaning. What I meanis that the current
usageisan ideological ap}l)ropn'ation ofaname
and meaning by imperialism. The main exter-
n! forces in this “Spring” separate into the
United Nations, individual friends and foes, tie
African Union,Arab League, and imperialism, or
the “International Community” as it calls it-
self. As soon as we make this separation, their
different roles will appear before our eyes.

e Concluded.




